
1

Introduction: critical framework  
and issues

 Esther Inglis’s oval-framed portrait of herself wearing a wide-brimmed hat 
and a falling ruff, holding a quill pen and standing behind a table upon 
which is an ink pot, a small open book and a large sheet of paper, gives a 
striking visual image of an  early modern woman writing (figure 1). The tiny 
 pen-and-ink portrait (45 mm × 31 mm) with a stippled background and 
leafy frame, is pasted on to the verso of the title page of a 1601  Octonaries 
upon the Vanitie and Inconstancie of the World, one of nearly sixty 
 calligraphic bound manuscripts produced by Inglis and given, in hopes of 
remuneration, to various noble and royal figures in Scotland, England and 
France.1 Raised in Scotland, Inglis was the daughter of French Huguenot 
(Protestant)  refugees who settled in Edinburgh and ran a French school. 
An accomplished calligrapher, Inglis wrote in often minute letters in a daz-
zling range of scripts: roman, italic, gothic, mirror writing, broken writing 
and other ornamental hands. Her texts are manuscript copies (sometimes 
translations) of printed texts – the  Geneva Bible (most often Psalms or 
Proverbs) or the pious verse of French Huguenot writers – illuminated with 
flowers or sprays of flowers, birds, butterflies and other insects, squirrels, 
frogs and snails.2

The pen-and-ink portrait, on either side of which Inglis has written her 
name in roman majuscule letters, is one of nearly two dozen self-portraits 
with which Inglis distinctively marks her scribal copying. This example, 
dated 1624, updates the attire of Inglis’s earliest ink self-portraits in which 
she is shown at her work of writing, wearing an elaborately detailed dress 
and a conical hat with flowing veil, within an oval frame decorated with fruit 
and architectural scrolls. The 1624 portrait is modelled on a  self-portrait 
of French Protestant and emblematist  Georgette de Montenay, showing 
how the female calligrapher linked herself to an earlier female writer and 
artist.3 Like Montenay, Inglis stands behind a table with the implements 
of writing; but she has changed Montenay’s bejewelled French court dress 
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into traditional sixteenth-century Scottish countrywoman’s attire. Four 
tiny colour self-portraits of Inglis are also known. In one striking  example 
from  Houghton Library, Harvard University (cover image), an elaborately 
 decorated green oval wreath and the inscription ‘esther inglis anno 1607’ 
frame a three-quarters-length portrait of Inglis on a brilliant blue back-
ground. Wearing a small, low-crowned black hat, a large white ruff and a 
black dress with a long, pointed bodice and full skirt, Inglis stands behind 
a red-coloured table; her right hand holds a quill pen and her left hand is 
placed upon an open book.4

The visual self-presentation is not the only means by which Inglis repre-
sents herself as a writing woman in her calligraphic manuscripts.5 In con-
trast to the usual anonymity of scribal copying, Inglis affixes her name to 
the title pages of her works, such as the lavish title page  of a second (1607) 
Folger copy of the  Octonaries (figure 2). Here, the title, scripted to imitate 
print and surrounded with a naturalistic watercolour border of pansies, red 
roses, butterflies and a bird on a gold background, asserts (in rather uncer-
tain spelling) that the Octonaries are ‘writin and limd be me esther ing-
lis the xxiii, decemb: 1607’. Inglis, of course, needed to identify herself 
clearly as the ‘writer’ of her texts if the aim of reward from the recipients to 
whom they were directed was to be realized.

Figure 1. Pen-and-ink self-portrait (1624) pasted on to title page, verso. Esther Inglis, 
Octonaries upon the Vanitie and Inconstancie of the World, 1601. Folger Shakespeare 

Library MS v.a.91, fol. 1v.
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Enclosed commendatory verses also correlate with dedications to 
 hoped-for patrons to sketch various figures of Inglis. The 1607 Folger 
Octonaries contains no visual portrait, but a portrait of Inglis is sketched in 
two  commendatory verses by G.D. that follow the title page and dedication. 
The first, an anagram on Esther Inglis’s name (‘resisting hel’), begins:

resisting hel, thou shalt the heav’ns obtaine
Devils are afray’d of such as them resist
Draw neere to God, he will draw neere againe
And compass thee about with armyes blest   (fol. 4)

The second poem, a sonnet ‘to the only paragon, and matchles Mistresse 
of the golden Pen. Esther inglis’, contrasts Inglis’s work to the ‘mightie 
Monuments’ raised by men: ‘But thou glore of thy sexe, and mirakill to men 
| Dost purches to thy self immortell prayse and fame | By draughts inimita-
ble, of thy unmatched Pen’ (fol. 5).

Similarly, Inglis uses the conventions of the dedication to shape her self-
image in her texts. In a dedication to ‘Lord Peter’ (John, 1st Baron Petre) in a 
New York Public Library 1609 copy of the Octonaries (Spencer Collection, 
French MS. 14), Inglis asserts that the ‘labours of my pen and pensill’ have 
been found ‘very gratious and acceptable’ to some of the ‘highest and nobils 
of this land’ as well as to ‘sundrie of the Peers of this Realme as to the Kings 
Ma:tie and to the Prince his Grace’ (fol. 2). Rather than de-emphasizing her 
gender, Inglis asks Lord Petre to give her bound manuscript ‘sum secret cor-
ner in your Ho[nour’s] cabinet and so much the rather because it is the handy 
work of a woman’ (fol. 2). In another example, the lavish 1624  Emblemes 
Chrestiens (British Library, Royal MS. 17.D.xvi), copied from  Georgette de 
Montenay and dedicated to Prince Charles, Inglis aligns herself with biblical 
type, desiring ‘to cast my Myte into the Treasurye, as that poore widowe did, 
whom our Saviour commended … respecting rather ye affection of the giver, 
then the quantitie of the gift’ (fol. 4). In approaching Prince Charles, Inglis 
casts aside the ‘shamefastnesse and feare (which commonlie accompaneis 
our sexe)’, drawing on the prince’s ‘douce and sweet inclination’ to recover 
‘the Spirit of ane Amazon Lady’ (fol. 4). Her elaborately crafted manuscript 
is the product of ‘two yeeres labours of the small cunning, that my tottering 
right , now being in the age of fiftie three yeeres, might affoord’ (fol. 4). 
This was, in fact, her last volume, as Inglis died later that year.

What can Inglis’s self-portraits and her calligraphic self-representations 
tell us about women’s writing in early modern Britain? For all of the 
demurrals in her dedications, Inglis is not only a model craftswoman but a 
shrewd player in patronage networks and a remarkable early instance of a 
woman who writes professionally, exemplifying considerable creativity and 
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ingenuity even while negotiating class boundaries and gender constrictions. 
The ongoing intersections of manuscript and print can be seen as Inglis 
not only imitates printed script but copies and reworks actual title pages, 
 borders, ornaments and emblems. Inglis’s trilingual work (Latin, French, and 
English) reminds us of the complexities of literacy (of both reading and writ-
ing) in this period, as well as of the need to look at women writers placed 
beyond London, or even England. Her selection and transcription of biblical 
and devotional texts show not only the importance of religion in this period, 
but the symbiosis of reading and writing. Inglis’s working collaboration 
with her clergyman husband,  Bartholomew Kello, and the multiple facets of 
her work – transcription and translation, visual and  verbal self-portraits, a 
compendium of scripts, trompe-l’oeil floral borders and even embroidered 
velvet bindings – show the complexities of early modern women’s author-
ship. Finally, Inglis’s tiny, beautifully executed calligraphic manuscripts are 
not only fascinating cultural artefacts but stunning aesthetic objects. Esther 
Inglis’s work is one striking example of the range and richness of the writing 
of early modern women, writing that rewards the interest of students and 
scholars alike.

The scholarly field

The  study of early modern women writers has become a major, thriving 
field in the past twenty-five years. As recently as 1980, women had  little 
 representation on Renaissance course reading lists or in such volumes 
as the  Norton Anthology of English Literature; nor were primary writ-
ings ( manuscript or print) by women easily accessible. Few critical books 
were devoted  primarily, much less exclusively, to the study of women. 
As is well known, this situation has been transformed, for both teaching 
and  scholarship. A  survey of university and college websites in the United 
States and the United Kingdom shows that courses on Renaissance women 
are widely taught at both the undergraduate and graduate level and that 
British Literature survey courses typically include attention to early women. 
Dissertations and first books on early women writers abound, as do edited 
collections of essays on particular themes or topics.  Brown  University Women 
Writers Online, and Early English Books Online have made printed texts by 
women accessible to a degree unimaginable even ten years ago.6  The British 
Perdita project has produced an online database guide to more than five 
hundred  manuscript  compilations in collections from around the world.7 
Such book series as Oxford University Press’s ‘ Women Writers in English, 
1350–1850’ and Ashgate’s two series ‘ The Early Modern Englishwoman: A 
 Facsimile Library of Essential Works’ and ‘The Early Modern Englishwoman 
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1500–1700: Contemporary Editions’ have made editions of women’s texts 
more broadly available. An array of good anthologies can also now be found 
for classroom use.

The academic field of early modern women’s writing has also seen  impor-
tant theoretical shifts that continue to reshape and invigorate scholarship. 
Recent scholars have challenged or refined the essentialist assumptions of 
early work that took a largely biographical approach to women’s writing 
and operated under an implicitly or explicitly evolutionary framework.8 
That is, scholars of early modern women’s writing now stress the material-
ity of  gendered writing, the importance of including manuscript as well as 
printed texts, collaborative as well as single ‘authored’ texts, and women’s 
writings on a diverse range of non-literary, domestic and religious subjects, 
including those not explicitly treating female or feminist concerns.9

Developments within the broader field of early modern studies have also 
proved relevant and fruitful for consideration of early modern women’s 
writing. A flourishing of work on  manuscript culture, scribal publication 
and  coterie verse has provided new information and new  methodologies for 
scholars attending to a comprehensive range of women’s writing.10 Similarly, 
work on book history has called attention to the book as material object 
in shifting technologies of manuscript and print, to the role of the printing 
house in shaping the meaning of the text, and to the significance of such tex-
tual elements as typography and title-page format.11 Work on the history of 
reading has dismantled binaries of reading/writing and of private/public and 
has highlighted the spectrum of literacies, the construction of subjectivity 
and the role that early owners and readers played in completing the publica-
tion process.12 Studies of the British Atlantic world by historians and literary 
scholars have prompted scholars of early modern women’s writing to move 
beyond London and England to consider writing in Wales, Scotland, Ireland 
and British America.13

Building upon these recent scholarly developments, this Companion offers 
nineteen original essays written by an international team of leading schol-
ars on the rich and varied materials, sites and genres of women’s writing in 
Britain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In offering basic histori-
cal, methodological and textual information for upper-level undergraduates, 
graduate students and scholars, these essays exemplify new and exciting 
approaches to the study of women’s writing. The contributors consider but 
also move beyond  belles lettres and single authors, offering diverse contexts 
for and new juxtapositions of texts and writers. Following the frequently 
tripartite structure of the Companion series, this volume gives attention to 
the materiality of writing, to the spaces and places in which women typically 
wrote and to the manifold genres of women’s writing .
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Part One, ‘ Material matters’, considers the physical materials of women’s 
writing. These range from writing implements (quill pen and ink) and writ-
ing manuals to women’s texts in various forms: from manuscript miscel-
lanies to tiny  duodecimo pamphlets to elaborate  folio print volumes. Also 
explored are the ways in which women participated in writing as readers, 
compilers and book owners and as primary and secondary authors . Part 
Two focuses on the places and spaces in which women wrote.  These include 
domestic spaces such as the prayer closet, the kitchen, the sickroom and the 
birthing room, but also places outside the home such as the royal courts, 
the law courts, theatres, church buildings and educational sites. Part Three 
explores the diverse  genres and forms of writing. These involve not fixed 
rules but flexible rubrics and guidelines which women appropriate, revise 
and transform in composing letters, translations, autobiographical accounts, 
political and religious prose, fiction, poetry and drama.

The tripartite structure of this Companion highlights the collaborative, 
context-generated nature of much of early modern women’s writing, chal-
lenging notions of ‘autonomous’ authorship and a canon based on individu-
alistic authors and biographies. This structure also allows contributors to 
give focused attention to manuscript compilation and circulation and to a 
wide, historically appropriate range of literary and non-literary genres. At 
the same time, the tripartite organization of the volume allows for fruit-
ful exchange and cross-reference between chapters and should provide the 
maximum flexibility for teachers to correlate reading assignments on their 
favourite texts with the generic rubrics.

Historiography and literary history

What do we mean by ‘ early modern’? Why this framework in  considering 
women’s writing of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? That the 
humanist learning of the  Renaissance was available to only a tiny minority 
of high-placed women, and indeed brought ideology and practices that could 
diminish women’s status, makes the ‘Renaissance’ a problematic category 
for women, as  Joan Kelly-Gadol some time ago argued.14 ‘Early  modern’, 
then, can offer a more capacious and flexible rubric. While the dates shift 
somewhat depending on subject (politics, economics, religion, culture) and 
region, ‘early modern’, roughly 1500–1700, indicates a period of transition 
in politics, religion, society and the state, usually taken to include the rise 
(however uneven) of religious diversity, the printing press, capitalism, the 
centralized and imperial nation state, science and  individualism. In Britain 
(see Chronologies), this period saw the  Tudor and Stuart monarchies, the 
mid-seventeenth-century civil wars, regicide and republic, the restoration of 
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the Stuart monarchy and the ‘ Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–9. Closely 
related to state politics are developments in the church:  Henry VIII’s break 
with Rome, and the ongoing impulse for further reformation in radical 
 Protestantism, eventuating in the radical sectarianism of the civil war period 
and legally defined dissent after 1660. The history of the book develops in 
this period in England, from the introduction of the printing press by  William 
Caxton in 1476, to considerable increase in printed books (albeit with man-
uscript production and circulation still continuing), and a  flourishing of 
men’s – and women’s – print with the breakdown of censorship in the civil 
war period. Changes in medicine and science transformed the way in which 
many  people viewed the microcosm of the human body and the macrocosm 
of the world. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were also an age of 
discovery and empire-building linked with national identity. Yet while reli-
gious identity, political participation and print moved towards recognizably 
‘ modern forms’, this period also retained distinctly ‘early’ modes, including 
constrictive gender roles for women that interacted with prescriptions of 
class, religion and politics.

Early modern women’s writing challenges as much as it follows tra-
ditional historical and literary historical frameworks. Women’s writing 
can be explored in  relation to male-authored texts, as part of expanding 
the canon. At the same time, scholars of women’s writing have questioned 
assumptions underlying the idea of the canon itself, while others have sought 
to define a women’s literary history. Did early modern women  view them-
selves as women writers? Is the category of women’s writing a historical 
one? Traditional literary historical periods only in part attend to women’s 
writing in such genres as narrative and lyric poetry, drama, fictional and 
non-fictional prose. And attending to non-literary genres moves women’s 
writing even further outside of the traditional literary historical rubrics.

Yet tools and methods of  literary analysis – examination of formalist 
qualities, of voice, speaker, theme, plot, character, imagery, metaphor and 
language – can be fruitfully deployed to analyse a wide range of women’s 
texts.  Women’s drama – on or off the public stage – makes use of structural 
features, metrical form and coded language. Women’s texts make aesthetic 
claims on our attention, and examining literary forms alongside other wide-
ranging genres should enhance rather than detract from our sense of these 
women’s rhetorical and formal writing skills .

Women in history: issues and debates

Who were the women writing these texts? Important early studies of 
women’s writing – in the early modern period and elsewhere – focused 
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on the work of recovery, of bringing women’s voices into the canon, or of 
 challenging the whole idea of the canon itself. Such work has been critiqued 
as  essentialist, and more theoretical studies now point to the plurality and 
instability of the category of ‘woman’. With a focus on gender in history, 
we can move away from both essentializing and deconstruction of identity, 
grounding our work in historical particulars that include – among other 
factors –  biography and women’s life-writing. One crucial analytical tool 
with which we approach the writing of early modern women, then, is that of 
 gender: the socially constructed roles, behaviour and activities that a given 
society considers  appropriate for men and women, based on perceptions of 
biological sex.15 While the normative economy of gender in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries was based on hierarchy, with the male as superior, 
the social  constructions of gender were not simply binary and static. Rather, 
gender roles were constructed, modified and reinforced – and sometimes 
challenged – in religious, scientific, medical, political, legal and literary dis-
courses and practices: including the writing of early modern women .

The women whose writing we consider in this volume were royalist and 
parliamentarian; noble, aristocratic, middling class and of humble social 
origins; Catholic, Episcopal, Quaker and Baptist; Whig and Tory; mar-
ried, single, separated and widowed; daughters, wives, mothers, sisters and 
grandmothers. They varied in belief and religious practice; in age and polit-
ical affiliation; in degree of education and accomplishment. Some received 
 humanist educations, while others were taught only rudimentary literacy 
skills. They lived in London and in Dublin, in Edinburgh and in Boston, 
Massachusetts, in Essex and in Oxford. ‘Women’, then, in this volume are 
understood not as monolithic but as configured in various familial, political, 
religious and social networks that included men and in which gender was 
only one important factor, along with class, religion and politics.

Gendered literacies, authorship and the materials of writing

How did these early modern women learn to write? How can variable 
 literacies best be recovered? How can book history and aspects of the 
material text help us reconstruct women’s reading and writing? What does 
 authorship mean in the early modern period and particularly for women?

First, how did  early modern women learn to write, given both gender and 
class constraints? As Caroline Bowden’s chapter in this volume makes clear, 
lack of formal educational institutions for girls did not prevent many early 
modern women from acquiring – and enhancing – their literacy (reading and 
writing) skills. Bowden shows that informal education for girls occurred in 
multiple spaces and ways; in the early modern period, as today, once a basic 
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level of competence in writing literacy was achieved, use and incentive for 
use continued to enhance such literacy, even outside formal structures of 
education.

The  materials of writing can be reconstructed from writing manuals 
and extant copy-books. As Heather Wolfe explains in this volume,  writing 
women used  three main handwriting scripts – italic, secretary and mixed 
(later called round) – deploying different scripts on different occasions, 
and exemplifying different degrees of reading and writing literacy. Even 
the methods of writing were perhaps more complex than we might expect: 
so that ‘writing’ a letter (as James Daybell shows) could involve  dictation, 
following a set model, autographing oneself or some combination of 
these.

Writing was also linked with reading. As Edith Snook explores,  signs of 
reading left by women in the margins of their books and in their letters, dia-
ries and commonplace books indicate how reading generated creative links 
among readers and writers, how women made texts personally relevant as 
they copied them and how commonplacing, like writing in the margins of a 
book, provided the ground on which to become an author.

Throughout the early modern period, manuscript and printed forms co-
existed and intersected. Like their male counterparts, many women preferred 
 manuscript writing and (sometimes) circulation for their letters, diaries, 
journals, recipe books, religious and devotional writing, and miscellanies. 
Compiling manuscript miscellanies was an activity that lay between read-
ing and writing, as Victoria Burke shows, and such miscellanies can help us 
understand how early modern women read as well as wrote.  Miscellanies 
(as Burke argues) also broaden our ideas of authorship, including composite 
authorship and creative transcription, alteration, and response to texts in 
verse and prose.

 Authorship in the early modern period was not only single but collective 
and collaborative. The statistics for women’s printed writing seem bleak – 
only 42 first editions between 1601–40 accounting for ½ of 1 per cent of 
published texts, and 112 new editions by women in the publishing boom of 
1641–50 or 1.2 per cent.16 But, as Marcy North illustrates in this volume, 
simply counting first editions of single-authored works underestimates the 
presence and visibility of women’s printed texts. Texts might gain attention 
because of the high rank or notoriety of the author; popular texts such as 
mother’s advice books or recipe (receipt) books could be reprinted more 
than a dozen times; printing in folio rather than smaller formats brought 
additional notice; and secondary authorship or authorship of dedications or 
female-voiced poems also enhanced the place of women’s writing in printed 
texts. A more historically apposite view of women’s writing, then, attends 
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