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ABSTRACT

In seeking to explain why male authors assumed female pseudonyms in
seventeenth-century literature, this dissertation explores male-to-female cross-
dressing in Jacobean drama, effeminizing representations of parliament in Civil
War propaganda, and parodies of women’s sexualized, political speech during the
Interregnum and Restoration periods. My dissertation concludes that the
sexualized female persona evolved over the course of the seventeenth century as a
vehicle through which male authors could critique rival iterations of patriarchal
hierarchy forwarded by Stuart kings and by parliament without challenging their
own positions of masculine privilege within those hierarchies.

My first chapter explores the political critiques of Jacobean absolutism embedded
in the cross-gender performance narratives of Ben Jonson’s Epicoene (1609) and
the anonymous play Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1620). In my second chapter I
link male-to-female drag’s ability to critique an absolutist patriarchal paradigm to
the satirical attacks on parliamentary models of polyvocal patriarchal rule in
1640s print. My final chapter investigates how female authors often find
themselves shut out of the political discussions that female impersonations spark
by taking up Sarah Jinner’s almanacs of 1658-60. Jinner’s almanacs combine
predictions of rampant sexual wantonness with a critique of the waning
Protectorate regime. I examine how the pseudonymous response to those
almanacs from “Sarah Ginnor” depoliticizes Jinner’s sexual commentary on the
Protectorate government.

Sexualized female personae, I argue, could empower authors to critique
patriarchal hierarchies without overturning patriarchy itself. My research
interrogates the disproportionate power pseudonymous female personae offered to
male critics in their attempts to reform political systems they perceived as flawed
without undercutting the privileges such systems conferred on high-ranking men.
Understanding the role disorderly female sexuality plays in political critiques of
the Stuart monarchs and the English parliament provides a richer understanding of
the mechanisms which made patriarchal Stuart political culture resilient in the
face of intense challenge.
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Introduction

This project explores the role of female impersonation in ensuring the
resilience of Stuart patriarchal hierarchies as they faced intense moments of crisis
in mid-seventeenth-century England. Assuming a female persona might seem to
put an individual at a disadvantage in a patriarchal culture which devalued female
speech. But, as this study shows, female impersonation proves surprisingly
empowering for a number of discourses which sought to critique the early Stuart
kings and Commonwealth and Protectorate leaders between the regicide and the
Restoration. Each chapter of this dissertation contextualizes female impersonation
as a form of critique specific to its immediate political context, beginning with
Jacobean drama that challenges father figures and kings, moving to porno-
political satires of the 1640s which portray the dysfunctional relationship between
the king and parliament, and ending with astrological predictions that condemn

the crumbling Protectorate government on the eve of the Restoration.

The female personae I examine represent for the most part deliberate
attempts to embody disorderliness (sometimes figured as promiscuity, sometimes
figured as violent, noisy, or boisterous behaviour) in order to critique perceived
disruptions to patriarchal order. Because the early Stuarts integrated patriarchal
structures of the family into their models of kingship, I will argue that unruly

women became prime cultural signifiers of political protest to the early Stuart
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regime. Ideally speaking, political power during the Jacobean and Caroline
periods flowed in a continuous chain from God to the king to his male nobles, and
so on, trickling down to male heads of households and their dependants. James I
deliberately encouraged this ideal in promoting tracts like God and King which
“insists on obedience to kings based on the ‘natural’ and divinely sanctioned

subjection of children to parents.”1

As Su Fang Ng writes, “James commanded all
schools and universities as well as ministers to teach the work, and directed all
households to purchase a copy.”2 Ng notes that the “analogy also worked in
reverse,” so that while “kings claimed paternal authority,” in tracts like God and
King, “fathers claimed to be kings of their domains in domestic handbooks.”
Although the actual distribution of political power was far more complex than this
ideal suggests, the model itself provided the vocabulary to legitimize and
naturalize social and familial hierarchies at a fundamental level.* The
householder’s status as king of his own domicile, family, and dependents was
traditional throughout early modern England and the Stuarts promoted the
analogy to emphasize the traditional aspects of their model of kingship with the
result that notions of family hierarchy became highly politicized. With husbands,
fathers, and kings functioning as icons of social order, we should not be surprised

that unruly womanhood should prove such a powerful vehicle for social, cultural,

and political critique in the early Stuart era.
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Although only a handful of scholars have studied female authorial
personae as a broader phenomenon, work by social historians on gender inversion
and festive cross-dressing informs my approach to early modern female authorial
personae. I discuss the relevance of this work on cross-dressing in the first section
of this introductory chapter, exploring in particular whether festive cross-dressing
challenges or restores social order and theorizing that the female personae I study
can be tools for political protest that nevertheless have at their core a
conservative, disciplinary function. In the next section I explore the intersections
between my project and work on female authorship and female voice. While the
plays, pamphlets, and almanacs I study all assume a female persona and/or feature
female characters, their authorship was likely male in most cases. I argue that we
should draw a distinction between the constructed, artificial nature of female
personae which satirize Stuart political hierarchy and female-authored
perspectives on early modern patriarchal oppression, and that both perform their

own kind of work in early Stuart culture.

Male-to-Female Cross-dressing as Political Critique

Natalie Zemon Davis, Peter Burke, David Cressy, and other cultural
historians have long debated whether the cross-dressing and inversion intrinsic to

early modern festive rituals challenge a dominant social order or subtly reinforce
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it by enabling subordinate groups to vent their antisocial impulses at regular
intervals.” While literary critics such as Jean Howard and Marjorie Garber have
argued that cross-dressing challenges the established social order, Cressy and
Bernard Capp have used records of instances when men were arrested for cross-
dressing to assert that authorities generally perceived cross-dressing to be
harmless so long as disruptions to class and gender hierarchies were limited to
festive occasions.® Garber, who theorizes cross-dressing in literature from the
early modern period to the twentieth century, argues that “one of the most
consistent and effective functions of the transvestite in culture is to indicate the
place of what I call 'category crisis,' disrupting and calling attention to cultural,
social, or aesthetic dissonances.”’ This dissertation extends such discussions of
inversion and social order by exploring how the patterns of resistance and critique
embedded in festive cross-dressing were productively taken up in Civil War print
and subsequently in Interregnum almanacs.

Male-to-female cross-dressing seems to have been either less prevalent or
less frequently prosecuted than female-to-male cross-dressing, based on the
archival findings that Cressy and Capp relay. Cressy’s and Capp’s evidence adds
nuance to Howard’s and Garber’s claims that cross-dressing was a transgressive
practice by demonstrating how authorities tolerated it in certain contexts.® In
contexts like the commercial stage, for instance, female impersonation was all but

naturalized (a phenomenon I discuss at more length in Chapter One). Cressy and
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Capp suggest that in practice cross-dressing was not especially transgressive.
Capp recounts for instance that “When Katherine Jones appeared before the
Bridewell governors on 3 January 1624, after being arrested by the constable of

299

Fleet Street in men’s apparel, she insisted that ‘she did it in merryment’” and
“[t]he governors accepted it was simply a New Year frolic, and discharged her.”’
A young Frenchman named Loydall caught in women’s clothing was released
under similar circumstances in July 1607 after his wife and neighbours affirmed
that “he did yt upon a merryment to fetch oysters and wthout [sic] any other
cause.”"’ Cressy likewise concludes in his analysis of the Thomas Salmon case
that Salmon, a young servant, passed himself off as a maid in order to join his
mistress’s young daughter-in-law at the “post-delivery lying-in,” where he
“understood that there would be good cheer... and that, as usual, the drinking,
eating, and gossiping would be enjoyed exclusively by women.”'! “He simply
wanted some of that good cheer,” Cressy reasons, remarking that “[h]is cross-
dressing, from this perspective, was a response to scarcity, a means to temporary
betterment, comparable to that of certain disadvantaged women who are known to
have passed themselves as men.”' Salmon’s cross-dressed penetration of the birth
room was serious enough to warrant a trial in ecclesiastical court but not serious
enough to warrant more than a formal penance. Festive license was thus

informally extended to those cross-dressers who affirmed that their cross-dressing

served no purpose other than a few hours’ entertainment. The instances of
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dramatic and textual female impersonation I study belong to this tradition of
festive cross-dressing which licensed individuals to adopt female personae so long
as the context was for entertainment and the individuals were not genuinely trying
to pass themselves off as a member of the opposite sex.

Given this early modern tolerance for male-to-female cross-dressing we
might conclude that female impersonation in plays, satirical Civil War pamphlets,
and almanacs might be dismissible as nothing more than a lark — a staging of
disorder intended only to entertain readers with parodies of disorderly female
behaviour of the kind they enjoyed in festive contexts. But while the female
personae I study do seek to entertain and amuse their readers, I will be exploring
the serious political and social messages their parodies convey. Specifically, I will
be investigating how disorderly female personae critique patriarchs for their
inability to control unruly women in the first place. These female personae take
down individuals who misuse their power as patriarchs but reinforce the
patriarchal system itself at the same time by embodying a disruption to it that lasts
only until the moment the reader sees through the persona, rejects its outlandish
claims as satire, and gains a new perspective on the returned status quo as a result

of the persona’s jarring message.

Since the disorderly female personae I study are, for the most part,
constructed in order to be rejected in favour of a return to a more traditional vision

of patriarchal order (marked by female silence), the kinds of patriarchal critiques
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they can accomplish are limited. Although Davis’s disorderly “Woman on Top”
could function as a symbol of female resistance, the specific instances of female
impersonation analyzed in this study are perhaps best considered as separate from
women’s struggles against the patriarchal limitations placed on them. As this
study will show, parodic female personae do not for the most part aim to bring
about equality between the sexes or aim to ameliorate women’s lives. While those
struggles certainly took place in early modern England, I will argue that the work
female impersonation accomplishes tends to reinforce a patriarchal status quo that
polices forms of extreme misogyny (as we will see in the first chapter’s discussion
of tyrannous patriarchs and kings) but also preserves cultural assumptions about
female inferiority. Female impersonations, as I will demonstrate, use stereotypes
about femininity to trope the disorder female impersonation seeks to redress.
Although female impersonation did not occasion revolutionary rejections of early
modern patriarchal hierarchy, my dissertation will demonstrate that the small-
scale critiques of patriarchal abuses provided communities, and especially males
of subordinate status, with a way to enforce checks on patriarchal institutions and

individual patriarchs themselves.

Let us turn briefly to the Braydon Forest riots of 1631 as an informative
example of female impersonation that demonstrates the ways a community could
use performances of disorderly femininity to critique specific aspects of Stuart

patriarchal rule while leaving its basic sexist assumptions intact. The inhabitants
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of Braydon Forest in Wiltshire violently protested against the enclosure of Crown
lands sold to London merchants in the 1620s. Three men later deemed the
ringleaders of the protests assumed the persona of “Lady Skimmington” during
the riots and cross-dressed as women to lead 1,000 other men and women in the
destruction of enclosures and property. Subsequently, the three “Skimmingtons”
were fined £500, a higher fine than anyone else arrested at the riots received, and
“ordered set in the pillory at the Western assizes dressed in women’s clothes.”"
As Buchanan Sharp remarks, the Privy Council “feared that Skimmington was
everywhere” in the early 1630s."* Misleading reports that a single man named
Jack Williams was travelling from forest to forest under the alias of Lady
Skimmington and inciting the inhabitants to riot spurred the Privy Council to
order the capture of Williams alias Skimmington. As Sharp argues, the Privy
Council misread the situation in assuming that “Skimmington” was the alias of a
single individual. Sharp demonstrates that there were likely three unconnected
men named Jack Williams participating in enclosure riots in different locations,
but the name “Skimmington” itself was not an invented alias but the name of a
female persona well known in the Western midlands through the tradition of the
Skimmington ride and adoptedas a symbol of local enclosure protest by several
groups of protestors.'”> While most of the female impersonations I analyze are
fictional or authorial constructions, the Braydon Forest riots present us with a case

in which men literally adopted the name, clothing, and disorderly violent
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demeanour of a female persona in order to critique what they perceived to be the

Caroline court’s abuse of its power.

The sale of Crown lands which triggered the enclosure riots was an
attempt on the part of Charles I’s administration to settle royal debts without
having to call parliament into session to approve a tax increase.'® The ensuing
riots over the sale and enclosure of lands in Wiltshire, Gloucestershire, and
Dorset, known as the Western Rising, nearly constituted open rebellion against
the Caroline regime and resulted in massive property damage, although as Sharp
argues the rioters themselves were “concerned solely with the pressing local
issues of disafforestation and enclosure” in their communities and “had no
intention of overturning the government.”'” While the government mistook the
isolated riots of the Western Rising for an organized rebellion orchestrated by a
handful of Lady Skimmingtons, the politicization of Skimmington rides in the
1630s signals the relevance of gender and sexuality as symbolic tools for the

Braydon Forest rioters to reconfigure their relationship to the Crown.

“Skimmington” and “Skimmington riding” derive from a regionally-
specific tradition of charivari which targeted households in which wives beat their
husbands and/or cuckolded them. The ritual had many variants across
seventeenth-century England, but David Underdown writes that in the Wiltshire

and Somerset areas “female dominance, represented by the wife’s beating of the
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husband, was the offense, surrogates for the offenders (preferably the next-door
neighbours) acted out the proscribed behaviour.”'® As Underdown describes, the
ritual involved putting “the ‘husband' in the position of humiliation, riding
backwards on horse or donkey and holding a distaff, the symbol of female
subjection, while the ‘wife’ (usually a man in women’s clothes) beat him with a
ladle.”" Sharp draws clear parallels between the enclosure riots at Dean and
Braydon forests, noting that “Skimington was not the alias of any one individual:
it was common property and was only utilized in those areas — Braydon and Dean
— where it represented a genuine expression of the community’s 0utrage.”20 As
Christina Bosco Langert relates with respect to Skimmingtons, “[c]ross-dressing
provided a battleground for the contestation between individuals, communities,
and the state over the ownership of land” and “one’s social and gendered
identity.”21 As a fictional persona, Lady Skimmington operated as a means for
communities to critique power relations within a specific household, punishing
those who did not meet a common standard of patriarchal control. Yet in the
Caroline period men also began to assume the Skimmington persona as a means
to critique the English aristocracy who sold their traditional control of the
common lands to wealthy London outsiders. For the male commoners of the
Western midlands, Langert argues, assuming the female persona of Lady
Skimmington became a form of resistance to royal prerogatives, an assertion of a

local tradition which symbolized the local community’s right to control the land.
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Although the festive traditions of the Skimmington upheld a conservative view of
patriarchal hierarchy in the household, Skimmingtons in the Caroline period came
to embody a subversive challenge to class hierarchy in the English state. The
Lady Skimmington persona — like the cross-dressed characters in Jacobean plays,
1640s satirical pamphlets, and 1650s almanacs I explore in this dissertation —
provides “the framework for lawful lawlessness — an open space for dissenting

non-hegemonic voices to represent themselves.”?

Voice, Ventriloquism, and Impersonation

Focusing on female impersonation as a vehicle for male protests does risk
marginalizing women by re-excluding them from political conversations they
accessed with great difficulty in the seventeenth century. As Mihoko Suzuki
demonstrates in Subordinate Subjects: Gender, the Political Nation, and Literary
Form in England, 1588-1688, women were active participants in seventeenth-
century political movements. Whether female impersonation advocates for small-
scale reform at the expense of female-authored critiques is a question each chapter
will explore with reference to the specific contexts of the impersonations in
question. In general, however, this project proposes that female personae are
capable of performing critiques which do not necessarily diminish the status of

female authorship or female speech by speaking “for” women. Rather, I will

11



PhD Thesis — C. Thauvette; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

argue that female authorial personae, in their recognizable artificiality, were
identifiable as tropes of gender inversion and were not likely to be mistaken for
female authors. Regarding the case of Sarah Jinner in the 1650s, I will argue that
female authors might even have had reason to assume carefully constructed
female personae in order to attract audiences interested in the kinds of satirical
political critique they could read in 1640s porno-political pamphlets. Since
disorderly female personae were not likely to “pass” as women, their messages
posed less risk of eclipsing the female-authored perspectives and female voices of

other political texts.

Questions of early modern women'’s silence and voice which intersect
with my project received ample attention in the 1990s and early 2000s through
several collections of essays, such as Danielle and Elizabeth Clarke’s ‘This
Double Voice’: Gendered Writing in Early Modern England (2000) and Kate
Chedgzoy, Melanie Hansen, and Suzanne Trill’s Voicing Women: Gender and
Sexuality in Early Modern Writing (1997). My project builds most substantially
on Elizabeth D. Harvey’s Ventriloquized Voices (1992), for like Harvey I am
interested in understanding the politics of assuming female authorship in early
modern English print. Ventriloquized Voices provides the most thorough
theorization of male authors writing in what Harvey terms a female voice. Harvey
studies in particular discourses in which male authors assume a female persona

and perspective, like the voice of Sappho or the voice of a feminized Folly, and

12
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discourses where male authors write over female perspectives and experiences,
such as in the vernacular gynaecology and midwifery manuals of the seventeenth
century. Harvey points out that “[i]n male appropriations of feminine voices we
can see what is most desired and most feared about women and why male authors
might have wished to occupy that cultural space, however contingently and
provisionally.”23 In articulating the female voice as a “cultural space,” Harvey
outlines an approach she terms “tactical essentialism.” Harvey’s approach
acknowledges post-structuralist theories which challenge the primacy of the
author in the creation of textual meaning and French feminist theories which deny
the essential nature of gender and language while at the same time arguing that
the gender of an author can be a productive site of critical inquiry. I seek likewise
to balance a non-essentialist view of gendered authorship while maintaining that
the performed and perceived gender of a text’s authorship contributes to that

text’s meaning for the reader.

For Harvey, the difference between male and female authors does not
concern identity or essential difference but instead concerns imbalances in
political agency and access to political, cultural, and social discourses. Harvey
repeatedly rejects the essentialist premise that “men cannot know what it is to be a
woman and therefore should not speak on their behalf (no matter how beneficent
their motives are),” but argues that we cannot overlook the “ethical and political”

implications of men speaking for women in a patriarchal system which affords

13
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power and privilege disproportionally to male speakers.** As she writes, “we can
still adhere to a conviction that women and men (and their respective voices) are
not politically interchangealble.”25 In this respect we might productively draw
parallels between Harvey’s tactical essentialism and recent work by transgender
theorists, who argue that poststructuralist and queer accounts of gender’s fluidity
ignore how pervasive gender binarism and transphobia dramatically shape a
person’s lived experience, making their willingness or ability to conform to one
gender or the other crucial to securing their quality of life, agency, and access to
political, cultural, and social capital.26 Harvey argues ultimately that since men’s
access to discourse greatly overpowers women’s in the seventeenth century,
“ventriloquism is an appropriation of the feminine voice, and that it reflects and

. o 27
contributes to a larger cultural silencing of women.”

For Harvey male
ventriloquism is not a matter of male authors being unable to assume a female

perspective; instead, Harvey questions the effect such appropriations have on

early modern women’s marginalization.

My project continues Harvey’s work but uses different case studies to
further complicate her picture of appropriation. Harvey uses the term “voice” as a
means of locating the gendered speech of a text firmly in the gendered body of the
author. She justifies the connection she draws between an author’s body and
textual meaning by asserting that her approach best suits the specific texts she

analyzes and that “although much of post-structuralist theory has striven to
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divorce the author’s body (and voice) from his (or her) writing, the constructed
voices within the texts I will be considering vigorously reassert their feminine
bodily origins.”28 The texts [ have chosen, by contrast, construct femininity in
highly exaggerated, stereotypical, and parodic ways which signal to readers that
their authors only pretend to feminine bodily origins. To borrow an analogy from
queer and performance theory, Harvey’s ventriloquized voice constitutes an
author’s attempt to “pass” as a woman while the female personae I study are
better understood as “drag” performances intended to highlight the highly
constructed nature of gender. Does assuming a female persona appropriate a
female voice and silence women if readers recognize that an appropriation is
taking place? The answer, I will demonstrate, depends on the specific context of

the impersonation.

I have chosen to use the terms “persona” and “impersonate” in order to
maintain focus on the artificiality of the feminine figures I analyze and to
highlight that authors of either sex could assume constructed personae for the
purpose of critique or social satire. The verb “to impersonate,” in its seventeenth-
century form, meant to “invest with a supposed personality; to represent in a
personal or bodily form; to personify.”* The verb “to personate,” however, holds
in the seventeenth century many of the connotations we have come to associate
with the word “impersonation”: “To assume the person or character of another

person), esp. for fraudulent purposes; to pretend to be, to act the part of”” another
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person.3 %1 use the terms “personae’” and “impersonation” to connote a pretense —
an appearance that simulates but does not replicate an underlying reality.
Although impersonate seems a relatively new term in the late seventeenth-century,
the concept of “personation” as “the dramatic or literary representation or
depiction of a character” in the late sixteenth-century and as “the action of
assuming a character, or of passing oneself off as someone else, esp. for
fraudulent purposes” in the early 1620s covers roughly the same ground and
speaks particularly well to the artificiality that characterizes the female personae I

will analyze.”’

Each of the three chapters of my dissertation focuses on a different set of
impersonations which respond to a different political and social context. Moving
chronologically through the reigns of James I and Charles I and ending just a few
years into Charles II’s reign with Sarah Jinner’s 1664 almanac, my dissertation
attempts to trace how female impersonation transitioned from a disciplinary
festive performance tradition like the Skimmington ride to a tool of male-authored
political satire in the 1640s to a vehicle for female-authored political critique in
the final years of the Interregnum. The first chapter explores dramatic
representations of female disguises in two Jacobean plays: Ben Jonson’s Epicoene
(1609) and the anonymous Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1620). I argue for a
distinction between the female impersonations of boy actors, who strive to pass as

female characters, and the male-to-female disguise plots of Epicoene and
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Swetnam, which take on parodic qualities more akin to those of drag performance.
Looking at the characters of Dauphine, Epicoene, and Lorenzo, I propose that
drag — defined as a parodic or otherwise self-reflexively artificial performance of
gender — offers younger men the opportunity to critique their elder male relatives
for taking their power as heads of households (and, in Swetnam’s case, as head of
state) to misogynistic extremes. Female impersonations, which in these plays
shame and reform elder male authorities, offer in the grander scheme a vehicle for
subordinate males to critique their patriarchal superiors and reform the patriarchal
systems they hope to one day inherit. In both plays, groups of women like the
Ladies Collegiate in Epicoene and the female court in Swetnam usurp patriarchal,
all-male institutions in open defiance of their exclusion from these institutions.
Rather than attempt to repress these women, the plays’ young male heroes reform
the patriarchs of their respective social households/kingdoms. Dauphine and
Lorenzo’s schemes challenge traditional patriarchal prerogatives, like Morose’s
right to marry and disinherit his nephew in Epicoene and Atticus’s right to choose
his daughter’s husband and carry out the death sentence she receives from the
Sicilian court. Yet Dauphine’s plan to have Morose marry a boy and Lorenzo’s
plan to defend his sister by disguising himself as her female defender, while
transgressive on the surface, work to preserve patriarchal assumptions about sex,
gender, and patrilineal inheritance by punishing their elders’ immoderate

behaviour without reforming the system that affords Morose and Atticus such
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privileges. When order is restored both young men can ascend to power, access
their familial wealth and status, and eventually perhaps become heads of
households if they marry or patriarchal heads of their extended families. Neither
Dauphine nor Lorenzo seem like ideal patriarchal figures in the plays, as both
behave outside the norms of respectable adult masculinity, but by the end of the
play they do both manoeuvre their way into positions of high financial and social

privilege.

The second chapter shifts from mild critiques of Jacobean patriarchalism
couched in fiction to all-out attacks on England’s warring leaders in 1640s
political satire. I argue that authors use female personae in popular pamphlets in
ways reminiscent of female disguises in Jacobean drama: to call attention to a
problem in the patriarchal system and attempt to rectify it while forestalling a
complete overhaul of that patriarchal system. In the case of Civil War political
satire, I argue, female personae serve to critique the lack of univocal patriarchal
authority in the English government. The chapter first analyzes mock petitions,
which seem to parody female-authored petitions but which assume a collective,
sexualized female voice to address general concerns about parliament’s
dysfunctional relationship with the king that are separate from the specific
complaints female-authored petitions raise about parliamentary decisions and
interventions in Ireland, London, and abroad. Representations of parliaments as

female in satirical petitions like those of The Parliament of Ladies and the Mistris
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Parliament series, which I explore in the second section, critique parliament as a
polyvocal institution by personifying it as a disorderly, sexualized female body.
By shaming the king as an irresponsible husband and parliament as a promiscuous
wife, these personae hold up the male head of household as the ideal symbol of
order and blame Charles I and the individual members of parliament for their lack
of masculine self-control (preserving the actual offices while condemning the men
who hold them). The speech of the sex-crazed pseudonymous female personae I
study in this chapter facilitates a rejection of radical republican ideologies of
polyvocality and insulates Stuart ideals of univocal patriarchal hierarchy from the
ideological challenges they faced throughout the 1640s. While female personae
often critique the king and the members of parliament as unsatisfactorily
masculine, I argue that disorderly female personae reinforce the necessity for the
institutions of the monarchy and the parliament themselves to rein in chaos and

ensure a prosperous future for England.

In the third chapter of the dissertation I shift to the final years of the
Protectorate to investigate the almanacs of Sarah Jinner and her impersonator, the
pseudonymous Sarah Ginnor. In this final chapter I explore in more depth whether
women could use the disorderly female persona, and the sexual content that
becomes strongly associated with it in the 1640s, to formulate their own critiques
of the early Stuart political system. Modern critics argue that Jinner’s career was

threatened by a pseudonymous parody of her 1658 almanac which impersonated

19



PhD Thesis — C. Thauvette; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

Jinner’s and trivialized female authorship and astrology. I contend, however, that
Jinner’s career as an almanac compiler stalled in 1664 because the Stationers’
Company and its licensers took her seriously as an author and a critic of political
corruption. By comparing the ways Jinner and her impersonator treat sexual and
political topics, I conclude that Jinner constructs a female authorial persona that
uses sexual satire to critique the Protectorate government, while Ginnor’s
impersonation depoliticizes Jinner’s sexual content by isolating it from its
political context in an attempt to undermine the power such female personae (and

female authors) held.

By selecting very specific case studies — two Jacobean plays, two
particular subgenres of royalist political satire, and the four almanacs of one
compiler — I have limited the scope of my project to contexts in which female
impersonation enables patriarchal critique. This project does not explore the full
range of male-to-female cross-dressing in early modern England nor does it
suggest a cohesive narrative about what that cross-dressing might signify. In
focusing on drama and cheap print authorship, for instance, this project leaves out
discussions of fictional cross-dressing plots that recur in prose romances like
Philip Sidney’s Arcadia and Mary Wroth’s Urania in which men dress in female
disguises to penetrate female spaces for sexual reasons. These kinds of plots,
which also appear in anonymous ballads like Sport upon Sport and in plays like

Thomas Middleton’s A Mad World My Masters (1608), James Shirley’s A Bird in
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a Cage (1633), and Margaret Cavendish’s The Convent of Pleasure (1668),
feature cross-dressing as a ruse to further a male character’s sexual ends. While
the female impersonators I analyze critique the patriarchal system, these fantasies
of access to female spaces and female bodies seem more interested in profiting
secretly from the loopholes for promiscuity embedded in an early modern
patriarchal system which assumes that sex between women is inconsequential and
subsequently does not regulate all-female spaces in the ways it regulates other
spaces. Female disguise plots which focus on access fantasies challenge a binary
view of sexuality and gender in ways that are perhaps more transgressive and
visionary than the disorderly female personae I investigate (which parody
predictable misogynist stereotypes to absurd extremes). Since access fantasy
disguise plots concern extended moments where male characters “pass” as women
and the female personae I examine in this dissertation typically perform parodic
drag,32 these two forms of female impersonation deserve study as related but
ultimately separate phenomenon. For the purposes of this project, I focus on
female impersonations which have at their root the political and disciplinary

functions of festive cross-dressing traditions like Skimmington rides.

Another limitation of this project is that with the exception of the third
chapter it cannot account for women’s experiences of patriarchal oppression. By
focusing on instances of female impersonation I risk re-marginalizing female

authors in favour of male authors. Since many of the texts I analyze are
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pseudonymous, there is a small chance that some of the parodic female personae
were written by women. But even if we suppose that some of the pseudonymous
pamphlets and the anonymous Swetnam the Woman-Hater had female authors, the
texts still construct stereotypical female personae — like the sexually insatiable
virgins in The Virgins Complaint of 1642 or the righteous, angry Amazon Atlanta
in Swetnam— based on pre-existing misogynist tropes rather than attempting to
provide the kinds of nuanced critiques of politics and patriarchal culture that
appeared in female-authored Civil War petitions like The Humble Petition of
Many Hundreds of Distressed Women, Tradesmens Wives, and Widdowes of
1642. Sarah Jinner’s Interregnum and Restoration almanacs, which critics accept
as female-authored and which combine a deliberately constructed authorial
persona with a critique of the Protectorate, stand as the exception. While Jinner’s
case demonstrates that by the mid-seventeenth century women could use tropes of
female and sexual disorder in order to critique patriarchal hierarchy in the ways
that men could, Jinner’s limited time as an almanac compiler also suggests that

her position was difficult to maintain.

Although women’s resistance falls largely outside the scope of this
project, then, this study of female impersonation provides insight into how the
connection between sexuality and politics forged by the family-state analogy
invested figures of disorderly femininity with the power to critique the early

Stuart court and hold patriarchal elites accountable to their subordinates. In
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seeking to understand how men critiqued their patriarchal superiors — agitating
against changes to traditional relationships as the Braydon Forest Skimmington
protestors did with respect to enclosure, or as the female mock petitioners did to
parliament by assuming the king’s role as head of state in the mid-1640s — this
project also illuminates some of the reasons why the radical rhetoric of the Civil
Wars periods, which envisioned a far more representative system of government,
did not yield lasting political change for England. The female persona, I will
demonstrate, is a vehicle for small scale critiques aimed at fine tuning a
patriarchal system in crisis with incremental reforms that improve the patriarchal
subordinate’s experience. The Parliament of Ladies’s argument that monogamous
marriage should be abolished and other radical critiques seem to advocate the
overthrow of the current system. But the fact that such radical critiques come
from satirical female personae softens their radical edge, making them palatable
as satire. The status quo of the early Stuart monarchy seems like a desirable
alternative to the anarchy the female personae propose. Thus although many of
the female personae I study appear on the surface to be figures of resistance, most
serve to make patriarchal models like the monarchy and the family resilient in the
face of widespread challenge from radicals and visionaries. Female
impersonation’s potential for reform may not ultimately benefit women, but it is

still useful for an understanding of how patriarchies might be subject to
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incremental change from within, change initiated by the subjects it privileges

instead of those whose needs and powers it disavows.
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Chapter One: Male-to-Female Cross-dressing and Patriarchal
Critique in Epicoene and Swetnam the Woman-Hater

Why did men assume female personae in seventeenth-century popular
culture? Although I ask in Chapters Two and Three why authors assumed a
sexualized female voice in popular print, the question of why men assumed
female personae at all requires an answer first. The all-male casts of the
commercial theatres in pre-Restoration England have kept female impersonation
at the forefront of queer and feminist readings of early modern English drama, but
a connection between female impersonation on the stage and female
impersonation in print has yet to be theorized. This chapter focuses on a type of
cross-gender performance that has received very little critical attention: the
phenomenon of the male actor playing a male character who assumes a female
persona. The trope of the male character assuming a female disguise to infiltrate a
female space or court a female partner recurs frequently in prose romances like
Philip Sidney’s Arcadia, Mary Wroth’s Urania, and others.' Discussions of male
cross-dressing on the stage, however, overwhelmingly focus on the transvestism
of boy actors playing female characters while paying little attention to the handful
of male characters who appear in female disguise or dress as part of the plot.
These diegetic cross-gender performances, as noted in this dissertation’s

introduction, emerge from a tradition of festive cross-dressing. Their ability to
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unsettle audiences’ expectations and highlight contradictions in audiences’
assumptions about gender separates them from the meta-diegetic cross-dressing of
boy actors who seem to “pass’ almost effortlessly as female characters so long as
playwrights do not call attention to their masculine sex. While boy actors pass, the
cross-dressing plots I explore in this chapter feature characters who assume
female identities but have their male sex revealed by the end of the play.
Moreover, whereas in most cases the passing boy actors do not seem to overtly
threaten hierarchies of patriarchal privilege with their passing, the conspicuously
male performances of femininity of the type that I discuss here serve most often to
disrupt or challenge figures of male authority, be they fathers, dukes, or other
older male relatives, as part of a broader social commentary on Jacobean
patriarchal authority. That the plays I examine are comedies and tragi-comedies
explains their interest in challenging and critiquing an established order, but in
this chapter I seek to clarify how and why male-to-female cross-dressing, and
parodic drag in particular, becomes such an important vehicle for critiquing elite
masculine authority during the Jacobean period.

By looking at moments where male characters assume feminine disguises
in Ben Jonson’s Epicoene and the anonymous Swetnam the Woman-Hater
Arraigned by Women, 1 will demonstrate that drag empowers male characters like
Lorenzo (who adopts an Amazonian disguise) and Dauphine (who engineers

Epicoene’s Amazonian drag performance) to critique patriarchal society in ways
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that would not be socially acceptable or effective had the critique come from
female characters like the Ladies Collegiate or the all-female court. Looking
specifically at the ways that male critique of women’s sexual commodification
proves effective when coming from someone perceived to be in female drag, I
further suggest that in early Stuart England drag served as an effective way to
challenge specific abuses within a patriarchal system while at the same time

buffering that system against a more radical (female-led) critique.

Boy-Actors, Female Bodies, and Amazonian Wives in Epicoene

Much has been written on cross-gender performance in seventeenth-
century drama, most of which takes up three central, overlapping threads of
critical inquiry related to the all-male stage of early modern England:2 1) the fluid
gender and sexuality of the boy actors who played female roles, 2) the
transgressive sexuality of plots in which boy actors playing female roles assume
male disguises and engage in romantic relationships with male characters (e.g.,
Twelfth Night), and 3) the challenge the boys’ fluid gender and sexuality onstage
posed to the perceived stability of binarized gender and sexual identities offstage.
As a context for female impersonation, the practice of casting boys as women
appears to have been so specifically tied to the commercial stage that it does not
seem to have greatly impacted perceptions of female impersonation off the stage.

Although women performed on continental stages throughout the early modern
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period and English women continued to perform as amateurs in their communities
and households and to dance non-speaking roles in masques at the courts of James
I and Charles 1, English women did not appear on English commercial stages
until the Restoration. Thus, every play performed on a commercial stage in early
modern London was an MTF cross-gender performance of a sort, although critics
like Orgel suggest that the boys who played female roles were considered to be
much closer to femininity, having not fully grown into manhood yet.4 As Jennifer
Drouin points out in her work on differentiating cross-dressing, drag, and passing
as critical terms, “cross-dressing” in a Shakespearean context “is simply a
response to the practical constraint of the interdiction of women’s bodies on stage,
a question of clothes make the woman, analogous to props and settings that create
deadly weapons and exotic locales.” In Drouin’s view, theatrical cross-dressing
neither subverts gender roles nor manifests queer sexuality, since the audience
knows and expects the female characters to be boys misrepresenting themselves.
If audiences took any notice of cross-gender casting on the commercial stage, then
its presence might well have been designed to de-sensitize audiences to the potent
heterosexual themes of a performance. For antitheatricalists concerned that
audience members would be compelled by a play’s amorous scenes to
immediately enact the passions they’d witnessed from the stage, having all
amorous interactions take place between male actors and boy actors was a step

towards defusing heterosexual male excitement (oriented as it was presumed to be
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towards the female form exclusively). Whether this worked, and boy actors really
did fail to “pass” as sexually desirable women, is impossible to determine. That
boys like Clerimont’s boy in Epicoene appear as objects of male and female
sexual desire suggests that there was something inherent to boyhood’s gender

fluidity that held an erotic charge.

Erotic desire for boys — often expressed by female characters like Olivia in
Twelfth Night or Lady Haughty in Epicoene but insinuated in close relationships
between male characters like Twelfth Night’s Orsino, As You Like It’s Orlando
and their cross-dressed boy pages — is something the all-male stage conceals but
also encourages through its tradition of enabling boys to pass as women without
actually becoming women. For Stephen Orgel, who is more interested in the
question of why English theatres and audiences supported all-male casts when
most continental theatres cast women in female roles, male cross-dressing is not a
neutral fact of stage history audiences routinely overlooked but a calculated
management of an audience’s erotic desire. Boy actors, Orgel argues, protect
audiences from the greater danger of female sexuality on stage. Although anti-
theatricalists deplored the practice of casting cross-dressed boys in feminine roles
because they believed it incited the spectator’s lust, Orgel convincingly argues
that “the love of men for men in this culture appears less threatening than the love
of men for women: it had fewer consequences, it was easier to de-sexualize, [and]

it figured and reinforced the patronage system.”® “The reason always given for the
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prohibition of women from the stage was that their chastity would thereby be
compromised,” Orgel continues, but behind this reason he sees “a real fear of
women’s sexuality, and more specifically, of its power to evoke men’s sexuality”
in a way that might render men less rational, less authoritative, and less
“masculine” by the society’s own standards.” Boy actors, theoretically, protected
male spectators from experiencing excessive sexual desire for the heroines of any

given play.

The question Orgel poses — whether boys impersonating women pose a
greater threat to English patriarchal hierarchy than do women themselves — is one
I will explore at length in the coming chapters where pseudonymous parodies of
female writing sometimes work to discourage women’s participation in politics
and popular print. Orgel argues ultimately that boy actors were perceived as less
threatening than women themselves might have been on the commercial stage.
The threat Orgel traces in the antitheatrical literature of the period concerns an
audience’s sexual/affective response to an actor’s body — to the meta-performance
of gender and sexuality that underlies the text of a play. Orgel finds that anxieties
about the female body’s affective power over spectators override anxieties about
the cross-dressed male body so that while antitheatricalists find both
objectionable, the cross-dressed male body emerges as the safer vehicle through
which to tell the erotically-charged and often explicitly sexual stories of the early

modern commercial theatre.
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Orgel’s framing is ultimately useful in considering how an audience might
respond to female impersonation in other contexts (in print, for example) but my
focus on diegetic cross-dressing asks slightly different questions about the
subversive potential of women in early modern drama. If we can dismiss cross-
gender casting as an extended kind of “passing” in which we as an audience agree
to overlook the discrepancy between an actor’s sex and the gender of the character
he performs, then how does the introduction of older male characters performing
in drag affect the audience’s perceptions of passing?8 In scenes where male
characters in drag interact with female characters, do female characters still pose a
more potent threat to social order and patriarchal hierarchy because of their
sexuality? Or do men pose more of a threat because they can perform all of the
disorderly, outspoken behaviours of women without the liability of having a
female body?

Ben Jonson’s Epicoene valorizes and eroticizes boys who can easily adopt
and discard feminine identities while constructing the female body (which does
not itself appear on stage) as a liability for anyone trying to make it in the status-
driven London world of the play. Epicoene was first performed by the Children of
her Majesty’s Revels, a boys company, in December 1609-January 1610.° The
play was performed entirely by boy actors but boy characters like Clerimont’s boy
from act 1 scene 1 and Epicoene highlight the erotic charge boys carry within the

play’s portrait of London society. While most of the boy actors perform the
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somewhat-fixed gender of their characters, Epicoene and the boy play boy
characters able to convincingly and erotically take on feminine qualities without
actually becoming women. Clerimont’s servant, whom Clerimont’s friend

1 .
10 recounts to Clerimont as

Truewit refers to as Clerimont’s “ingle at home,
Clerimont is dressing that the women at the Ladies Collegiate “play with me, and
throw me o’ the bed, and carry me in to my lady, and she kisses me with her oiled
face, and puts a peruke o’ my head, and asks me an’I will wear her gown, and |
say no, and then she hits me a blow o’ the ear, and calls me innocent, and lets me
go0” (1.1.12-6). The boy’s dialogue concerns an averted heterosexual encounter
between himself and the Ladies Collegiate, but in performance Clerimont’s
undress and the sense that he and Clerimont are together in a semi-intimate space
might well emphasize a homosexual erotic charge between the boy and
Clerimont, both of whom are played by young men. Clerimont’s jealous response
to the boy’s story — “Well sir, you shall go there no more” — suggests perhaps that
Clerimont is put out to find himself no longer young and androgynous enough to
appeal to the Ladies; his reaction at 1.1.17 —“No marvel if the door be kept shut
against your master when the entrance is so easy to you” — suggests that he might
wish himself to be in the boy’s position. Clerimont seems drawn to Lady Haughty
but the song he writes for the boy to sing in the first scene of the play is loaded

with barbs against cosmetics and fashion that are certain to offend her by spelling

out an ideal of natural, unadorned beauty to which she does not adhere. Given that
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this dialogue takes place during a dressing room scene, where Clerimont has
presumably been adorning himself throughout, his position may come across as
laughably hypocritical or as a sign of the double standards that governed male and
female beautification practices. Clerimont’s song may be conventional, and it may
simply express his frustration that Lady Haughty prefers pliant boys to young
men. Then again, if we read Clerimont’s rejection of women’s fashion more meta-
theatrically as a rejection of clothing, cosmetics, and other exterior signifiers of
femininity that the boy actors playing the Ladies of the Collegiate wear, then
perhaps Clerimont is not rejecting women but is instead rejecting female disguise
— the disguises his fellow actors put on to perform as the Ladies Collegiate, for
instance.

Where the boy’s body passes into multiple spaces, roles, and identities, the
female body (or, rather, the fictional female bodies of the Ladies Collegiate)
proves to be a distinct liability in Epicoene. While dresses and wigs are at the
core of Lady Haughty’s erotic play with Clerimont’s boy, on the bodies of the
Ladies themselves dresses, wigs, and cosmetics become shameful facades to
conceal the repulsive female bodies beneath. Clerimont criticizes Lady Haughty’s
elaborate beauty regimen, crying “A pox of her autumnal face, her pieced
beauty!” (1.1.72). He then bids the boy to sing a song about powdered and
perfumed ladies for whom “All is not sweet, all is not sound” and calls for women

to abandon “all th’adulteries of art” and make “simplicity a grace” (1.1.82, 88,
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84). Truewit responds to Clerimont’s song with a defence of women’s art in their
beautification (so long as they perfectly conceal their underlying bodily flaws and
defend from intruders the private space in which they get themselves ready).11 But
his support for artificial beauty products reveals underlying assumptions about
adult women’s bodies as always already flawed, decaying, or deformed. In act 4,
for instance, he opines to Clerimont that “Women ought to repair the losses time
and years have made 1’ their features with dressings” and goes on to list the ways
a woman might conceal a lack of height, a misshapen foot, sour breath, or rotten
teeth (4.1.29-30). While boys, in part because of their youth, make female
clothing and cosmetics seem erotic, adult female characters in female clothing
draw censure even from their would-be suitors, and do not seem to command
nearly the same erotic appeal boys like Epicoene and Clerimont’s boy do. A boy’s
impersonation of a woman, the play implies, might actually be much more
arousing than a woman herself.

Truewit sees cosmetics as instrumental to women’s self-worth, a way to
“repair the losses of time” by recouping the ‘loss’ (presumably) of erotic capital.
But as Edith Snook writes in Women, Beauty and Power in Early Modern
England, “Beauty practices,” including women’s writing on beauty, cosmetics,
and hair styling, “were a form of knowledge that allowed women to participate in
scholarly culture, to raise politically knowing sons, to exert control within a

household and community, to be creative and ethical with their own appearance
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9912

and encourage the same in others.” ~ “Attention to appearance,” Snook argues,

“could provide a means to express female subjectivity and self—governance.”13
Lady Haughty’s preoccupation with cosmetics, which in Truewit’s view appears
to be an attempt to recover fading erotic capital, might alternatively read as a bid
for increased social capital through self-expression and consumption. Truewit
compares the work of beautification to the work of a gilder in terms of its secrecy
—“You see gilders not work but enclosed. They must not discover how little
serves with the help of art to adorn a great deal” — but the reference to gilders’
“work” reminds us simultaneously that beauty for women is a form of
craftsmanship that can confer economic and social privileges. If Epicoene is as
sexually appealing as the other characters’ reactions to her would have us believe,
then Dauphine and Epicoene may have schooled themselves in conventional
feminine beauty practices. The peruke mentioned in the dramatic reveal of
Epicene’s sex is likely to have been only one of many costume, makeup, and
gestural choices coordinated by Dauphine and Epicoene (and by the acting
company) to create Epicoene’s female persona.

To have Clerimont remark upon Lady Haughty’s reliance on cosmetics
might also reinforce the play’s dichotomy between the aged, imperfect female
bodies of the Ladies Collegiate and the ideal body of the young male, which needs

no private, chemical alterations to be sexually desirable. When Clerimont’s boy

sings Clerimont’s song praising “Robes loosely flowing, hair as free / Such sweet
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neglect more taketh me” he highlights his own unadorned beauty, his refusal to
put on Lady Haughty’s makeup in erotic play, and his master’s disgust that Lady
Haughty “wipes her oiled lips upon [him] like a sponge” (1.1. 85-6, 75). The song
calls for ladies to appear unadorned, while the beautiful lady who appears in the
play turns out to be another boy character called on to perform feminine beauty.
Epicoene’s youthful male body can construct feminine beauty through clothing,
hair, and cosmetic choices but whereas Clerimont and Truewit imply that women
apply cosmetics to conceal inadequacies, Epicoene has no physical vulnerabilities
to compensate for. Although Clerimont in act 4 comments to Truewit that “Lady
Haughty looks well today, for all my dispraise of her i’ the morning” (4.1.26-7)
and that he will come around to Truewit’s way of thinking that art enhances
female beauty, Clerimont’s complimentary assertion triggers for Truewit a long
list of ugly conditions cosmetics can conceal. Truewit’s defence of cosmetics does
not put the audience in mind of beauty — it instead reminds the audience of all the
imperfections that lie beneath a woman’s exterior appearance. Truewit and
Clerimont’s debate over cosmetics is conventional, but in Epicoene, where actors
really do use cosmetics and clothing to conceal bodies that are at odds with their
exterior appearances, the references to cosmetics remind audiences that women,
like actors, often construct personae for themselves by manipulating their outward
appearance. From Truewit’s perspective the charge against women is not that they

are false, it is that the female body sorely needs artificial enhancement to cover its
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basic rankness: its “fat hand and scald nails,” its “sour breath,” (a complaint Otter
levels at his wife as well), its “black and rugged teeth” (4.1.34-8). Lady Haughty
advises in act 4 scene 3 that “ladies should be mindful of the approach of age,”
acknowledging that as a woman’s youth and desirability fades her ability to enjoy
suitors will diminish (35). While the aged Morose can interview young brides, a
lady of the College aims to spend her erotic capital while she is young before she
“may live to lie a forsaken beldame in a frozen bed” (4.3.38). Even the Collegiate
women, whose power resides in their sexual and financial independence, still
seem to expect that their options will narrow once their value as objects of desire
diminishes. The male body’s status as an erotic object also diminishes with age,
explaining perhaps why Lady Haughty finds Clerimont’s boy more desirable than
Clerimont himself. But since patriarchal hierarchies value senior males more
highly, male bodies continue to enjoy access to power in ways women do not
once their erotic capital is exhausted. Thus while Lady Haughty and Epicoene
both create enhanced female personae through clothing and makeup, removing
Epicoene’s disguise reveals a young male body coded in early modern England
and in the play as desirable and empowered. Removing Lady Haughty’s carefully
constructed exterior, on the other hand, would expose a flawed, aging female
body and cause Lady Haughty’s erotic capital to plummet in the eyes of gallants

like Clerimont and Truewit.
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The play’s bias toward female impersonators over biological females
appears also in its portrayals of the two Amazonian wives who have yet to join the
Collegiate: Epicoene and Mistress Otter. Both wives achieve in their marriages an
unseemly dominance that shames and even injures their husbands.'* But while
Mistress Otter, the adult female character, remains irredeemably monstrous to the
trio of young male wits, Epicoene, the boy posing as Morose’s ideal bride, charms
everyone around him/her with her outspoken wit even as she defies her husband’s
will. Mistress Otter transgresses far more egregiously than Epicoene does when
she physically assaults her husband, but the remarks her husband makes about her
body are de-humanizing: drunk and unaware that Truewit has brought Mrs. Otter
within earshot, Otter calls his wife “a scurvy clogdogdo: an unlucky thing, a very
foresaid bear-whelp, without any good fashion or breeding,” a “Mala bestia”
whose expensive outer appearance conceals a rank, malodorous body (4.2.65-6).
Morose exclaims in horror that he has married an Amazon — “a Penthesilea, a
Semiramis” — but he at least grants his wife humanity where Otter ranks his wife
lower than the bears and horses that adorn the cups he fought to bring to Morose’s
wedding feast (1.1.48-9). Epicoene, the boy trained up by the androgynously-
named Dauphine Eugenie to pass as a woman, draws her husband’s scorn as an
outspoken virago but unlike Otter s/he remains the focus of male sexual attraction
and female interest. Her suitors Daw and La Foole may be the gulls of the play,

but their amorous overtures reinforce to the other characters and to the audience
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how convincing Epicoene’s femininity is (while retroactively suggesting to the
audience that they actually desire femininity more when it is performed by an
androgynous boy). Age certainly must factor into any possible comparison
between Mistress Otter and “Mistress Epicoene,” as Epicoene is the lone young
maiden character of the play and Mrs. Otter and the other Ladies are, we presume,
several years her senior (5.4.92). Yet the parallels between the two wives create
an interesting tension between Mistress Otter as a mannish woman who cannot
fully achieve the position of male head of household she wishes — she beats her
gossiping husband but is then chased out of Morose’s house by the phallic threat
of Morose’s sword — and Epicoene, the womanish man playing a mannish woman
who can be redeemed by the revelation of his underlying boyhood, which makes
his Amazonian behaviour a jest. The play-text gives frustratingly little to indicate
how the characters present in the final scene react to Dauphine’s scheme, so it is
difficult to draw conclusions about female impersonation and homoerotic desire
from this final revelation scene. Although most of the cast is on stage, only the
three gallants speak. Morose, the Ladies, Epicoene, Daw, and La Foole say
nothing and Dauphine asks them nothing. Dauphine does ask his two companions,
Clerimont and Truewit, to comment, but only Truewit celebrates Dauphine’s
triumph, turning it into a joke and moral lesson at the expense of Daw and La

Foole, perhaps as a means of distancing himself from them and distracting an
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audience who might remember that of all the men enamoured with the silent
woman only he and Daw have kissed and been kissed by her (3.5.3-5)."

What conclusions does Epicoene offer about female impersonation on the
Jacobean stage? First, it supports the theory that the cross-dressing done by boy
actors was not necessarily drag — that is to say, the fact that an early modern
audience knows that all of the female costumes on stage conceal male bodies does
not mean that the boys who played women were not capable of passing as women
to their spectators. Epicoene’s passing, the play leads us to believe, is flawless and
invisible to the other characters and leads modern critics to suspect that such
passing was also invisible to early modern playhouse audiences who presumably
might have shared Morose’s surprise in the final scene at the reminder that
Epicoene is a fictional role performed by a boy. Epicoene’s performance does not
seem to falter at any point, nor is she an especially parodic version of femininity
when set against Mistress Otter. For an audience accustomed to overlooking any
gender discrepancy between an actor’s sex and the role that actor performs, there
is also no reason to believe Epicoene’s passing would have attracted attention
unless the actor and/or the company chose to draw attention to it in performance.

The satirical portrayals of the women in power, however, who Truewit
says exert a “hermaphroditical authority,” (1.1.68) lead Helen Ostovich to
consider the rich possibilities of casting “larger, older boys” to play Mistress Otter

and perhaps the Ladies Collegiate as “grotesques.”16 Indeed, Mistress Otter in
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particular comes off as an extreme and one-dimensional parody of a class-climber
and an overbearing wife and the scene in which she beats her husband mimics the
kind of domestic disorder that was sometimes addressed in communities by cross-
dressing rituals like the Skimmington ritual discussed in my introduction. The
second thing Epicoene tells us about MTF cross-dressing in Jacobean drama, then,
is that if we look at the ways cross-dressing, passing, and drag function within the
plots of the plays themselves we can see that males who perform femininity
sometimes hold on to their masculine privilege from beneath their disguise.
Epicoene’s performance as an overbearing wife receives much more sympathetic
treatment than Mrs. Otter’s does, perhaps in large part because Epicoene is
rewarded for having temporarily and cleverly performed disorderly womanhood.
Mistress Otter’s aggressive desire to rise up the ranks of London society
(expressed in her violent attempts to ameliorate her low-class husband’s manners)
seems natural to a male head of a household but irreconcilable with her
unchanging sex. While women clearly engage in social climbing in early modern
drama, Mistress Otter’s efforts to control her husband and gain membership in the
exclusive Ladies Collegiate signal to the audience that her transgressive
masculine dominance is boorish, and not sophisticated like Lady Haughty’s.
While Epicoene as an androgynous boy can pass as a woman, Mistress Otter’s
attempts at masculine authority come off as a monstrous drag performance that

transgresses both gender and class distinctions. And Dauphine, the author of
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“Epicoene,” the supposedly-silent female persona he can use to trap Morose into
marrying, reaps the fullest reward for orchestrating disorderly female behaviour.
As Epicoene demonstrates, MTF passing and the phenomenon of the boy
actor performing a female role are not necessarily transgressive. If passing itself
were transgressive, we might expect Dauphine and Epicoene to be shamed at the
end of the play by the revelation of Epicoene’s sex. Instead, the characters who
accepted Epicoene as a female (and the audience who accepted her as a female
character) are stunned and possibly shamed at having been tricked. Drouin invests
FTM passing practices with more subversive potential than drag in her
articulation of early modern dramatic cross-dressing because “passing is always
subversive at the moment of its exposure” and often risks violent reprisal.'’ The
moment of exposure in Epicoene is subversive because it reveals Dauphine’s plot
to compel Morose into reinstating him as his heir, but the exposure is restorative
too in that it frees Morose from his marriage to a ‘woman’ he cannot control.
Epicoene’s unruly femininity turns out to be a female persona crafted and paid for
by Dauphine and performed by a witty boy. The moment of exposure in Epicoene
is thus a moment to contain gender transgression, not provoke it. Mistress Otter’s
Amazonian masculinity, on the other hand, is only contained to the extent that an
audience sides against her for her aggressive behaviour and class-climbing and
not against her husband. Their conflict, and Mrs. Otter’s conflict with the College

of Ladies she wishes desperately to impress, remains unresolved in the play. Thus
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while MTF passing is a useful tool for Dauphine in his bid to secure his place in
the lower echelons of the upper class, cross-gender performances like Mrs. Otter’s
which tend to slip into parodic drag serve to trope disorder and punish women’s
attempts to rise above their own class- and gender-based oppressions. Such MTF
performances of disorderly femininity, when they shift from instances of passing
to instances of drag, demonstrate how MTF impersonation scapegoats women for
an unruliness and social mobility that the culture at large finds both fascinating
and terrifying.

MTF drag in a festive context often upholds, rather than challenges,
patriarchal structures, as it does in Skimmington rituals in which the cross-dressed
Lady Skimmington enacts violent, problematic dominance over an abased
husband as a means of reinforcing the community’s standards of appropriate male
dominance and female subservience in marriage. In Epicoene, however, cross-
dressing does not serve to reinforce patriarchal marriage norms. Morose, the
play’s figure of inadequate masculine authority, seeks a marriage that is rigidly
patriarchal in that he expects his silent future wife to have literally zero input on
their family affairs. Morose fails to control Epicoene in their marriage, but
Epicoene’s sudden lack of silent modesty signals that Morose has been tricked.
Dauphine’s scheme uses cross-dressing to sabotage and finally invalidate his
uncle’s legitimate wish to perform the ideal duty of a patriarch and produce heirs

to inherit his estate. The play celebrates masculine wit and energy, but it does not
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in fact celebrate patriarchy, if we take patriarchy to mean the social order in which
senior males rule hierarchically over subordinate younger men, women, children,
and servants. In fact, Dauphine’s scheme to make himself his uncle’s heir seems
to forestall the work of seeking a fortune for himself through marriage or work
and thereby establishing himself as a patriarch. In the final scene of the play
Morose appears chastened and punished but in no way converted or changed by
the critique that his desire for a silent, completely subservient wife has received.
Suffering the shame of having married a female impersonator (although perhaps
the revelation comes as a relief, since it means the end of his unhappy marriage),
Morose remains silent. Like Mistress Otter, Morose is humiliated for his
perceived failure to perform his proper role in his marriage and remains shamed
but unredeemed. Epicoene’s cross-dressing critiques Morose’s intolerance of
noise and his self-centred insistence that he alone be allowed to speak,18 but it
ultimately rewards Dauphine for working out a scheme of inheritance that
bypasses women completely and undermines marriage as the core unit of

patriarchal social order.

Amazonian Disguise and Female Erotic Agency in Swetnam the Woman-
Hater
Although MTF passing serves in Epicoene as a means to shame Morose,

the ineffectual patriarch, MTF cross-dressing — and drag in particular — can also
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be a powerful tool in redeeming patriarchs who have become tyrannous. Women
characters who play boys/men, like Rosalind in As You Like It, gain considerable
masculine privilege through their masculine disguises but use this privilege in the
main to restore a disrupted social order that their older male counterparts have
jeopardized. Jonson’s play deals with the problematic nature of (Morose’s)
patriarchy by silencing the older male patriarch and in effect excluding him from
the denouement. Swetnam the Woman-Hater, another play in which a male
protagonist, Lorenzo, adopts an Amazonian female disguise for nearly all of the
play,19 highlights the role that drag can play in recuperating an old patriarch (in
this case Lorenzo’s father, the King of Sicily) into a restored patriarchal order.
The restorative disguise plots of As You Like It and Swetnam the Woman-
Hater bring about social cohesion through the transformation of older male
patriarchs in ways that contain female sexuality and agency within a Christian
heterosexual, reproductive logic. Whereas we understand how masculine disguise
might empower female characters like Rosalind and others to take on tyrants and
usurpers, however, the paths to empowerment through female disguise are far less
clear and consistent. Looking specifically at MTF drag’s restorative role in
Swetnam the Woman-Hater, 1 will argue that female impersonation enables
characters to perform a kind of social critique of patriarchy focused on the
regulation of female erotic agency. Lorenzo, the cross-dressed prince in Swetnam

the Woman-Hater, illustrates that cross-dressing can be both a tool for reforming a
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gender system in crisis (a crisis exemplified by the male character’s need to cross-
dress in the first place) and a mechanism for restoring that system to order (by
restoring the character to his position of masculine privilege). I will explore how
the prince’s cross-dressing might clarify what it meant for men to assume female
personae in self-referential, parodic ways, and what role this kind of drag plays in
organizing, conducting, and controlling sexual energies which pose a threat to
patriarchal order.

Swetnam the Woman-Hater throws Swetnam, a character based on the
pamphlet controversy’s misogynistic instigator Joseph Swetnam, into the plot of a
popular fifteenth-century Spanish novelette by Juan De Flores that was adapted
and translated multiple times into English, French, and Italian over the course of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”’ Swetnam’s first appearance reveals that
he has been exiled from England and is on the run from the mobs of women who
object violently to his pamphlet. He takes refuge in Sicily as a fencing master
working under the alias of “Misogynos” until he finds a way to insert himself into
the Sicilian court as the champion for men in the romance plot’s battle of the
sexes. Ann Rosalind Jones posits that, ironically, “the popularity of Swetnam’s
pamphlet, rather than silencing women, gave them a justification for writing
against it” and that “the public space opened up by popular printing legitimates

921

new roles for women.””" The play, Jones argues, does the opposite and shuts

down opportunities for women’s public critique of misogyny by making Swetnam
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into little more than “a comic butt.”* «

[T]he stage figure [of Swetnam] in no way
measures up to [the female responders’] verbal portrait of [him] as a producer of
strangled, inflated prose,” Jones writes; “[t]he forensic skill and ad hominem
challenges of the pamphlets are suppressed by the visual and kinetic requirements
of dramatic action.”*’ Leonida and Lorenzo’s star-crossed love affair, which
actually consumes more stage time than the titular Swetnam plot does,
“subordinates the analysis of misogyny and the defence of women to issues of

princely virtue and proper kingship.”24

My analysis of Swetnam differs from
Jones’s argument in that I see the romance plot and the Swetnam pamphlet plot
working together to create a different kind of anti-patriarchal critique than existed
in either source. Lorenzo, as the cross-dressed prince, provides the bridge between
the female defences of women key to the Swetnam plot and the issues of princely
virtue and kingship that animate the romance plot. But while Jones suggests that
issues of kingship distract or take away from a critique of misogyny, I would
argue that issues of proper kingship go hand in hand with the play’s critique of
misogyny, since the issues at stake in King Atticus’s tyranny concern his son’s
gender and his daughter’s sexuality. Pairing the tragic novelette and the comic
pamphlet controversy works therefore to illustrate that overt misogyny — whether
it takes the form of open hostility towards womankind, violence against women,

or tyrannical control over women’s sexuality — is a legitimate threat to patriarchal

order that must be countered and disarmed in order to facilitate a more covert,
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systemic misogyny which affords disproportionate agency to adult men. King
Atticus, like Morose, holds extreme beliefs about how far his authority as a
patriarch extends (Morose is only willing to marry a silent woman and Atticus
agrees to execute his daughter after she has premarital sex) and it is up to his
younger male heir to correct and soften these beliefs through MTF disguise plots.
Morose, given his advanced age and character flaws, may be beyond reform and
as a householder without a wife and children the impact of his misogyny will be
limited. But Atticus’s tyranny, the play demonstrates, can have deadly
consequences. While Jonson does not reform or redeem Morose in any significant
way in Epicoene, the final act of Swetnam is dedicated to Atticus’s re-education
and redemption. In this act, Lorenzo’s female disguise and his use of theatricality
more generally bring about change in the king. While the play does curb women’s
ability to effectively critique patriarchal privilege from the outside, it highlights
instead the means by which the extremes of patriarchal privilege might be
attacked from within, as the play puts forward a prince in women’s clothing as its
hero.

The play opens with the news that Atticus’s eldest son, Lusyppus, has
died, and that his second son, Lorenzo, went missing eighteen months before at
the battle of Lepanto and has either died or been made a Turkish captive. Atticus’s
extreme grief at the loss of his two sons sets up the central tragicomic plot of the

play by putting intense pressure on Atticus’s remaining heir, Leonida. Since her
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“female Sexe cannot inherit here,” Atticus notes that “One must injoy both her
and Sicilie,” conflating possession of her sexuality with possession of the throne
(1.1.90-1). By the end of this first scene, Atticus has ordered his councillor,
Nicanor, to confine Leonida and see that she be “Princely vs’d; but no accesse /
By any to her presence, but by such / As we shall send, or giue commandment for:
/ Tis death to any other dares attempt it” (1.1.167-70). Ultimately, however, when
her true love Lisandro does scheme his way into her chamber and her bed, it is
Leonida that the Sicilian court condemns to death. Because Atticus is unwilling,
as a father, to intervene or challenge the misogynistic ruling of his court on the
question of which sex is more guilty in matters of love, Atticus proves that he is
unfit to rule Sicily. Upholding the court’s sentence that women (i.e., Leonida) are
to blame in matters of love turns Atticus into a tyrant in the eyes of his people, in
part because a patriarch’s relationship with his dependents was a powerful
metaphor for a king’s relationship with his subjects. He argues convincingly that
as a king and patriarch, he must be impartial and uphold the sentence of the court,
but his inflexibility in meting out the court’s misogynistic punishment proves to
be a serious flaw in Sicily’s patriarchal order.

Misogyny taken to its furthest extremes, as Jones points out, encourages
public outcry against the system. This outcry spills forth in act 4 of the play, when
the women of Sicily band together to put Swetnam on trial for his role in

Leonida’s sentencing, but whether their acts against Swetnam constitute an act
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against the system deserves further exploration. Either way, the play demonstrates
that women are not the only group who stands to gain by voicing objections to
Swetnam’s pamphlets. Patriarchs themselves prove to have a considerable stake in
expelling overt and unruly misogyny from their domains. Atticus fails to defend
his daughter against Swetnam’s slander, but by assuming his Amazon disguise
and championing his sister’s cause against Swetnam, Lorenzo acts in his own self-
interest. In the Swetnam pamphlet controversy, and indeed in Swetnam the
Woman-Hater, masculine agents assume female personae as a means of dealing
with the troubling implications of female sexual agency in a patriarchal system
attentive to but anxious about female sexual pleasure as a function of female
reproduction. Through his female disguise Lorenzo gains insights into the
affective needs of his subjects and his future kingdom that are completely lost on
the king, who sees his daughter’s sexuality only in rigid terms of its political
function. Lorenzo’s drag performance provides a way of managing the threat
Leonida’s antisocial sexual desire poses to Sicily.

Before we are even introduced to Leonida, Atticus has portrayed her as a
sexually disruptive force that threatens the stability of the land. Atticus’s
description of his own daughter rivals the misogynistic portrayal of female
sexuality that Swetnam, a few scenes later, will construct in the trial at court.
According to Atticus Leonida is “wanton, coy, and fickle too: / How many

Princes hath the froward Elfe / Set at debate, desiring but her loue? / What
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dangers may insue?” (1.1.162-5). Later we learn that several suitors have already
killed themselves because Leonida refused them — a detail which resonates against
Leonida given how heavily the first scene of the play emphasizes the grief and
turmoil the death of the young princes brings to Sicily. Although we might read
her as an unobtainable Petrarchan mistress, Leonida holds a destructive power
that seems to be far more immediate, violent, and threatening than is typical of the
stereotype. Leonida’s destructive power in the play is nevertheless a milder
version of Isabell’s power in the 1608 multi-language translation of the play’s
source text, Histoire de Aurelio et Isabell. In the De Flores source text Isabell is
said to be so beautiful “that whatsoeuer man that was vnto the louely passions
disposed, soudenly when he had sene her, was constrayned to bide her seruante:
and so streyghtly, that who beheld her, burned for her, suche that many died.””
The rash of deaths in the romance pressures the king to enclose his daughter in a
castle in the countryside. Female sexuality, in both the source and the anonymous
play, therefore poses a direct threat to society. In enclosing Leonida, Atticus
arguably tries to ensure that there will be no further young male casualties.
Atticus’s motivations, however, seem far more self-serving than this. If
what makes Leonida threatening is her erotic agency — her ability to choose or
reject a suitor — then Atticus has the option of simply allowing her to choose.
Atticus says of Leonida in the opening scene “She’s all the comfort we haue left

Vs now; / She must not haue her libertie to match,” suggesting that his reasons for
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enclosing her have far more to do with the danger she poses to Atticus’s dynastic
legacy than with the danger she poses to love-struck young men.”® As we learn in
the first scene, Leonida has already chosen the prince of Naples, Lisandro, as her
husband. Atticus rejects Lisandro, whose princely status makes him a respectable
match for Leonida, because of tensions between himself and the King of Naples,
tensions which make the match either politically or personally unacceptable to
Atticus himself. Atticus has no legal recourse (in England, anyway) to force his
daughter to consent to a marriage she does not want, even if he objects to her
choice, but if he believes Leonida to be “wanton, coy, and fickle” he perhaps
assumes that she will be easily distracted from Lisandro. In charging Nicanor with
her care, Atticus has actually put Leonida at greater risk. Nicanor’s scheme to
pester Leonida until she consents to their marriage enables a disguised Lisandro to
infiltrate Leonida’s chamber and reaffirm her devotion to him (on the pretense
that the disguised Lisandro will advance Nicanor’s suit). The logic behind
confining Leonida to the castle is the patriarchal logic that views female
reproductive potential as a commodity owned by a woman’s male relatives. By
confining Leonida’s body, Atticus believes he will enforce chastity upon his
daughter and block any attempts at producing a new heir to the throne. Pierre
Bourdieu, a French theorist and anthropologist, writes about marriage in early
modern France as a set of strategies designed to motivate and even indoctrinate

individuals into preserving a family’s land, wealth, and status through strict
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control of heirs. Although French and English marriage traditions are not
identical, Bourdieu’s view of marriage as a series of strategic, transactional
behaviours unconsciously incorporated into a community’s daily routines
provides a useful model to think through how early modern English audiences
interpreted a character’s attitudes towards marriage and partner choices. Bourdieu
argues that for early modern families “all means were justified when it came to
protecting the integrity of the patrimony.”’ Atticus’s methods are extreme, but
Leonida is the sole heir to the kingdom, and as Bourdieu notes, although heirs
receive the highest privilege they also pay a high price by “subordinating [their]
own interest[s] to those of the lineage.”28 As Bourdieu writes, parents, who “on
other occasions, felt free to bend the custom in order to satisfy their own
inclinations” by permitting their children to accumulate financial stakes “felt
duty-bound to prohibit a misalliance and to force their children, regardless of
feeling, into unions that were best suited to safeguard the social system by
safeguarding the position of the lineage within that system.”29 In the first scene
we likewise learn that Atticus has been permissive with his younger children in
the past, allowing his younger son Lorenzo to go off to join the Christian League
against the Turks and permitting his daughter to entertain a variety of foreign
princes. While Atticus might under different circumstances put a higher priority

on Leonida’s freedom and feelings, her new and unexpected role as sole heir in
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light of her brothers’ reported deaths means that he must now require her to
sacrifice her desires and her “libertie” to the service of the patrimony.

Bourdieu theorizes that in most cases marriage strategies function to keep
individual desires in harmony with what best serves the patrimony. “A really
well-designed marriage strategy,” he writes, “tended to avoid conflicts between
duty and feeling, between reason and passion, between collective interest and
individual interest.”* Upbringing, early learning, and social experiences “tended
to model [individuals’] schemes of perception and appreciation, in a word, their
tastes, which since they played as large a role in their selection of a sexual partner
as in other areas, led them to avoid improper alliances, even aside from

. . . . 31
considerations of a properly economic or social nature.”

First sons in particular
were subject to the formative pressures of this system. Since Leonida has grown
up with two brothers, though, she has not had the same formative conditioning
that her elder brother Lusyppus, Atticus’s first-born son, has had and rebels
against her sudden change of status. While Lorenzo, the second-born son, would
have been the closest substitute to Lusyppus by virtue of age, gender, and
moulding, Leonida’s sex makes her the least likely of Atticus’s children to have
been successfully conditioned to bypass her personal preferences in marriage for
the sake of preserving the patrimony. As the daughter of a king who already has

two male heirs, Leonida’s choice of Lisandro (a prince of the neighbouring

kingdom of Naples) is an appropriate one since it might productively strengthen
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the relationships between their kingdoms of Sicily and Naples without disrupting
either family’s patrimony or upsetting the balance between the two families. Now
that she is Sicily’s sole heir, however, Leonida endangers Sicily with her desire
for Lisandro because Leonida as Lisandro’s wife would be subordinate to
Lisandro and would thus make Sicily subordinate to Naples, a prospect Atticus
rejects.3 ? The conflict of the play arises, then, not because of the chaos of
forbidden love (although this is a common trope of early modern drama and
proves key to the original romance plot) but because the deaths of Lusyppus and
Lorenzo necessitate an abrupt shift in the royal family’s marriage strategy that the
family struggles to cope with. If patriarchal hierarchy did not subordinate Leonida
to her husband, Leonida could assume her brothers’ position as heir to the throne
without jeopardizing Sicily’s political independence. It is only because marriage
is patriarchal, in other words, that Leonida’s erotic agency is problematic. Facing
the death and disappearance of its two male heirs, Sicilians could challenge their
laws against female inheritance to retain Leonida as an heir equal to either of her
brothers. Rather than reform laws which benefit male heirs, Lorenzo in his
Amazon disguise reforms Sicilian attitudes towards female sexuality,
demonstrating how female impersonation in Swetnam helps patriarchal systems
stay resilient in the face of challenges to its fundamental inequalities.

Leonida’s imprisonment, for all that it is a sound marriage strategy, does

not ultimately curb her erotic agency. Lisandro gains access to Leonida’s chamber
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with the help of Leonida’s maid the pair pledge their lives to each other, and after
Loretta’s instruction that Lisandro “look my Ladie dye no Nun” the couple exits
(we can presume) to have sex offstage (2.2.100-4).>* Leonida and Lisandro are
soon betrayed, caught, and put on trial to determine which of them should receive
the death penalty and which should merely be banished for seducing the other. As
in the novelette, the trial of the two young offenders escalates into a trial of the
sexes, where the question before the court becomes whether men or women bear
the ultimate responsibility for lustful, extramarital sexuality. Summons go out for
male and female champions to defend their respective sexes at the trial and
Swetnam’s misogynistic rhetoric is an easy substitute for the rhetoric of Affranio,
the knight who champions men in the novelette. Putting the cross-dressed prince
Lorenzo into the role of the female champion, however, presents a striking
departure from the source. Hortensia, the female champion in Aurelio et Isabell, is
a learned woman experienced in love and not an Amazon. She presents a
righteous defence of women, and a condemnation of the trial, but she performs
none of the deception, manipulation, and stagecraft Lorenzo performs as Atlanta
to turn the tragedy into a comedy. The novelette is pure tragedy — the king
adamantly sacrifices his daughter to an abstract notion of justice despite his
queen’s pleas for mercy, Aurelio throws himself onto the fire in order to take
Isabell’s place in the last seconds before she is about to be put to death, and after

Aurelio dies Isabell throws herself into a courtyard of lions to be devoured alive.
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Hortensia, the queen, and her gentlewomen take their revenge on Affranio (who
has hypocritically fallen in love with Hortensia) by torturing him for days, tearing
him apart, throwing him onto the fire, and then collecting his ashes to wear
around their necks as a token. Swetnam the Woman-Hater rejects this brutal
ending. Although Leonida is led to her execution and Lisandro tries to kill
himself, both lovers live and the king learns the value of mercy. Swetnam is
tormented, but repents at the end of the play and is redeemed. That
Lorenzo/Atlanta almost single-handedly effects the tragicomic turn of the play
suggests that the playwright’s choice to adapt his role from female champion to
cross-dressed prince is crucial to the play’s overall message about the problematic
extremes patriarchs like Atticus resort to in policing female erotic agency and
preserving patrimony.

Lorenzo returns to Sicily in disguise in scene 3 of the first act, after
Atticus has given him up for dead and refuses to let any of the nobles go out to
search for him. Whether he returns in disguise because he is ashamed at having
been defeated and captured at Lepanto or not, he tells lago, his sole confidant, that
he intends to stay in disguise to “obserue the times and humors of the Court”
(1.3.103) since “Happie’s that Prince, that ere he rules shall know, / Where the
chiefe errors of his State doe grow” (1.3.1 17-8).** Lorenzo’s disguise in this scene
is that of a nondescript male, but in act 3 scene 2 Lorenzo abandons this

unremarkable disguise for the far more attention-drawing disguise of Atlanta the
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Amazon. The stage directions make it clear to the reader of the play that Atlanta
the foreign female is actually Lorenzo the native male (3.2.sd), and Lorenzo’s
expressed intent to travel in disguise through the kingdom that he will one day
inherit (1.3.102-3) should also lead the audience to suspect that Atlanta the
Amazon is the prince in disguise, even if they do not recognize that the characters
are played by the same actor.

I have argued elsewhere that Lorenzo’s Amazon disguise serves as a
vehicle through which he reasserts his masculinity after his capture by Turks at
the battle of Lepanto.” But while I have read Lorenzo as an emasculated figure
whose gender is in transition, I think it is also possible to read Lorenzo
productively as a man in drag — a man whose performance of femininity is
“almost but not quite” right, to borrow Drouin’s definition of drag, in that its
Amazonian elements self-referentially draw attention to the instability and
artificiality of the gender it is attempting to perform. Lorenzo’s Amazon disguise
is perhaps no more convincing of femininity to the audience than a Wiltshire man
disguising himself as Lady Skimmington would be to a Wiltshire crowd. The
Amazon, like the Skimmington, is a fiction of female subjectivity that parodies
female agency and renders female violence burlesque. As drag performances they
both subvert and subtly reinforce the norms which regulate a binary view of
gender. “Given the entrenched associations between women and weakness and all

the other cultural constraints imposed upon women,” Valerie Wayne writes, “the
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amazon, who combined masculine strength with feminine sympathies, was one of
the best available candidates to perform the disorderly woman and mount an
effective defence of women against men’s physical and verbal attacks.”®
Morose’s shock at Epicoene’s “Amazonian impudence” seems disproportionate
and ridiculous in the context of his marriage — Epicoene is only speaking to
guests and welcoming visitors into what is now her house, behaviours that the rest
of London society would not typically consider Amazonian at all (3.5.34). But the
trope of the Amazon signals even in Epicoene that Epicoene’s performance of
outspoken femininity is a challenge and corrective to Morose’s misogynistic
views about marriage. Lorenzo’s Amazon disguise, which enables him to enter
public debates, challenge misogynists to duels, and direct important state
ceremonies like the execution of Leonida and a masque for the king and court as a
woman demonstrates to an even greater extent how MTF cross-dressing and drag
in particular can temper extreme misogyny like Swetnam’s and Atticus’s and
reinforce a milder system of patriarchal order in which women will be less
compelled to rebel or agitate for social change.

Wayne notes how disappointing it is that Lorenzo should reinforce the
limitations placed on women, further emphasizing their inability to defend
themselves from misogynist invective and indeed from the kinds of restrictions

and violence Leonida suffers. To borrow from Harvey’s articulation of the

ventriloquized voice, Lorenzo “uses the metaphor of woman as a lever for
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dismantling certain patriarchal values, but, unlike the heroine he ventriloquizes,
he simultaneously partakes of the very privilege he seeks to expose.”3 7 still,
although Lorenzo is a flawed and imperfect feminist hero, we might be
encouraged by the way Lorenzo in drag manages to champion female sexual
freedom within a culture fundamentally anxious about female sexuality’s
destructive powers. While in Aurelio et Isabell female sexuality and male desire
are a self-perpetuating cycle of destruction, destroying friendships between men,
destroying young men in their prime, destroying lovers, and eventually even
destroying men like Affranio who pretend to be impervious, Lorenzo/Atlanta
recuperates female sexuality and teaches the people of Sicily (including his father)
to embrace it as a pro-social force for good through elaborate, affective acts of
performance.

Although Lorenzo states early in the play that he plans to adopt his
disguise to observe the court, he quickly intervenes in the court’s affairs when a
call goes out for a female champion to defend Leonida in the upcoming trial.
Lorenzo’s intercession at the trial proves unsuccessful, though. In the trial he opts,
as Sowernam and Munda did, to counter Swetnam’s attacks against womankind
with attacks of his own against mankind, losing his temper at one point and
launching into invective so indecorous that the judges correct him. The court
decides in Swetnam’s favour, and although the queen begs Atticus to intercede to

save Leonida from execution, the king upholds the court’s ruling. Having failed to
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convince the judges to spare Leonida, Lorenzo turns his attentions instead to
changing the people’s feelings towards Leonida through a moving, public
dumbshow and a fake execution that lead them to re-evaluate the connection
Atticus and Swetnam draw between female sexuality and violence.

Before the dumbshow, Iago is the only Sicilian nobleman to speak out
against the king’s decision to uphold the judges’ ruling. When Sforza, another
councillor, recounts the events of the trial to Iago, lago immediately concludes,
“to say the truth, / Both Sexes equally should beare the blame / For both offend
alike” and is shocked to hear that the princess has been sentenced to death
(4.1.11-3). “A sentence most vniust, and tyrannous,” he exclaims, “’Twas cruell
in a King, for such a fact; / But in a father, it is tyranny” (4.1.23, 31-2). Whether
an audience would agree with Iago that Atticus is behaving like a tyrant is
questionable. As unfeeling as Atticus appears to be in the trial scene, the stakes of
Leonida’s criminal pre-marital sex are important in a real, dynastic sense. Atticus
has gone out of his way to surrender the decision to the courts of Sicily, and even
if Lisandro were the guiltier of the two, killing him does nothing to solve the
problem Leonida’s deflowered body poses to Sicily’s already imperiled dynastic
monarchy. Moreover, the fact that Iago characterizes the sentence as tyranny does
not mean that the rest of Sicily does. When lago asks Sforza to “ioyne with me;
we’le to the King / And see if wee can alter this decree, / Oh, ‘tis a royal

Princesse, faire and chaste!” (4.1.79-81), Sforza counters that “her disdaine, my
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Lord, hath bin the cause / Of many hopefull Youths vntimely end; / *Tis that has
hardene’d both the Commons hearts, / And many noble Peeres” (4.1.82-5).
Putting aside Atticus’s tyranny, Sforza suggests that it is Leonida’s sexuality the
people fear and her death that they prefer.

The dumbshow, however, changes the way the people of Sicily come to
regard Leonida and the threat of her sexuality. After the sentencing,
Lorenzo/Atlanta begs Atticus for the privilege of overseeing Leonida’s execution
to ensure that she will not “basely / Be hurried forth amongst vnciull men”
(3.3.285-6). Under Lorenzo/Atlanta’s direction, the dumbshow that depicts
Leonida’s walk towards execution is neither hurried nor male-dominated; it
features “two mourners, Atlanta with the Axe, Leonida all in white, her hair loose,
hung with ribans, supported on eyther side by two Ladies, Aurelia [the queen]
following as chiefe Mourner” (4.2.49-53). The sex of the two first mourners isn’t
specified, Lorenzo/Atlanta is in drag, and all of the actors on stage are male.
Female characters still far outweigh male ones in this scene, however. As
mourners, the characters onstage also claim a position powerfully associated with
femininity in the public sphere. Patricia Phillipy writes that “in the absence of
professional undertakers, early modern women were the most frequent and
immediate attendants on bodies in death, fulfilling not only the emotive rites of

9938

mourning but also the more mundane tasks.”” “In light of these necessary

material practices,” Phillippy argues, “the figurative association of women with
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death takes on specific forms of ideological and affective power” that establish
feminine mourning as “a recognized site of particularly volatile, powerful
expression for women — fertile ground on which to establish their rights to public
speech.”39 While the judges silence women during the trial for their vocal support
of Atlanta, reproaching them with the reminder “you haue no voice in Court,”
women’s silence during the dumbshow only heightens the affective power of their
message as mourners (3.3.141). The message of the dumbshow is that although
Leonida’s execution seems as though it will mend the torn social fabric of Sicily
(for all the reasons I explained above), her death will actually disturb a more
fundamental, natural order.

As the actors pass wordlessly across the stage, a “Song in Parts” paints
Leonida’s death as a crime against nature. This song — the only song in the play —
increases the affective power of Leonida’s impending execution and provides an
opportunity to rethink the rationale that necessitates the beautiful young princess’s
death. The text doesn’t specify when the song begins or who sings it, but if we
imagine it as an accompaniment to the procession, which is directed to “pase
softly ouer the stage,” we can imagine that the twenty-four lines of the song gave
the procession reason to move slowly over the stage and to linger, allowing the
audience to fully take in the weight of the violence about to be done (4.2.52-3).
The lyrics also call on the audience to respond to Leonida’s death affectively

rather than rationally (as Atticus fails to, and as the court failed to by reducing her
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trial to a raucous and coarse battle of the sexes). The song uses the tropes of
pastoral elegy to highlight how unnatural Leonida’s death appears by creating a
sense of empathy between the dirge singers and the natural realm in lines like
“Let the Woods and Valleys ring / Ecchoes to our sorrowing" (4.2.55-8). The
song then re-writes Leonida’s beauty so that it comes to signify youth and vitality
rather than destruction and death. The singers refer to Leonida as Nature’s
“chiefest prize,” in which “All the Stocke of beautie dies” (4.2.65-6). What
“cruell heart can long Forbeare to sing this sad” song, the singers ask the
audience, appealing to them to let themselves be caught up in the sadness and feel
pity for Leonida (4.2.67-8). The singers call on “Fawnes,” “Siluans,” “Nimphes,”
and “Sauage Beasts” for empathy, and all of these creatures take Leonida’s side,
proving themselves “more milder then / The unrelenting hearts of men” (4.2.71-
4). The dumbshow, like the trial, appeals to the Red Bull audience to become
Leonida’s judge and to rule on whether her sexuality presents a danger to Sicilian
society that warrants her death.

Although we can’t know that the dumbshow changed the way the
historical audience viewed Leonida — we are probably best to assume that the
audience was divided, perhaps even along sex lines, during the trial scene — we
can observe a change in how the other characters within the play’s fiction
perceive Leonida’s crime and Atticus’s justice after the dumbshow. After a brief

interlude involving Swetnam and Swash in which Swetnam’s lust for Atlanta

66



PhD Thesis — C. Thauvette; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

rekindles the cycle of destructive sexual desire that doomed Leonida, the
playwright shifts our attention back to the Sicilian court with a very short scene
between “two gentlemen” discussing the fates of Leonida and Lisandro. The way
the gentlemen frame Leonida’s execution as a tragedy differs significantly from
the way Sforza framed it a few scenes earlier as the will of the people. The first
gentleman remarks that Leonida’s beheading was “The wofull’st sight that ere
mine eyes beheld” and calls it “a piece of the extremest Iustice” (4.4.6). “A sight
of greife and horror,” the second confirms, and adds that “in a Father” the act was
most extreme (4.4.6-8). Whereas before only Queen Aurelia and Iago censured
Atticus and pleaded to save the princess, now the gentlemen, speaking for the
Sicilian nobility, adopt the perspective of the song in noting the sad horror of
Leonida’s death and confirming that it was a more extreme punishment than they
expected (despite Atticus and Sforza’s belief that it was what they, the people of
Sicily, wanted). If we suppose that the reactions of the Sicilian people are
intended to inform, echo, or elicit the same reaction the play wishes to elicit from
the theatre’s audience, then the dumbshow also changes the audience’s
perspective on Leonida. The next scene brings this horror to a new height when a
guard enters and reveals Leonida’s corpse. The sight of Leonida’s body triggers
Lisandro’s suicide, the only suicidal behaviour from a male suitor we actually see
in the play. Lisandro’s attempted suicide ironically threatens to negate the

protection Leonida’s death might have provided to the young men so prone to
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dying for her when she was alive. As these two scenes illustrate, the dumbshow
marks a turning point in the play where the destructive power that had been
invested in Leonida’s body shifts to the royal body of Atticus, the patriarch turned
tyrant, soon being displaced onto Swetnam, the far more accessible embodiment
of the misogyny that led the people of Sicily astray during the trial.
Lorenzo/Atlanta’s initial deception — his drag performance — comes to
represent the powers of deception and stagecraft more broadly as a force of social
critique. As we learn by the end of the play, Lorenzo/Atlanta manipulates the
people of Sicily into believing that Leonida was executed and that Lisandro died
from his self-inflicted wounds when really Lorenzo/Atlanta saved them both.
Lorenzo/Atlanta then re-introduces them into the Sicilian court through his
pastoral masque once Atticus and the people of Sicily realize the full extent of
their mistake. Lorenzo/Atlanta receives an amorous letter from his former
opponent, Swetnam/Misogynos, after the latter had stridently argued that women,
not men, are chiefly to blame in matters of love. Lorenzo/Atlanta, with the help of
the queen, organizes an elaborate trap to expose Swetnam’s masculine bravado as
mere talk and reveal his hypocrisy. In this scene and the female trial that follows
it, Swetnam becomes the central target of an anti-misogynistic reprisal which
makes him the receptacle for a female anger that should perhaps more rightly be
directed at Atticus (who set the unfair terms of the trial in the first place). The

women bind and prick Swetnam with pins, but unlike in the source they stop
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before tearing him to pieces. Their punishment makes Swetnam into an example
for future misogynists, but it also has a corrective effect: in the final lines of the
epilogue, as the women lead in the muzzled Swetnam (referencing Speght’s A
Mougzell for Melastomus), Leonida forgives him to affirm that “Women are
neither tynnanous, nor cruell, / Though you report vs so” and Swetnam replies “I
now repent” (11-13). Swetnam has been rehabilitated, and Leonida’s forgiveness
works to build harmony between the sexes where in the novelette the women’s
final act is one of brutal revenge that ensures perpetual war. This harmony is
clearly a restoration of a patriarchal status quo, as Swetnam promises to defend
women with his sword (20-1) even though he now knows firsthand exactly how
capable women are of defending themselves when they must.

As I 'have hinted, however, Swetnam’s misogynistic rhetoric only fuelled
Sicily’s underlying problems with female sexuality. Atticus’s decision to exert an
uncompromising control over Leonida’s marriage was, in theory, a sound
marriage strategy. Its results, however, prove disastrous, as by the final act of the
play Atticus has no heirs left to pass Sicily on to except for his wicked counsellor
Nicanor. To restore patriarchal hierarchy the play does more than simply restore
Lorenzo as the male heir (although that is the final solution the audience is set up
to expect as soon as Lorenzo reveals himself to be alive in act 1). Instead, before
Lorenzo discards his female disguise, he provides a way for Atticus to redeem

himself and prove that he has changed. To create this opportunity Lorenzo/Atlanta
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hijacks a masque he has been collaborating on with Atticus’s evil councillor,
Nicanor. This first masque provides Atticus with a way to repent publicly for his
tyranny and then to restore the lovers he believes he has sent to death. The
masque is designed to help Atticus see his flaws — ignorance, false suspicion,
detraction, and cruelty — personified so that Atticus will come to the realization
that “I am the King did sacred Iustice wrong.... It was my crueltie, not her
[Leonida’s] desert, that sacrific’d my Child to pallid Death” (5.3.79-82). From the
first act the audience witnesses Nicanor’s conviction that he should be king of
Sicily, and by the final act of the play it seems likely that Nicanor is hoping that
his masque will hasten Atticus’s death by amplifying the king’s grief. Since
Nicanor has become the king’s likely heir, Nicanor stands to gain the kingdom
should the masque destroy Atticus’s will to live. Yet when the figure of
Repentance intercedes towards the end, she offers Atticus a way to cope with
what he has done that departs from Nicanor’s plans. When Repentance takes the
stage and Atticus states “I do repent me, let this Sacrifice / Make satisfaction for
those fore-past Crimes / My ignorant soule committed,” Nicanor seems
unprepared for her to answer “’Tis accepted” and he exclaims “I am trapt. / Oh,
the great Devill! Whose device was this?” (5.3. 107-14). Since Lorenzo/Atlanta
was set to collaborate with Nicanor in the authorship of the masque (5.1.122-4),
the audience can guess that Lorenzo has set this trap to expose Nicanor and help

Atticus face up to his personal flaws. Lorenzo’s masque draws a powerful
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emotional response from Atticus, who desperately says he will follow, call, and
sue to Repentance on his knees for her forgiveness (5.3.100-3). Like the
dumbshow, Lorenzo’s stagecraft achieves its social effects by triggering an
affective response in its spectators.

Once Atticus has repented, and had his repentance accepted, the next scene
of the masque confronts Atticus with the same problem of antisocial sexuality he
faced in act 3 so that this time, as judge, king, and audience, he can make the
correct choice. The scene is pastoral, in an echo of the natural imagery of the
dumbshow’s song. Lorenzo appears disguised as Atlanta disguised as an old
Shepherd, Lisandro (saved from death by Lorenzo/Atlanta’s healing balm)
appears as “Palemon,” and Leonida (whose execution was faked) appears
disguised as “Claribell,” a “Siluan Nymph.” Lorenzo, as the Shepherd, tells the
story of Palemon and Claribell, a tale which closely resembles Lisandro and
Leonida’s story in act 2 down to the detail of the old decrepit man (an allusion to
Nicanor) who pursues Claribell/Leonida to her ruin. Atticus asks the
Shepherd/Lorenzo how he can help, and the Shepherd/Lorenzo begs the king to
marry the two lovers. The king agrees and marries the characters before he
realizes that he is actually marrying his daughter to the suitor he himself earlier
rejected as inappropriate. The masque’s particular solution to the problem of
female erotic agency is not entirely encouraging: Atticus is not criticized for

having imprisoned his daughter and having attempted to execute her for violating
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her confinement; he is criticized for not realizing that Lisandro was the better
choice than Nicanor. The lesson is that fathers should be more vigilant but no less
controlling. As a tragedy, the play might have powerful things to say to its
audience about the double standards which govern male and female sexuality. We
might want to learn from this play that female sexuality is not so dangerous after
all and that Leonida’s trial was symptomatic of an underlying dysfunction in the
Sicilian state. But as a tragicomedic ending, the play’s resolution teaches us
instead that female sexuality needs to be controlled by marriage as soon as
possible and that fathers should adopt flexible marriage strategies (and hope to
avoid catastrophic circumstances like the loss of two male heirs in quick
succession).

Nicanor’s masque, as a secretly-sinister gift for Atticus, emphasizes the
close homosocial bond between kings and councillors, as Atticus calls Nicanor his
“dearest Comforter” and invites him to “sit by vs to see what “new deuice”
Nicanor’s “loue / Hath studied to delight [his] Soueraigne” (5.3.50, 30, 33-4).
Having failed to woo Leonida, Nicanor concentrates his efforts on becoming as
close to Atticus as possible so that once Atticus dies he will stand to inherit the
kingdom, reconfiguring inheritance as a function of strong ties between men and
excluding women altogether. Lorenzo’s inserted scene emphasizes instead the
importance of exercising and conferring patriarchal power through the exchange

of women, while simultaneously restoring Atticus to the role of appropriate
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exchanger once he has proved capable of making the correct choice. While
Atticus abused this role in the first act of the play by refusing Leonida’s choice of
a prince and placing her under his councillor Nicanor’s control, changes to the
masque give Lorenzo the opportunity to secure Atticus’s role for himself through
a dynastic lineage secured by women. After successfully restoring a heterosexual
status quo in which marriage contains the potentially destructive powers of female
erotic agency, Lorenzo finally discards his Amazon disguise and takes his place as
prime beneficiary of Sicily’s patriarchal order. What is remarkable about this play
is not the way its comedic ending seeks to contain sexuality and reinforce gender
norms — this is what comedic endings generically seek to do. What is remarkable
is the role drag, as a theatrical deception, plays in bringing about this ending.

If we return to the notion of the Skimmington as a tradition of MTF drag
whose function is to legitimize domestic violence so long as it comes from a
husband and not a wife,40 and to discipline female violence, then Lorenzo’s role in
leading the women of Sicily towards violent corporeal punishment for Swetnam
seems to contradict the spirit of the Skimmington tradition entirely. Diane Purkiss
argues that authors and printers might have published responses to Swetnam
under female pseudonyms as a means of invoking the “theatrical figure of the
unruly woman” akin to the “Woman on Top” Natalie Zemon Davis investigates in
her examination of festive MTF cross-dressing. This unruly woman, in Purkiss’s

analysis, “signified and to some extent legitimated social and political

73



PhD Thesis — C. Thauvette; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

criticism.”*! Since the pseudonymous names are puns on Swetnam’s name and
pamphlet in ways that play directly into the citational rhetoric Purkiss associates
with misogynistic entertainments like Swetnam’s pamphlet and Swetnam the
Woman-Hater, “the names under which the pamphlets appear mean that though
they purport to be by women, the reader is invited to see this as a penetrable
screen/identity, a theatrical performance of femininity which indicates a joke at

women’s expense.”42

Reading these pseudonyms as “penetrable screens” which
indicate “a joke at women’s expense” makes Sowernam and Munda’s
pseudonymous authorship resemble a drag performance which draws attention to
its own artificiality through parody. Lorenzo’s Amazon disguise in this context
may have appeared to a Jacobean audience as another drag performance in
response to Swetnam. While Purkiss suggests that the traditions of festive drag
lead seventeenth-century men to take women’s political action less seriously, I
think we can conclude from Swetnam the Woman-Hater that MTF drag on the
commercial early modern stage can do its own distinct work, work which is both
supportive of women’s sexuality to an extent and also supportive of a patriarchal
status quo. We could conclude that Lorenzo’s drag is a second-rate imitation of
female protest that devalues women’s political agency. We might also conclude,
however, that as drag, Lorenzo’s efforts construct a temporary space outside of

the binarized, patriarchal system of power, a space in which Lorenzo can self-

reflexively criticize the system which affords him the privilege to speak without
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losing that privilege. Female impersonation’s potential for reform may not
ultimately benefit women, but it is useful in understanding how patriarchies might
be subject to change from within — change initiated by the subjects it privileges

instead of those whose needs and power it disavows.

Conclusion

In Epicoene and Swetnam the Woman-Hater, MTF drag exposes the
counterproductive effects of overt misogyny, revealing it to be more unruly than
women’s sexuality itself. In both plays, obvious misogyny threatens social
stability when patriarchs like Morose and Atticus cannot fully come to terms with
the idea that female sexuality and female agency are not just a challenge to the
patriarchal status quo that affords them privilege, but a fundamental and necessary
part of it. If Morose had been able to reconcile himself to a wife who was not
silent, he could have fathered his own heirs long ago and not fallen victim to
Dauphine’s plot. If Atticus had been able to adopt a more flexible marriage
strategy and accept Leonida’s choice of suitor, either before her confinement or
after the damage was done, he could have avoided Nicanor’s machinations and
the problems caused by Swetnam’s overt misogyny. Although both Epicoene and
Swetnam the Woman-Hater feature female rebellion and resistance (through the
Ladies Collegiate in Epicoene and the female court in Swetnam) the cross-dressed

male characters who put on and remove femininity are the ones able to restore the
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disrupted patriarchal order. Epicoene’s passing and exposure serve to advance
Dauphine. Lorenzo’s drag serves to restore him to the succession.® Epicoene’s
and Lorenzo’s styles of impersonation do differ — Epicoene’s wit and subterfuge
suit the witty satires characteristic of the Inns of Court audiences Epicoene’s
Whitefriars audience enjoyed, while Lorenzo’s bold rhetoric and exceptional
fencing skills create the sense of spectacle and fast-paced action the Red Bull
audiences were reputed to crave.* Further, while Lorenzo assumes and discards a
single, specific female persona, Dauphine’s androgyny is far less discrete and
episodic. He does not assume a female disguise himself as Lorenzo does, but this
means he cannot shed the effeminate suggestion of his name in the same way
Lorenzo can shed his effeminizing experience as a Turkish captive by shedding
his Amazon disguise.*’ Despite the differences in the individual female personas,
however, both plays mobilize female impersonation to achieve similar ends in

critiquing flaws in patriarchal households.

Neither instance of MTF cross-dressing makes significant strides towards
changing the patriarchal status quo or ameliorating women’s positions within that
status quo. Epicoene humiliates the College of Ladies who court her as a member,
just as she humiliates the men who court her as a wife or mistress. Epicoene
shares her assertiveness as a wife with Mrs. Otter (although Mrs. Otter takes her
role as the dominant spouse to a more physically aggressive extreme) but overall

the comparison between the two serves to demonize Mrs. Otter, whose behaviour
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seems unchangeable and unnatural rather than the product of clever artifice. The
plays reward the young men who have the wit to change their genders, much in
the same way that the MTF cross-dressing plots of romances reward men who
assume female disguises as a practical means to gain access to their beloveds.*°
Unlike the romance plots, however, MTF cross-dressing in these two Jacobean
plays does not bring the males who cross-dress any closer to erotic fulfillment.
Dauphine presents Epicoene as an object of desire but we get no glimpse into
Epicoene as a desiring subject — partially because every word he speaks he speaks
in his guise as a silent woman and we can connect nothing back to his male
character but the few details Dauphine provides. We know a great deal more
about Lorenzo’s motivations from his asides and his conversations with his
trusted councillor lago, but Lorenzo is remarkably silent on matters of sexual
desire. He turns Swetnam’s desire for Atlanta, his female persona, to his
advantage to catch Swetnam and put him on trial, but he shows no signs of
desiring anyone himself. He is an agent for female erotic agency, but his actions
are all in defence of the love between his sister Leonida and her suitor Lisandro.
In a way this makes him the ideal heir in Bourdieu’s analysis of marriage strategy,
as he puts the preservation of the kingdom and his family’s patrimony above all
other personal concerns. By resuming his role as male heir he makes room within
the family’s marriage strategy for erotic desire but contains it in a marriage of

secondary importance (as Lorenzo’s marriage when and if it takes place will not
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jeopardize Sicily’s control over its assets the way a marriage between a female
heir and an outside male would). While Lorenzo arranges for women to punish
Swetnam in an all-female trial that operates outside of the Sicilian judicial system,
the bulk of Lorenzo’s efforts goes towards reforming the monarchy he will inherit
one day — he stabilizes Sicily with his return to his masculine identity and his
recuperation of his sister’s destructive/dangerous sexuality but the play makes no
move to address Lorenzo’s own sexuality or how his disguise might impact the
role he will assume one day as a husband and father. Although Lorenzo secures a
place for sexual desire in Sicily, sexual desire remains tied to the social disorder
Lorenzo adopted his disguise to correct. So long as Lorenzo, the patriarch-to-be,
remains clear of it, sexual desire’s threatening ability to make men lose their self-
control (the core issue in debate during the trial scene) can continue to exist

within a patriarchal hierarchy that requires males to retain control at all times.

Lorenzo’s distance from the sexual complications that plague the other
characters parallels Dauphine’s. Both Lorenzo and Dauphine are motivated by the
same desire to see themselves restored to their status as rightful heirs. Lorenzo’s
desire is more legitimate than Dauphine’s, as he is Atticus’s son and heir to a
kingdom while Dauphine is only Morose’s nephew and heir to money and a
townhouse, but Lorenzo’s Turkish captivity (which Atticus considers a fate worse
than death for his son) presumably complicates Lorenzo’s ability to resume his

position as heir to the Sicilian throne. MTF drag in these two plays does not
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develop the gendered or sexual complexities of the characters who assume female
disguises; instead drag triggers and exposes the flaws in a patriarchal system
where patriarchs like Morose and Atticus can overindulge and overreach the
limits of their powers over others without facing any kind of effective check. The
check on their power in both plays, we see, does not come directly from their
wives, their councillors, their subjects, or their neighbours but from their male
heirs, who have a vested interest in ensuring that the household they stand to
inherit does not collapse and that its members do not revolt before they have a
chance to take over. By channelling the condemnations of Morose and Atticus
through the drag personae of Epicoene and Atlanta, Dauphine and Lorenzo are
able to critique their elders for their patriarchal abuses without in effect

challenging the patriarchal systems which they stand to benefit from later in life.

Notes

! For an analysis of male-to-female disguise plots in romances, see Winfried
Schleiner’s “Male Cross-Dressing and Transvestism in Renaissance Romances,”.
? Natasha Korda has recently challenged the extent to which we might consider
the early modern stage to be “all-male”. While actors on the commercial stage
were male, commercial theatres relied on female labour, female creativity, and
female investment. See Korda, “The Case of Moll Frith: Women’s Work and the
‘All-Male Stage,”” and Korda, Labors Lost: Women’s Work and the Early
Modern English Stage.
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3 For more information on female performance traditions, including accounts of
professional female performers in the 1530s, see Stephen Orgel's, Impersonations:
The Performance of Gender in Shakespeare’s England, pgs 4-8 and 11.

* Orgel, for instance, discusses pervasive cultural analogies between boys and
women which derive from the Galenic model of sex-differentiation (see pgs 18-
27). Orgel also notes that in the unofficial guild structure of early modern
commercial theatre, where boys served as apprentices to actors who belonged to
guilds, there was an “economic analogy between boys and women” as dependants
which “overlaid a more essential [analogy]: boys were, like women — but unlike
men — acknowledged objects of sexual attraction for men” (70).

> Drouin, “Cross-Dressing, Drag, and Passing: Slippages in Shakespearean
Comedy,” 25.

% Orgel, 49.

7 Ibid, 49.

® The term “boy” in early modern culture extended beyond puberty to what we
would now consider young adulthood (ages 8-24, approximately).

o Ostovich, “Introduction to Epicoene, or The Silent Woman,” in Jonson: Four
Comedies, 233.

1% Jonson, Epicoene, or The Silent Woman, in Jonson: Four Comedies, 1.1.22. All
further references to the play will appear in parentheses in the text and will be to
this edition.

"' Truewit comments that “Many things that seem foul, i’ the doing, do please,
done” and relegates women’s self-beautification to this foul, private, but
ultimately pleasing realm. He opines that “A lady should indeed study her face
when we think she sleeps; nor when the doors are shut should men be inquiring...
Is it for us to see their perukes put on, their false teeth, their complexion, their
eyebrows, their nails? You see gilders not work but enclosed. They must not
discover how little serves with the help of art to adorn a great deal” (1.1.97-104).
12 Snook, Women, Beauty and Power in Early Modern England: A Feminist
Literary History, 7. Part One of Snook’s book focuses specifically on rethinking
“the common characterization of cosmetic practices in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century England as dangerously unhealthy and women themselves as dupes
destroying their health to decorate their faces with cosmetic products,” exploring
early modern political constructions of beauty in texts by Brilliana Harley, Mary
Wroth, and other female authors (9).

13 Snook, 7.

' The college itself, as a fictional institution where women live together apart
from their husbands and do as they please, functions in many ways like an
Amazonian community would in the early modern imagination.
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15 Stage directions indicate that Truewit “kisses the bride” in congratulations to
Epicoene on her marriage. Epicoene “kisses him” in the stage directions and
comments “I return you the thanks, Master Truewit, so friendly a wish deserves.”
The friendliness of the kiss seems a pretense for stirring Morose’s jealousy as he
immediately exclaims “She has acquaintance too!” (3.5.3-7)). Daw kisses the
bride in the next scene, and the stage direction indicates that Epicoene “kisses
them severally [Daw, Haughty, Centaur, Mavis, and Trusty] as he [Daw] presents
them” (3.6.5-10).

16 Ostovich, “General Introduction,” 27.

17 Drouin, 29.

18 As critics often observe, Morose’s intolerance seems to extend to every kind of
noise except the sound of his own voice.

1 Male-to-female cross-dressing appears in several other early modern plays,
including James Shirley’s A Bird in a Cage, Thomas Middleton’s A Mad World
My Masters, William Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor, and others.
These instances of MTF cross-dressing have not received significant attention as a
trope, but are somewhat distinct from the pattern of MTF cross-dressing in
Epicoene and Swetnam the Woman-Hater in that the instances are fairly isolated
and episodic aspects of a larger plot, in which the characters spend most of their
time on stage as males and assume female disguises diegetically for brief periods
of time with the audience’s explicit knowledge that they are male characters in
female disguise.

20 See Barbara Matulka’s The Novels of Juan De Flores and Their European
Diffusion: A Study in Comparative Literature, esp. chapter four, “The Influence of
the Grisel y Mirabella.”

2y ones, “From Polemical Prose to the Red Bull: The Swetnam Controversy in
Women-Voiced Pamphlets and the Public Theater,” 127.

> bid, 133.

> Tbid.

**Ibid, 134.

%> De Flores, Histoire De Aurelio Et Isabelle, Fille Du Roy d’Escose,
Nouuellement Traduict En Quatre Langues, Italien, Espaignol, Francois, &
Anglois, A2r.

26 Swetnam the Woman-Hater: The Controversy and the Play,1.1.159-61. All
further quotations from the play will be taken from Coryl Crandall’s edition and
references will be given in the text.

" Bourdieu, “Marriage Strategies as Strategies of Social Reproduction,” 127-8.
> Ibid, 130.

> Ibid, 129.

* Ibid, 140.

81



PhD Thesis — C. Thauvette; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

>! Ibid.

32 Although it was not impossible in England for a princess to inherit the throne,
marry, and retain her authority as ruling sovereign (as Mary I did), Atticus notes
that Sicily’s laws specifically prevent women from inheriting the throne but that
Leonida’s husband would be able to claim it for himself.

33 In the novelette, the couple consummate their “burning desires” as well before
they are betrayed. The novel describes “many dayes that secretlye ynoughe of
their loue with great pleasure they hadde inioyed.” De Flores, B4r.

* Lorenzo’s reasons for dis guising himself are in this respect not unlike the
Duke’s reasons in Measure for Measure, and Lorenzo likewise discovers that
sexuality and tyranny are at the root of his state’s problems.

3 Thauvette, “Masculinity and Turkish Captivity in in Swetnam the Woman-
Hater.”

3% Wayne, “The Dearth of the Author: Anonymity’s Allies and Swetnam the
Woman-Hater,” 227.

37 Harvey, 40.

3 Phillippy, “The Mat(t)er of Death: The Defense of Eve and the Female Ars
Moriendi,” 150.

*Ibid, 151.

%0 See pages 10-11 of the introduction.

H Purkiss, “Material Girls,” 84.

* Ibid.

* Lorenzo’s Amazonian disguise serves to reform Sicily but it also reforms
Lorenzo. Atticus in act 1 says he prefers to think that Lorenzo is dead rather than
hope he has been taken captive at the battle of Lepanto. Turkish captivity, to
Atticus, is a worse than death. Lorenzo’s shame may explain in part why Lorenzo
assumes the female disguise himself while Dauphine hires a boy to assume a
female disguise. Although Dauphine Eugenie bears a feminine name and has
earned his uncle’s disapproval, he has not been effeminized to the point Lorenzo
has as a returned Turkish captive.

* Distinctions between indoor playhouses like Whitefriars and outdoor
playhouses like the Red Bull spring from the class distinctions between the
affluent, educated clientele who could afford the higher admissions to indoor
playhouses and the humbler, more raucous clientele of the outdoor playhouses.
The Red Bull playhouse in particular earned a reputation in the seventeenth-
century as a playhouse that catered to a boisterous and unrefined crowd. As Mark
Bayer notes, “theatre historians and literary critics from the seventeenth-century
to the present” have tended “to condescend toward the Red Bull and its audience,
which apparently delighted in little more than ‘loud clamors’ and ‘daily tumults’”
(149). As Bayer argues, Red Bull plays served a key function in the plague-
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ravaged Clerkenwell community by “[p]lacing the audiences in the middle of the
action, engulfed and astounded,” offering “its less privileged patrons a total (albeit
temporary) escape from difficult lives” (176).

* “Dauphine” means Princess and his surname, Eugenie, has a feminine ending
incongruous with Dauphine’s sex.

% See Schleiner’s “Male Cross-Dressing and Transvestism in Renaissance
Romances.”
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Chapter Two: Masculinity, Sexuality, and the Polyvocal
Parliament of the English Civil Wars

In tracing the evolution of masculinity in her 2008 book Masculinity and
Emotion in Early Modern English Literature, Jennifer Vaught concisely
synthesizes the critically accepted long view of pre-modern masculinity studies,
which holds that the “pronounced cultural shift in the English aristocracy from a
class of violent warriors to more civilized courtiers or gentlemen with
comparatively little military experience gradually transformed literary standards

. . 1
of manhood in the Renaissance.”

Citing the work of Alexandra Shepard and
Lawrence Stone, Vaught observes that “[p]erceptions of the softening aristocratic
versions of manhood resulted in part from the change in profession for many-
upper class Englishmen from the militaristic to the civilian arts” over the course
of the sixteenth century.2 “A bloody or scarred body,” she posits, was by
Shakespeare’s time “no longer the predominant sign of a man in a variety of
genres.” While this narrative speaks particularly well to the transformation of the
male elite in the late sixteenth-century, it cannot account for the specific ways
masculinity was (re)constructed in moments of acute social and political crisis
like the English Civil Wars of the 1640s. If by the turn of the seventeenth century,

as Vaught asserts, civilian arts had replaced military conquest as the chief arena in

which to assert one’s masculinity, then what were the English people to make of
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the bungled negotiations and resulting bloody conflicts that marked the 1640s?
How did ideals of patriarchal masculinity shift and bend to compensate for the
many attempts at a radical reconfiguration of the English political system?

As Diane Purkiss reminds us, “there is no one masculinity” specific to the
English Civil Wars, “though any pocket of masculinity — a regiment, a republican
group, a Cavalier drinking-party — will try to pretend that its ideology of

masculinity is the only possible one.”™

Building on Purkiss’s work, this chapter
explores the multiple and competing iterations of masculinity constructed and
critiqued in the satirical political discourses of the 1640s. I approach masculinity
in this chapter by looking at the places where it is conspicuously absent or
invisible — in porno-political pamphlets which assume female authorship, feature
female characters in overwhelming majority, and explicitly use sexuality as a
framework to engage with the political culture of parliament-controlled London in
the 1640s. I borrow the term ‘porno-political’ from Susan Wiseman, who asserts
the importance of reading sexual satire from the 1640s and 50s as engaged with
contemporary political debates about republicanism and monarchism.” Looking at
mock female petitions, the Mistris Parliament series of pamphlets, and the 1647 A
Parliament of Ladies, I will argue that the sexualized female persona enables a

fantasy of a single, unified patriarchal voice — a voice this persona appears to

usurp but which never actually existed in the first place.
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By funnelling the polyvocality and sectarianism of 1640s politics into
sexualized female personae, the pamphlets I examine attempt to preserve and
idealize a kind of civilian masculinity — defined by peace, measured speech,
agreement, and decisiveness — that was no longer available after the breakdown of
political hierarchy between the king and the king’s subjects. Polyvocality
threatened patriarchal hierarchy by making visible the conflicts within the
political system over how power should be divided between members of the
patriarchal elite. As I discussed briefly in the introduction, James I promoted an
analogy between the family and the state, encouraging his subjects to respect,
love, and obey him as they would a father. Political power in this idealized model
flowed in a continuous and linear chai