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EVIAN AND MAGDALENIC REPRESENTATIONS IN MEDIEVAL AND 
ELIZABETHAN DRAMA: THE EXPRESSION OF CONTEMPORARY ANTIFEMINISM 

INTRODUCTION 

There are three female biblical archetypes which occur 

frequently in western literature: Eve, the Virgin Mary, and 

their combination, Mary Magdalen.1 From Eve are made copies 

or representations of her who brought severe consequences to 

man by her selfish sinfulness. "Perfect" women, frequently 

colorless and pliable in all but their virute, derive from the 

archetype of the Virgin Mary, and female characters who have 

fallen from grace but are restored to it by repentance are 

copied from Mary Magdalen. In this thesis, however, we are 

concerned with only two of these archetypes and their represen¬ 

tations, Eve and Mary Magdalen, and how they were used in 

certain of the medieval cycle dramas and Elizabethan plays 

to allow the expression of antifeminism--the active defamation 

of women, not just passive mysogyny--of each period. 

Medieval cycle drama included several women who were 

patterned after the first mother. These women were very sensual, 

very selfish, and were therefore very easily seduced. They 

attempted to intervene in the divine plan by trying to prevent 

male characters from carrying out God's intentions. They were 

therefore depicted as beguiling, immoral temptresses. The 

Renaissance Evian representation, however, was not so much a 

temptress as she was a cause of tragic consequences, but her 

1 Maureen Fries, "Feminae Popula: Popular Images of Women 
in Medieval Literature," Journal of Popular Culture, 14 (1980), 
80. 
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virtue--or lack thereof--is a question of greater complexity 

than in the medieval cycle plays. 

The Renaissance Magdalenic representation was also different 

from her medieval forerunner. While the medieval Mary Magdalen 

had been first a virtuous woman, then a fallen woman, a regenerate, 

someone honored by God to be a witness of Christ's resurrection, 

a missionary, and a desert ascetic, the Renaissance version of 

her was a more limited character. Elizabethan Magdalenic 

representations were chaste and then unchaste; they then repented 

and faded into obscurity, sometimes of marriage, sometimes 

of death. They were denied any later glory or honor. 

The amount of scholarship, recent or otherwise, devoted to 

these archetypes is exceedingly scant. In her brief article noted 

above, Maureen Fries has surveyed the more popular female archetypes 

in medieval literature. G.R. Owst's Literature and the Pulpit 

in Medieval England? is helpful in that it delineates the 

major themes and favorite examples of medieval homilists, and 

contains a brief discussion of the translation of those themes 

and examples into drama. There has been one article on the 

character of Eve in the cycle dramas, Sister Mary Aquin's "The 

Vulgate and the Eve-concept in the English Cycles."3 Possibly 

the most helpful work on the subject of the two archetypes is 

Helen Meredith Garth's Saint Mary Magdalene in Medieval 

2 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933, rpt. with revisions, 
New York: Barnes and Noble, 1960. 

3 Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 9 (1947), 409-436. 
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Literature^, where the development of the literary figure of the 

saint in medieval dramatic and non-dramatic literature is traced. 

Another book on the Magdalen, Marjorie Malvern's Venus in Sackcloth: 

The Magdalen's Origin and Metamorphoses,5 provides occasional, but 

usually minor, facts about the medieval and Renaissance Magdalen, 

but her focus is on the visual arts rather than literature. 

Even less scholarship exists on the archetypes and their use 

after the Reformation. Some helpful information on Anglican 

views of Mary Magdalen and other saints can be garnered from Helen 

C. White's Tudor Books of Saints and Martyrs.4 5 6 7 8 Richard H. Peake's 

The Stage Prostitute in the English Dramatic Tradition 1558-16257 

also contains some useful information on the relationship of 

prostitutes in the drama to the medieval Mary Magdalen, but he is 

primarily concerned with the prostitutes evolving from the Plautine 

tradition. John McDermott's dissertation, Mary Magdalene in English 

Literature from 1500 to 165Q8 is of general interest, but McDermott 

has studied the saint only in non-dramatic literature. The study 

of Evian and Magdalenic archetypes and representations in early 

English drama is, then, a new field of study, and I hope that this 

thesis will suggest opportunities for additional research. 

This thesis is presented in two parts. In the first chapter the 

4 Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political 
Sciences, Series, 67, no. 3, 1950. 

5 Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1975. 

6 Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1963. 

7 Diss. University of Georgia, 1966. 

8 Diss. University of California at Los Angeles, 1960. 
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development of both the Evian and Magdalenic archetypes and their 

antifeminist use in the cycle dramas are discussed. In the 

second I have treated the effects of the Reformation upon the 

archetypes and the appearance and antifeminist use of the Eve 

and Mary Magdalen archetypes in Elizabethan tragedy. Henrician 

drama was not included in this study because of the transitional 

quality and the typically comic or moral nature of the plays of 

the very early Renaissance. 

In dealing with the religious background of the archetypes and 

their representations, I have emphasized popular sermon and other 

other literature at the expense of patristic sources. While "in 

the matter of our own native play-cycles written in the vernacular 

we can hardly hope ever to determine the exact degree of their 

indebtedness to the English sermons,"9 the audiences of homilists 

and of actors were comprised, for the most part, of the same uneducated 

laity. As Markham Harris says of the writer and audience of the 

Cornish Cycle, a play from which will be examined in this thesis, 

"...it is an educated climate, strongly suggesting a tutored mind 

employing the vernacular in order to reach, edify, and entertain a 

predominantly unlettered audience...in the town or borough of 

Penryn."10 Of course, a complete avoidance of the Church Fathers 

is neither possible nor desirable, and so, as it has been necessary, 

some of the theological writers have been included, and in order 

5 Owst, p. 473. 

Markham Harris, trans. and ed., The Cornish Ordinalia, 
a Medieval Dramatic Trilogy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1969), p. ix. 
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to accurately treat the religious changes of the Renaissance, it 

has been necessary to include some discussion of doctrinal materials. 

A major consideration in writing this thesis was the determinatioi 

of which plays to examine. In that portion which is concerned with 

medieval drama, I have included the relevant plays of the Chester 

and York cycles because of those cycles' familiarity and availability. 

Space would not permit me to incorporate any of the Wakefield plays, 

although some interesting uses of the archetypes can be found there.H 

I have also included plays from lesser known cycles, namely the play 

Mary Magdalene in the Digby Cycle, Noah's Ark, the only surviving 

portion of a full-length cycle performed in Newcastle,12 and the 

play David and Bathsheba from the Cornish Cycle. 

Both the Newcastle fragment and the Cornish play, as shall be 

made clear below, are necessary to the thorough treatment of the 

topic, but both present problems over and above their obscurity. 

The most serious problem in the case of the Newcastle fragment is 

that there is no manuscript. What has survived of the cycle was 

hastily appended to Henry Bourne's The Hi story of the Newcastle upon 

Tyne ; or the Ancient and Present State of that Town, published in 

1736, four years after the author's death.13 Bourne modernized his 

text of unknown date, so that little which requires textual certainty 

for validity can be attempted. 

II See The Wakefield Pagents in the Towneley Cycle, ed. A.C. 
Crawley (Manchester: at the University Press, 1958, rpt, 1975), 
p. 96, n. 200. 

12 Norman Davis, ed. Non-Cycle Plays and Fragments. (London, 
New York, Toronto: Oxford University Press for the Early English 
Text Society, 1970), p. xliii. 

13 Ibid, p. xl. 
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The difficulty presented by the play of the Cornish Cycle is 

the language. Written in the Celtic dialect once spoken by 

the inhabitants of Cornwall, the plays are not readily understandable 

even to those with a knowledge of Middle English dialects. Only 

one complete^ and one partial^ translation have been made, 

the former in a loose metrical approximation, the other in prose. 

In the play important to us the translators are not always in 

agreement on the meaning of the Celtic, so I have included both 

translations in addition to the original in those passages where 

they are at a variance. 

Fortunately fewer and less troublesome plays are encountered 

in the second portion of this thesis. The discussion there centers 

around Lewis Wager's The Life and Repentaunce of Marie Magda!ene, 

Thomas Heywood's A Woman Ki11ed With Kindness, and Thomas Kyd's 

The Spanish Tragedy. Other plays of the period will, of course, 

be drawn into the discussion by analogy, but I have necessarily 

dealt with Shakespeare in a way very similar to that which I took 

with the Church Fathers; while he must needs be acknowledged, 

discussion of his plays has been kept to a minimum to avoid turning 

this thesis into a study of Shakespeare. Only if his works are 

removed from this study as much as possible are we able to examine 

the use of the archetypes of Eve and Mary Magdalen in the plays of 

his and the earlier period to express contemporary antifeminism. 

Edwin Norris, trans. and ed., The Ancient Cornish Drama, 2 vols. 
(Oxford: at the University Press, 1859) . 

15 Harris (see above, note 3). 
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The ultimate source of the dramatic character of Eve and 

the representations of her was, of course, the Vulgate. From 

this brief account the homilists shaped their Eve,l and from this 

first mother the dramatists formed theirs.2 * The account of 

what transpires in the garden according to the Vulgate is 

brief and identical to that of the English versions:2 Satan 

dons the guise of a serpent and seduces Eve, who in turn convinces 

Adam to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. In the 

account Adam never confronts Eve with her actions, and he does 

not complain of her to God. The two are cursed by God, accept 

their punishments, and leave the Garden of Eden. 

In the sermons Eve begins to take on a little more color 

and depravity. According to some homilists, even before the 

Fall Eve was of questionable moral fiber, as the following 

sermon excerpt illustrates: 

Eve, our eldest moder in paradise, held long tale with 
the eddre, and told hym qwhat god has seyd to hire and 
hir husband of etyng the apple; and bi hire talkyng the 
feynd understod hir febylnes and hire unstabilnes, and 
fond therby a way to bring hir to confusion.. .ffolow 
therefore our lady in discreet speakyng and heryng, and 
not cakeling Eve that both spake and herd unwisely.4 

1 Sister Mary Aquin, "The Vulgate and the Eve-concept in the 
English Cycles." Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 9 (1947), 412. 

2 G.R. Owst, Literature and the Pul pit in Medieval Engl and 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933, rpt. with revisions, 
1960), 471-547. 
2 Aquin, pp. 409-411. 

4 From MS Roy. 8. C.i, fol. 124 (Quoted by Owst, p. 387). 
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This homilist, borrowing much from The Ancren Riwle,^ is 

guilty of at least one embellishment: he implies a lengthy 

conversation between Eve and the serpent, and this suggests a 

greater awareness on the part of Eve, assigning her greater 

culpability than was given her in the Vulgate. Certainly he 

does not praise Eve by attaching to her the sobriquet "cakling" 

which, according to the OED, carried the same meaning during the 

Middle Ages that it does now. 

The homilist responsible for our next excerpt was more 

concerned with idleness than with silence, and his view of Eve 

is pleasanter than the first: 

For this ye may understonde that hit ys the wylle of 
Gode that every man and woman schuld labour besyly. 
For yf Adam and Eve had been occupyed with labour, 
the serpent had not overcum them: for ydulnesse ys the 
devylles dessyr. Wherfor ye may know well yt ys the 
wylle of Gode that we schuld labour and put our body 
to penaunce for to fie synne. Thus did Adam and Eve, to 
example of all that schuld come after them.® 

The deliverer of this sermon believed that both Adam and Eve 

were at fault, and the cause of women is, at least in his domain, 

advanced. Another homilist, however, takes the matter to the 

next extreme by placing all the blame on Adam: 

j>e wiche man betokened all man keend lut cum of 
Adam and Eve. Man was fulfilled of'le fend when 
Aat he forsoke God and be-come /fae feendes man. 
Blynde was Adam whan4,at he sawe/ie eddre and 
consentid to is entizement. ^is eddur was Ae feend 
^at come to begylen him. Defe he was when lat he 

5 Owst, p. 387n. 

6 From MS Glouc. Cath. Libr. Sermo de doctrina in Septuag. 
(Fifteenth Century), Quoted by Owst, p. 555. 
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harde hym and tan brake te commaundement of God. 
Dombe he was when he spake to the eddur and left 
Goddes worde. For no mandat is in dedely synne may 
well here God.7 

We see then that the bitter invective against Eve which is 

characteristic of some patristic writings8 is not wholly so of 

homilies. Also, while the first example from sermon literature 

given here does speak pejoratively of Eve, she is not pictured 

as a cruel villainess or a cunning, ambitious creature. Complete 

condemnation of Eve and abandonment of the concept of Adam's 

culpability would find its expression in medieval drama. 

The Eve of the York plays is called by Sister Mary Aquin 

"the most dramatic, the most human, and the most artistic"9 10 

of the Eves, but she must be speaking of the Eve of the latter 

of the two plays in which she is a character, for in the play 

of the Fall she is presented as having only one distinctive 

characteristic, gullibility: 

Eua. 
Sat. 
Eua: 

Is lis soth lat -iou sais? 
YheT why trowes /3out no3t me? 
Than wille I to thy techyng traste 
And fange Pis frute vnto owre food 

> 

(Play V, 11. 74-79).1° 

7 From MS Royal 18 B xxiii, in Middle English Sermons, ed. 
W.O. Ross (London, for the Early English Text Society: 1940) 
(rpt. 1960), p. 146. 
8 Eileen Power, Medieval Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975), pp. 14-16. 
9 Aquin, p. 424. 

10 Text is that of The York PI ays: the PI ays Performed by the Crafts 
or Mysteries of York on the Day of Corpus Christi in the Fourteenth, 
Fifteenth, and Sixteenth Centuries, ed. Lucy Toulmin Smith 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1885, rpt. 1904). 
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Apart from her seduction by Satan, Eve is important in 

the plays for two other reasons. Firstly, she serves as the 

motivation for the unjustified attack upon women as in this 

section from the York Play VI, where Adam tries to place all 

the blame on Eve, denying for the nonce his free will: 

Adam. For vs is wrought, so welaway! 
Doole endurand nyghte and day 
The welthe we wende haue wonnyd in ay 

is lost vs fra. 
For this myscheffe ful wele we may 

euer mornyng ma. 

Ang. Adam ly selfe made all this syte, 
For to the tree lou went full tyte, 
And bodely on the frute gan byte 

my lord for-bed. 
Adam. Yaa, alias! my wiff pat may I wite 

for scho me red. 

(Play VI, 11. 24-34). 

The second purpose Eve serves is that of reminding the 

audience that she has done wrong and because of her failing all 

women will suffer: 

Be stille, Adam, and nemen it na mare, 
it may not mende. 

For wele I wate I haue done wrange 
And therfore euere I morne emange, 
Allas! the whille I leue so lange, 

dede wold I be. 

(Play VI, 11. 154-159). 

Eve's denunciation of herself and her daughters is severe, 

as is Satan's malediction of Eve in the Chester plays. In 

Play II which includes the Fall and the expulsion from Eden, 

Serpens, in a fine example of medieval literary anachronism, 

has this to say of the sex: 
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That woman is forbydden to doe 
for anything the will therto 
Therefore that tree shee shall come to 
and assay which it is. 
Dight me I will anone tyte 
And profer her of that yl ke fruité; 
Soe shall they both from her delyte 
bee banyshed from that blysse. 

(Play II, 1 1 . 185-192) .ll 

Even more noteworthy than Serpens' prescience of the nature of 

women is Eve's description of the serpent who tempted her: 

This edder, lorde, shee was my foe 
and sothly me disceaved alsoe 
and made mee to eate that meate. (emphasis added)12 

(Play II, 11. 294-296). 

The Fall in this play therefore becomes the result of the 

conspiracy between two female creatures, leaving the comparatively 

blameless Adam to deliver to the audience his antifeminist dicta: 

Yea, sooth sayde I in prophesye 
When thou was taken of my bodye 

11 The text is that of R.M. Lumiansky and David Mills, The 
Chester Mystery Cycle (London, New York, Toronto for the Early 
English Text Society: Oxford University Press, 1974). 
12 All eight MSS of the Chester Plays are in agreement on the 
use of the feminine pronoun. Apart from the expression of 
extreme antifeminism, the only explanation for the assigning of 
the female gender to the serpent lies in the Latin forms of the 
word. The generic Latin term for snake, serpens, is common 
in gender, but the specific "adder," vipera, is feminine. The 
disturbing fact that vipera was used mostly by the Classical 
writers and is found only in the New Testament, while the 
generic serpens is the word used in Genesis does remain, however, 
to suggest an antifeminist intention rather than an attempt to 
be true to the biblical source. 
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mans woe thou would bee witterlye; 
Therefore thou was so named. 

(Play II, 11. 269-272). 

Nowe all my kynde by mee is kente 
to flee womens intycemente 
Whoe trusteth them in any intente 
Truly he is disceaved. 

My licourouse wyffe hath bynne my foe; 
The devyllys envye shent me also. 
These to together well may goe 
The suster and the brother. 
His wrathe hathe donne me much woe; 
hir glotonye greved mee alsoe 
God let never man trust you too, 
The one more then the other. 

(Play II, 11. 349-360). 

As in the York mystery, Eve of the Chester play denounces 

herself, but in this play her self-deprecation comes long 

after the initial trespass; it is contained in her words to 

Cain and Adam after Abel's murder: 

This payne, theras had bine no neede, 
I suffer on yearth for my misdeede; 
and of this wooll I spyn threede by threede, 
to hill mee from the could. 

Another sorrowe I suffer alsoe: 
my children must I beare with woo, 
as I have donne both you too; 
and soe shall wemen all. 

(Play II, 11. 501-508). 

Alas, nowe is my sonne slayne! 
Alas, marred is all my mayne! 
Alas, muste I never be fayne, 
but in woe and morninge? 
Well I woll and knowe iwysse 
that verye vengenace it is 



13 

For I to God soe did amysse, 
mone I never have lykynge. 

(Play II, 1 1 . 689-696). 

It is not only in Eve's own words that we are reminded of 

her sin in medieval drama, for there are other female characters 

like her who recall her part in the Fall and her legacy of 

culpability to women. One of these, the wife of Noah in the 

Newcastle Noah1s Ark, is clearly a copy of Eve, although one 

critic has declared, without benefit of citation of his source 

or authority, that the temptation of Noah's wife "is the original 

form of the legend, which has been lost in the other plays. 

At least there is some basis for the second portion of his 

statement: the other Uxores, though they may be recalcitrant, 

are not Evian representations. 

In the other plays, Noah builds the ark with the help of 

all of his family, including his wife. When the time comes 

to go aboard, Uxor refuses, in the York play because she does 

not see the sense in leaving land to go aboard a cramped, 

untested ship (she has not the faith her husband, sons, and 

their wives do), and because she prefers the sinful town: 

Towes Aou /kat I wol leue/^e harde lande, 
And tourne vp here on toure deraye? 
Nay, Noyé, I am nou3t bowne 

to fonde now ouer'kere ffellis 
Doo, barnes, goo we and trusse to towne. 

(Play IX, 77-81). 

13 Arnold Williams, The Drama of Medieval England (Michigan State 
University Press, 1961), p. 68. See also above, n. 4. 
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In the Chester plays she refuses because she prefers the 

uncharitable activity of gossipping and wants Noah to allow 

her gossips into the ark: 

But I have my gossips every echone, 
One foot further I will not gone 
They shall not drowne, by saynte John, 
And I may save there life. 
The loved me full well, by Christe. 

(Play III, 11. 200-205). 

In both plays there is some violence between Noah and his wife, 

but when Uxor sees the destruction wrought by the flood, she 

becomes pacific and settles into life aboard the ark. 

In the Newcastle play, however, Uxor not only embodies 

wifely disobedience, a topic frequently elaborated upon by 

medieval homilists,^ but has a very strong connection with 

the Devil. The playwright makes this connection very clear in 

two ways: he omits any mention of Uxor as one of God's followers, 

and in a direct borrowing from the story of the Fall, he has the 

character Diabolus tempt Uxor with drink. 

In his opening speech, Deus describes only Noah, his sons, 

and his daughters-in-law as his believers. 

All but Noah, my darling free, 
His children and their wifes; 

Evermore yet they trow'd in me, 

14 "...a kindred vice of married dames...one against which our 
pulpit does to cease to complain, namely that of disobedience 
to the wishes of their rightful lords and masters. The first 
womanly virtue, we are told, is to obey." (Owst, p. 389). 
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Save therefore I will their life. 

(11. 9-11).15 

The exclusion of Uxor from the beloved is repeated by the angel 

who tells Noah of God's plan: 

Albeit thou, Noah, and thy brood, 
And their wives in your hand 

For you are full righteous and good 
You shall be saved by sea and land. 

(11 . 63-66). 

The second means of connecting Uxor with the Devil, temptation, 

is the stronger of the two. Because he does not want any of 

Noah's family to live, Diabolus decides to prevent them from 

boarding the ark, and goes to Uxor first: 

To Noah's wife will I wynd 
Gare her believe in me; 

In faith she is my friend, 
She is both whunt and slee. 

(11. 109-112). 

Uxor welcomes him kindly as "bewschere" (beausire) and 

asks him his name, which he willingly tells her. At first she 

tries to make him leave, but then begins to listen to him as 

he tells her her family will all die if they sail in the ark. 

She, as might be expected, is horrified and wants to avoid the 

catastrophe. Diabolus suggests the following method of prevention 

15 Text is B text of The Newcastle Play, ed. Norman Davis, in 
Non-Cycle PI ays and Fragments (London, New York, Toronto for 
the Early English Text Society: Oxford University Press, 1970). 
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Yet I shall tell thee how 
Thou shalt weet all his will 

Do as I bid thee now, 
Thou shalt weet every deel. 

Have here a drink full good [iwis], 
That is made of a mightful main. 

Be he hath drunken a drink of this 
No longer shall he lain. 

(11. 128-135). 

Uxor then attempts to make Noah drink Diabolus' brew: 

Welcome, Noah, as might I thee 
Welcome to thine own wayns! 

Sit down here beside me, 
Thou hast full weeary baynes. 

Have eaten, Noah, as might I thee 
And soon a drink shall give thee 

Such drank thou never ayns. 

(11. 149-155). 

The strictures of the plot simply do not allow Noah to be 

convinced by Uxor as Adam was by Eve, but the wife has many of her 

mother's other characteristics as seen in other cycle dramas and in 

sermon literature. She converses with a devil, in this case for 

some twenty-seven lines. Very importantly, in despite of her 

husband who has received instructions from God, the wife attempts 

to thwart His desires by tempting Noah with drink. 

Our next Evian representation is Dame Percula, the wife of 

Pontius Pilate in the York Play XXX, and her character is most 

interesting for the study of antifeminism. She appears elsewhere 

only in the second play of the Cornish Cycle, Christ's Passion, 

and though she is tempted by the Devil, her character is not 

blackened as it is in the York play. 
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According to Matthew 27:19, the only biblical foundation 

for the dream of Claudia Procula, the actual name of Pilate's 

wife, Pilate did not want to condemn Christ because he knew him 

to be innocent and "...as he was sitting on the judgment-seat, 

his wife sent word to him, 'Have nothing to do with that 

just man, for I have suffered many things in a dream today because 

of him.'" In the Eastern church what is interpreted to be God's 

choice of Claudia as an instrument of divine intervention has 

caused her to be celebrated as a saint (her feast day is October 

27th), but in the literature of the Western church, the dream 

and her reporting of it to Pilate are given an entirely different 

motivation, and because of this the saint is turned into an 

Eve who tries to contravene the plan of God to save mankind 

through the sacrifice of His son. In addition to transforming 

her from saint to malcontent, the York playwright also characterizes 

her most unflatteringly and uses her and her words to malign 

women. 

The audience forms a negative impression of Dame Percula 

immediately. In the first twenty-seven lines of the play, 

Pilate boasts of his power and lineage, which is unpleasant and 

venal, and then Percula, having entered some time before, salutes 

her husband. Her own boastful speech follows the salutation: 

I am dame precious Percula, of PryncesAe prise, 
Wiffe to Sir Pilate here prince withouten pere, 
All welle of womanheede I am, wittie and wise, 
Consayue now my countenance so comly & clere. 
The coloure of my corse is full clere, 
And in richesse of robis I am rayed, 
Ther is no lorde in this londe as I lere, 
In faith ^at hath a frendlyar feere, 
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Than yhe my lorde, 
Myselffe yof I saye it. 

(Play XXX, 11. 37-45). 

Apart from pride, Dame Percula also harbors another deadly sin, 

lechery; in admitting it she slanders women as a sex for their 

implied disdain of holy chastity: 

Yha, sir, it nedeth not to layne, 
All ladise we coveyteAan 
Bothe to be kyssed and clappid 

(Play XXX, 1 1 . 52-54) . 

After Pilate has been called away from his sinful wife to 

sit in judgment of Jesus, Dame Percula and her son retire. 

Into their chamber comes Satan, complaining that he will lose 

his dominion over the dead if Christ is put to death. As he 

had done with Noah's wife in Noah1s Ark, the Devil decided it 

was best to prevail upon the woman: 

I will on stiffely in dis stounde 
Vnto Sir Pilate wiffe, Pertely, and putte me in prese. 

(Play XXX, 1 1 . 166-167). 

He then addresses the sleeping Percula as he had earlier addressed 

Uxor: 

0 woman! be wise and ware, and wonne in4i witte, 
Ther schall a gentilman, Jesu, vn-justely be juged 
Byfore thy husband in haste, and with harlottis be hytte. 
And that doughty to-day to deth be dyghted, 
Sir Pilate, for his prechyng, ana/kou, 
With nede schalle ye namely be noyed, 
Your striffe and youre strenghe you 4,at is rude, 
With Vengeaunce, and ^at dare I auowe. 

(Play XXX, 11. 168-176). 
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Frightened by her dream, Percula rouses her son and sends 

him to tell Pilate not to condemn Jesus. By so doing she not 

only tries (although unknowingly) to circumvent the will of 

God that his His Son should redeem fallen man by His death, 

but her action also implies a preference on the part of her who 

presumed to speak for all women for temporal happiness over 

spiritual salvation. 

Another dramatic character who sacrifices everything to 

temporal, in this case exclusively carnal, enjoyment is Bathsheba, 

whose character appears only in the first of the three plays of 

the Cornish Cycle, the Origo Mundi, an embellishment of the 

Latin legend Post Peccatum Adae.l^ Before examining her part in 

that play, however, let us look at the little that is said 

about her in the sermon literature. 

The only reference to this biblical episode I have found 

places the blame for the sin of adultery--saying nothing about 

the murder of Uriah--squarely on David's shoulders: 

Loo, a notabull story 2 Regum llmo, of Dauit; lat 
noble kynge and prophète, ^e wich by /J,e si'3thev 

of a womman was anon ouercome to synne with hure. 
Not-withstodynge she was a noble kny3thes wiff of 
his own, he synned with hure.l? 

There is no mention of an overwhelming desire to sin on the 

part of Bathsheba mentioned in this portion of the sermon on 

16 Robert Longsworth, The Cornish Ordinalia: Religion and 
Dramaturgy (Cambridge, Mass.: ÏÏàVvard University Press, 1967), 
p. 58. 

17 Ross, p. 235. 
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the sin of lechery; the homilist follows the biblical text in 

focusing on David's motivation. In II Kings, David takes 

Bathsheba home, Bathsheba's part in the conversation being unrecorded, 

and after being purified from her uncleanness she leaves. 

Later she sends word to David saying "I have conceived" (II 

Kings 11:5), and David, without consulting with his mistress, 

sends for Uriah and allows him every opportunity to legitimize 

Bathsheba's pregnancy. Failing that, he sends Uriah to the 

front lines. 

The Cornish playwright takes several major artistic liberties 

with this biblical text. David first sees Bathsheba while she 

is washing her dress in a stream. This allows the playwright 

to present a willing Bathsheba instead of an unsuspecting one 

who is suddenly brought to the palace. It also alleviates the 

technical difficulties involved in moving from the previous 

scene of a field to one of a palace and a house. 

Whether or not Bathsheba was immediately amenable to 

David's desires in the bible, there is no record of her suggesting 

that David remove Uriah to avoid scandal, but this is exactly 

how the Cornish playwright depicts her. Responding to David's 

proposal she says: 

ov arluth ker caradow 
myghtern os war ol an bys 

assevye plygadow 
genef gruthyl both the vrys 

a alien hep kelladow 
ha dout ov vos hellyrghys 

mar cothfo an casadow 
dystough y fyen lethys 

(11. 2113-2120) 
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(My dear loved lord 
King thou art over all the world, 

It would be a pleasure 
With me, to do the will of thy mind, 

If I can without hazard 
And fear of being persecuted. 

If the villain knew 
Immediately I should be killed). 

David responds: 

Bersabe flour ol an bys 
certus rag the gerense 

syr vrry a fyth lethys 
my a'n te thy's ru'm leute 

(11. 2121-2124). 

(Bathsheba flower of all the world, 
Certainly for thy love, 

Sir Uriah shall be put to death; 
I swear it by my truth). 

Having received the promise she solicited, Bathsheba agrees to 

David's request: 

my ny allaf the nahe 
lemyn pup tra ol gronntye 

theworthyf a worynny 
ov arluth whek ol lathe 
ken ef a wra ov shyndye 

mar clew vyth agan guary 

(11. 2129-2134). 

(I cannot deny thee 
Now everything to grant 

From me what thou askest 
My sweet Lord, kill all, 
Else he will spit at me 

If he shall hear of our sport). 

In order to reinforce the wicked desires of the woman, the 

playwright makes Bathsheba openly hypocritical in her farewell 

to Uriah: 
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Na wreugh why wwar ov ene 
theworthef vy vynthe 

ma ov wolon ov ranne 
pan glewaf cous an par-ne 

ov arluth by my leute 
my a der crak ov conne 

marsevgh 1emyn mes a dre 
nefre ny thebraf vare. 

(11. 2179-2183). 

(Do not you go, on my soul, 
From me ever. 

My heart is separating 
When I here you talk so 

My lord, by my truth, 
I will break my neck, crack, 

If you go away from home, 
Never will I taste bread). 

Uriah having departed, Bathsheba further laments. Because 

there is an important discrepancy in Norris' and Harris' 

translations of Bathsheba's words, I quote both speeches. 

The original Celtic reads: 

ogh govy pan vef genys 
gans moreth yt of lynwys 

war the lergh ov arluth whek 
sav vynerre thewhylly 
genes my a wra pysy 

ha henna a vye tek. 

(11. 2193-2197). 

Norris translates the lines in this manner: 

Oh! alas! that I was born! 
With sorrow I am filled, 

Behind thee, my sweet lord 
But always that thou return, 

I will pray with thee; 
And that will be pleasing, 

Harris in this: 
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Oh, how I wish I'd never been born, for now I'm in 
agony on account of you, my sweet husband...[sic] 
Nevertheless, my prayer for you is that you will 
never return, since that would be the better thing.18 

Whichever translation is prefered, Bathsheba's character 

is sufficiently black. In Norris' rendering of the lines she 

is unabashedly hypocritical; in Harris' she beytrays her cold 

bloodedness and uncontrollable sensuality. 

While Bathsheba resembles Eve in her deliberate trespass of 

God's law, she more closely resembles her archetype when the 

final ramifications of her sin are considered. Because Adam 

took Eve's suggestion and ate the apple, he was precluded from 

doing the work of God in the Garden of Eden; because David took 

Bathsheba's suggestion of arranging the death of Uriah, he was 

precluded from finishing God's temple. The playwright, departing 

again from the biblical narrative,19 (and from the homilist's 

viewpoint as expressed in the above excerpt), stresses that this 

punishment is not for his adultery, but for David's murder of 

Bathsheba's husband: 

Deus Pater: Dauid ny wreth thy'mo chy 
yn certen bys venary 

the vos den lath yvanken 
ty re thyswrug eredy 

heveled tho'm face vy 
vrry nep o marrek len. 

(11 . 2333-2338) . 

18 Markham Harris, trans. and ed., The Cornish Ordinalia, a Medieval 
Dramatic Trilogy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1969), p. 59. 

19 Cf. II Kings 12:9-10, "Thou hast killed Urias the Hethite with 
the sword, and hast taken his wife to be thy wife...Therefore 
the çword shall never depart from thy house because thou hast 
despised me, and thou hast taken the wife of Urias to be thy wife. 
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(God the Father: David, thou shalt not make me a house 
Certainly, ever. 

To be a man-killer is grievous; 
Thou has destroyed, verily, 
The likeness to my face, 

Uriah, who was a trusty knight). 

From the three examples of medieval copies of the Eve 

archetype, Noah's wife, Pilate's wife, and Bathsheba, the 

following conclusions about such representations can be drawn. 

The copy is a married woman who does not hold her husband 

in the proper esteem: Uxor is a shrew and disobedient, Dame 

Percula is lecherous, and Bathsheba is unfaithful and desiring 

of the death of Uriah. The copy prevents, knowingly or unknowingly, 

the man, her "victim," from doing the work which God and/or 

the prophets have required him to do: build the ark, bind 

Christ over to the Jews, or build God's temple. These particular 

daughters of Eve also have a strong instinct for self-preservation, 

most unlike the saints and martyrs of the miracle plays. 

Sometimes a trait or circumstance is shared by only two of 

the copies of Eve. Dame Percula and Bathsheba, for example, 

both enjoy sensual natures while Uxor does not. Similarly, 

Uxor and Pilate's wife are visited by the Devil; Bathsheba is 

not. 

Surprisingly, only one of the copies, Noah's wife, has the 

misfortune to be ranted at as Adam castigated Eve. While the 

Noahs of both the Newcastle and York plays make oblique, derogatory 

comments about women in their respective dramas, only Noah of 

the Chester Cycle makes a speech, short though it may be, on 
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the bad nature of women: 

Lord, that woemen bine crabbed aye, 
and not are meeke, I dare well saye. 
That is well seene by mee todaye 
in witnesse of your eychone. 

(Play III, 11. 105-108). 

In Elizabethan drama this sort of speech would grow in 

length and increase in vituperativeness, culminating in Posthumus' 

fervid denunciation of Imogen in Shakespeare's Cymbeline. 

Before we can examine similar scathing rhetorical masterpieces, 

however, it is necessary to look at the other female archetype 

with which this study is concerned, Mary Magdalen, who, unlike 

Eve, does not have several copies in medieval drama. Rather, 

her character was so immensely popular that she flourished in 

her own right, generating representations only after the Reformation. 

Mary Magdalen constitutes a “mixed archetype of great 

popularity, perhaps because her career as Christ's most prominent 

female disciple representing the necessity of all women except 

the Virgin to reform.“20 Limiting the Magdalen's authority as 

a symbol of penitence to women alone is perhaps somewhat strong,21 

but Mary Magdalen was the patron saint of sinners, female, and next 

to the Virgin Mary, the most popular female character for Medieval 

20 Fries, p. 80. 

21 Cf. Helen Meredith Garth, Saint Mary Magda!ene in Medieval 
Literature (Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and 
Political Sciences, Series 67, no. 3), p. 84. "Mary Magdalene, 
like almost every other Scriptural character or event, was 
interpreted by medieval writers in various symbolic and allegorical 
ways and was also pointed out as an example to all Christians, 
especially the sinful and the penitent." 
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piaywrights.22 As in the two part play of Mary Magdalene 

in the Digby Cycle, she is the subject of a whole, rather 

lengthy, play. 

It is difficult to underestimate the importance of our 

Saint to medieval religious culture, and in order to understand 

her significance it is necessary to consider patristic teachings 

more than we have done heretofore. In the Acta Sanctorum, we 

find this said in exultation of the Magdalen: 

How many holy fathers, how many doctors of the Church 
do we read praising Mary Magdalen! No woman except 
the august mother of God and eternal virgin has been 
celebrated with so much praise...23 

The praise was showered upon her first because she was 

symbol of penitence, and it is this for which she is best remembered 

in sermon literature. One homily dating from the twelfth 

century says that "our Lord received meekly a sinful woman and 

forgave her her sins for two reasons: the first is her great 

hatred to her sins; the second is her great love to him. 

These words admonish us to take examples of this woman, and 

hate and forsake and amend our sins, and love and follow our 

Lord as she did."24 

Other, later samples continue in this strain: 

22 ibid, p. 84 

23 From the Acta Sanctorum (Paris and Rome: 1868), dedication, 
p. 2. (Quoted by Garth, p. 98). 

24 Garth, p. 40. Quotation is from Old English Homilies, p. 40. 
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3iff we loke lan farmer more to le synne 
of dede doyinge, I preye^jLe who was or qwere 
was a more synfullere doere Van was Marie Magdalene? 
For as I rede in/te gospel 1,.Luce xj, she was 
for synne fulfilled with vij dewels,/tat ys to sey, 
with all4,e vij dedely synnes. And 31 tt/^e gospell 
seytA, "Dlmissa sunt ei peccata multa, quoniam 
dilexit multum." Tat is to sey, "Mary synnes wure 
for^euen hure, for she loued mekell." What loved 
she? Trewely, to aske fo^ewenes and mercy of God 
for hure ewill doying.25 

I rede in Mary Magdeleyn, Luce iij iat 
was a full synnefull womman and mycne of 
hure liff ledd in lecherye an in ie lustes 
and ^e lykynge of hur flessh.Zb 

And now sicurly lese Cen fowle begyuled, 
and wold God Lat -lei wold remembur hem 
vppon Mary Mawdelyn, how full she was of 
synnes.27 

The emphasis upon repentance at the expense of the sinful youth 

is found again in "*£e lyf of Marye Maudelyn" by the obscure 

monk Osbern Bokenham who "flourished" in the mid-fifteenth 

century. Forty-eight lines into the nine hundred and forty-four 

line poem, Mary has decided to repent, and the rest of the poem 

tells of her penitence and of the mercy of God: 

Lo, lus may we seen how euere mercyful 
God.is, & synners ful besy to saue 
By lis wumman in specyal, wych synful 
Fyrst was & aftur dede mercy craue, 
Thorgh wych not oonly by she dede haue 

25 From MS. Royal 13 B xxiii (Ross, p. 164). 

26 Ross, p. 199. 

27 Ibid, p. 276. 



28 

Of hyr greth synnys a remyssyoun, 
But also she atteynyd to hy perfeccyoun. 

(11. 5528-5534).28 

Mary Magdalen had praise showered upon her for other reasons 

too. She was, we remember, the first person to see the risen 

Christ, the salvation of mankind. In this capacity she was 

frequently connected with Eve, the first mother. Gregory the 

Great writes: 

Lo, the guilt of the human race is cut off whence it 
proceeded. For in paradise a woman gave death 
to man; from the tomb a woman announces life to 
men, and tells the words of the Life Giver as 
[Eve] told the words of the death-bearing serpent.29 

St. Peter Chrysologus further elaborates upon the Magdalen's 

nullification of Eve's sin: 

...in this latter day a woman runs to grace who 
earlier ran to guilt. In the evening she seeks 
Christ who in the morning knew that she had lost 
Adam. She who had taken perfidy from Paradise 
hastens to take faith from the sepulchre; she 
hastens to snatch life from death, who had 
snatched death from life.88 

The writer of the Legenda Aurea, however, gave several reasons 

for Christ's appearing first to Mary Magdalen. The first 

28 Text is that contained in Legendys of Hooly Wummen, ed. 
Mary Serjeantson (London, for the Early English Text Society: 
Oxford University Press, 1938). 

29 Gregory I the Great, Homilarium in Evangelia, Lib. II. Homil. 
PL vol. 76, col. 1194. (Quoted by Garth, p. 79). 

30 Sermons LXXIV and LXXVII. Migne, PL vol. 52, col. 409. 
Quoted by Garth, p. 79). 
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is that "Her sins, which are many are forgiven, for she loved 

much." The second is that Christ came not "to call the righteous, 

but sinners to repentance." Third is a reminder "that the 

publicans and the harlots go into the kingdom of God before 

you." The fourth reason is that discussed by St. Peter 

Chrysologus above; the last is that "where sin abounded, grace 

did much more abound.31 

Along with an unusual feminist touch, this same strain is 

picked up in homiletic literature. We find: 

Lake now whatt messangers ^at Ihesus hati, made of is 
vprisinge. 'fns iij vymmen xnewe is preuete and shewed and 
toldlat he was rysen from dethe to liff. Lo to hem he 
shewea is prevetees. Be wymmen he sent for the lise 
wordes, for he enterely loued hem. ^orowe a wymman we 
founde comfort a3eyn, ^orow a wymman entered dethe and 
lorowe a wymman com in a3eyne euerlastyng liff. A wymman 
brought Adam in-to much pyne, and perfore Oure Ladie 
amended jjat was amys, ^at womman shuld not be ashamed in 
f,at she made Adam trespace. ''Ler-fore thorowe Crist Adam was 
amended, for no-man shuld hawe voman.in dispite, for it is 
no wisdam to dispise^at God louetj,. ^ 

There were other associations with the Magdalen in the 

Middle Ages. She was a symbol of the gentiles and their 

conversion, of the contemplative life, and most usually, of the 

Church.33 

While the multiplicity of these association with the 

Magdalen seems to be a little overwhelming, it can be explained by 

the unusual life which the people of the Middle Ages attributed to 

31 Quoted by Garth, p. 89. 

32 Ross, p. 137. 

33 Garth, p. 85. 
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our Saint. The real Mary Magdalen was a woman from the 

nearby region of Magdala who was of some means and apparently 

of good reputation, unlike St. Mary of Egypt-^ whose legend 

was conflated with hers. Christ freed her of seven "devils" 

which likely represented a nervous condition rather than a 

sinful state. She was not related to Lazarus and Martha, nor 

did she wash Christ's feet with her tears and anoint him in 

anticipation of his death as did Mary of Bethany. But through 

the confusion of there being seven Marys in the New Testament 

and the freedom with which medieval hagiographie treatises 

were occasionally composed, Mary Magdalen came to be depicted 

as a repentant prostitute who bathed the Lord's feet and was 

sister to Lazarus and Martha. Helen Garth gives us the following 

useful summary of the Magdalen's early life as it was perceived 

by medieval people: 

The Magdalene, born at Magdala, was the daughter of Cyrus 
and Eucharia, who were of noble birth, very wealthy, 
having great possessions at Magdala and Bethany.... 
Eucharia and Cyrus died and all their possessions 
were divided among their three children...to Mary 
fell the castle of Magdala, her birth place.35 

Garth then goes on to state that according to some medieval 

beliefs, Mary married St. John the Evangelist at the wedding of 

34 A fifth century desert ascetic, St. Mary of Egypt lived the 
life of a prostitute from the age of twelve until she was 
converted at the age of thirty-nine. See "Mary of Egypt, St," 
New Catholic Encyclopedia. 

35 Garth, p. 29. 
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Cana and the bride, deserted soon afterwards, found consolation in a 

life of sin and was entered by seven devils, the seven deadly 

sins. Christ forgave her her sins and after witnessing His 

death and resurrection she went to Marseilles as a missionary. 

Having accomplished the converstion of the royal family, she then 

went into the desert to live the life of an ascetic, in which mode 

she died. She is also usually confused with the woman taken in 

adultery of John 8:3-11.36 

This is essentially the life of Mary Magdalen that the 

author of the Digby mystery of that name chose to represent. 

This play, the most comprehensive role of the Magdalen in any 

mystery drama is, according to Marjorie Malvern, the height of 

the Magdalen's development and popularity in the drama;37 it 

is indeed impressive that her story should take up fifty-two 

scenes. 

The play has all of the historical inaccuracies described 

above (pp. 28-29). Mary is the daughter of Syrus (or Cyrus). 

She is the sister of Lazarus and Martha, who inherits Bethany 

after the death of their father. In Part I, scene vii, Satan 

and his henchmen debate on how to prevent the furthering of 

Mary's virute which, in her “unfallen" state is potentially 

quite harmful: 

36 Garth, pp. 30-32, and 54. 

37 Venus in Sackcloth: the Magda!en's Origin and Metamorphoses 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1975), pp. 
114-115. 
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Sertenly serys, I you telle, 
yf she in vertu stylle may dwelle 
she xall byn abyll to destroye helle 
but yf your counseyll may otherwise devyse. 

(I. vii. 418-421). 

It is decided to send Luxuria to corrupt the Magdalen who 

comes to her, grieving for the death of her father, and takes 

her to the city. In a tavern there Mary meets the gallant 

Curiosity who seemingly comes to the Digby Cycle directly from 

a morality. She is seduced by him, as we are informed 

in scene x: 

Bad Angyl: A lorges [sic], lordes allé at onys! 
3e haue a servant fayer and afyabyulle, 
for she is fallen in ower grogly gromys; 
3a, pryde called coriosite to hur is ful lavdabyll, 
and to hur he is most resse-abyll, 
for she thynkyt his person so amyabyll, 
to her syte he is semelyar than any kyng in trônes. 

(I. x. 547-554). 

Mary is subsequently surrounded by the seven deadly sins and a 

bad angel . 

The Magdalen goes on to live a life of sin and has a number 

of lovers, but it is important to point out that she is never 

shown taking payment or specifically portrayed or referred to 

as a prostitute. She is shown rather as a woman of no morals 

in so far a sexual matters are concerned. 

A! god be with my valentynes, 
by byrd sweeting, my loves so dere! 
for/|ey be bote for a blossum of blysse, 
me mervellyt sore/Jje be nat here, 
but I woll restyn in^is erbyr 
Amons thes bamys precyus of pryse, 
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Tyll som lover wol apere 
That me is wont to halse and kysse 

(I. ii. 564-571). 

Perhaps this serves as evidence that the writer of the play did 

not associate Mary Magdalen with St. Mary the Egyptian, but it 

also serves to increase the turpitude of her sin. Seduced 

by Luxuria, the Devil's agent, she sins sheerly because of her 

weakness of will and the pleasure she derives from her lifestyle. 

Mary's extreme culpability only enhances the necessity and 

determination of her repentance, as is made clear when Mary 

decides to repent. Her change of heart occurs in Part I, scene 

xiv, where she castigates herself for her sins: 

0, I, cursyd caytyff, 4at muche wo hat wroth, 
A-3ens my makar, oft mytes most 
I have offendyd hym with dede and trowth, 
But in his grace is all my trost, 
Or elles I know well I am but lost 
body and sowle dampnyd perpetuall! 
3ett, good lord of lorddes, my hope perkenuall 
with pe to stond in grace and favour to se, 
Thow knowyst my hart and thowt in especyal; 
Therfore, good lord, after my hart reward me. 

(11. 631-640). 

Mary then washes Christ's feet, and he expells the seven 

deadly sins and the bad angel saying "vade in pace" (1. 691). 

Great rejoicing over the repentance of a single sinner, a great 

sinner follows: 

Iesus: Blyssyd be -ie at allé tyme 
That sen me nat, ana have me in credens; 
With contrysson^ou has mad a recumpens, 

/£i sowle to save from all dystresse; 
✓jje war, and kepe/^e from allé neclygens, 
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and after 4>ou xal be portener of my blysse. 
[Here devodyte Iesus with his desipyl 1 es, ^e good angyll 
reioysynge ofe Mawdleyn. p 

(I. xiv. 692-712). 

As in Boekenham's "-^e lyf of Marye Maudelyn," Mary has 

repented very early on in the play. The next thirty-eight 

scenes are concerned with her life as an apostle and a penitent. 

While her accomplishments as both are exemplary, there is still 

some antifeminism attached to her character. Her seduction by 

Luxuria and then by Curiosity reinforce the particular proneness 

of women to sins of the flesh. Even the repentant Magdalen 

is not exempt from rebuff; in the Towneley play of the Resurrection 

Mary, excited by the wondrous event, comes to tell the disciples 

of it and, in another example of medieval anachronism, is 

rebuked by Saint Paul.38 

The antifeminism connected with Mary Magdalen's figure in 

medieval drama is, however, slight in comparison to that attached 

to the archetype of Eve and the copies of her. It is not until 

the Reformation brought new ways of viewing both biblical women, 

until the nature of the drama expanded to include plays 

without a biblical or hagiographie pretext, and until more 

female parts were written in plays that Mary Magdalen really 

became an archetype, and the antifeminism attached to that 

archetype became prominent. The next chapter will consider 

both the changes brought about by the rise of Protestantism 

and the antifeminist use of the two archetypes of Mary Magdalen 

and Eve in contemporary tragedy. 

38 Towneley play xxvii (Thomas Indie), stanzas 6-9. Cf. Garth, 
p. 66. 
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Chapter II 

With the advent of Protestantism, the importance of Eve 

and Mary Magdalene was lessened. While some of the diminution 

of their figures may be attributable to the general exclusion 

of women in early Protestant thought, part of it is explained 

by a change in doctrine and, in the case of Mary Magdalen, by 

the challenging of certain long-held traditions. But the 

official conceptions of Mary Magdalen and Eve did change, so 

what appear in Elizabethan tragedies as representations of the 

two archetypes are hybrids of the medieval archetypes and their 

altered or de-emphasized Reformation versions. 

The Renaissance perception of Eve is dependent upon the 

Anglican view of Original Sin. Whereas in Catholic doctrine 

Original Sin resulted from the disobedient action of the eating 

of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, in English Protestantism, 

the Sin came about through man's depravity after the Fall, and 

is more associated with Adam than with Eve. This point of view 

is well set out in at least two authoritative texts, King Edward 

Vi's prayer book of 1552 and the Thirty-nine Articles. In the 

catechism of the prayer book, to the question “...what canst 

thou say more of the beginning and making of Man?" the student, 

here called the scholar, replies: 

...God shaped the first man of clay: and put into him 
soul and life: then, that he cast Adam in a deep sleep, 
and brought forth a woman, whom he drew out of his side, 
to make her a companion with him of all his life and 
wealth. And therefore was man called Adam, because he 
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took his beginning of the earth; and the woman called 
Eve, because she was appointed to be the mother of 
all living.1 

Also, the scholar says, Christ is the new Adam, and He most 

perfectly shows the righteousness and holiness of God, 

Of the which in us there scant are to be seen any 
sparkles...It is true forsooth: for they do not 
now so shine, as they did in the beginning, before 
man's fall: forasmuch as man by the darkness of sins, 
and mist of errors, hath corrupted the brightness of this 
image. In such sort hath God in his wrath wreaked him 
upon sinful man.2 

At first this appears to be the Renaissance version of the 

medieval belief in constant degeneration since the Fall, but 

that is not the case. Man's lack of virtue is rather Original Sin 

in and of itself: 

...that is to say [Adam and Eve] were not only subject 
to the death of the body, but also lost the life of the 
soul, which is righteousness. And forthwith the image 
of God was defaced in them: and the most beautiful 
proportion of righteousness, holiness, truth, and 
knowledge of God, was confounded and in a manner 
utterly blotted out. There remained the earthly 
image, joined with unrighteousness, guile, fleshly 
mind, and deep ignorance of godly and heavenly things. 
Hereof grew the weakness of our flesh: herof came this 
corruption, and disorder of lusts and affections: hereof 
came that pestilence: hereof came that seed and 
nourishment of sins wherewith mankind is infected, and 

1 Text is The Two Liturgies, A.D., 1549, and A.D., 1552: with 
other Documents, set forth by authority in the reign~of King 
Edward VI, ed. Joseph Ketley (For the Parker Society, 
Cambridge: at the University Press, 1944). pp. 501-502. 
2 Ibid, p. 502 
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This point is made even more forcefully in the Thirty-nine 
Articles of 1571. Article IX reads: 

Original Sin standeth not in the following of 
Adam, as the Pelagians do vaily talk;), [sic] 
but it is the fault and corruption of the nature of 
everyman that naturally is engenered of the 
offspring of Adam: whereby man is very far gone 
from original righteousness, and is of his own 
nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth 
always contrary to the spirit; and therefore 
in every person born into this world, it deserveth 
God's wrath and damnation.4 

So in English Protestantism the blame for the contemporary 

degenerate state of mankind was not placed squarely upon Eve as 

the temptress. But the first mother did contribute in some 

way to the Fall; she presented the opportunity of sin to Adam, 

and the consequence of this sin was Original Sin, a state of 

depravity. The scholar of the catechism summarizes the biblical 

account in this way: 

But Eve, deceived by the devil counterfeiting the 
shape of a serpent, gathered the forbidden fruit: 
which was for the fairness of the eye to be desired: 
for the sweetness in the taste to be reached at: and 
pleasant for the knowledge of good and evil: and 
she eat thereof, and gave unto her husband to 
eat of the same. For which doing they both immediately 
died.5 

3 Ibid, pp. 502-503. 

4 Text is that of The Principles of Theology. An Introduction 
to the Thirty-nine Articles. W.H.Hriffith Thomas, ed. (Greenwood, 
South Carolina: The Attic Press, Inc., p. 155. 

5 Ketley, p. 502. 
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As shall be seen in due course, the view of Eve as the cause 

of discord was grafted onto the character of Eve as the the 

temptress of medieval drama. The Evian representations in 

Elizabethan drama caused evil, and some were evil as well. 

Perhaps because she is less important to the engendering 

of mankind, Mary Magdalen is not so much a topic of concern to 

the promulgators of the Articles or to the writers of King 

Edward's prayer book as is Eve. The alterations made to 

her figure resulted from the Protestant scrutinization of 

certain Catholic practices and teachings, especially the veneration 

of saints and their invocation to intercede on behalf of the 

common man. 

Protestant disbelief in the intercession of the saints was 

voiced early, during the Cromwellian years of Henry VIII's 

reign, and continued through the reigns of Elizabeth and James, 

the vehemence with which the practice of invocation was denounced 

increasing, and the reasons for that denunciation changing. 

Initially, the practice of invocation and the making of pilgrimages 

were attacked because they were considered a waste of time and 

money, and because their motivation was rooted in superstition.6 

Later the extent to which saints might be honored--not venerated 

as they were in the Roman church--was clearly delimited because 

it was believed that veneration tended too much towards idolatry. 

In the "Articles devised by the Kynges Highnes Majestie, to 

6 Helen C. White, Tudor Books of Saints and Martyrs, (Madison: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1963), pp. 79-81. 
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stablyshe Christen Quietnes and Unitie among us, and to avoyde 

contentious opinions," published in 1536, we find: 

...that sayntis now eynoge [sic] with Christe in heven, 
be to be honoured of christen people in the erthe... 
bycause they be knowen the electe persons of Christe, 
bycause they be passed in godly lyfe out of this 
transitory world, bicause they already do reygne in 
glory with Christe, and most especially to laude 
and prayse Christ in them for their excellent 
vertues, which he planted in them, for example of 
and by them to such as yet ar in this worlde, to 
lyve in vertue and goodness. And also not to feare 
to dye for Christe, and his cause as some of them 
dydde: and finally to take them in that they 
maye, to be the advauncers of our prayers and 
demands unto Christ. By these ways and such lyke 
be sayntes to be honoured and had in reverence, 
and by none other.' 

Within two years the rhetoric became stronger, as did the message 

...to thintent that al superstition, and hipocrisy, 
crept into divers men's hartes, may vanyshe awaye, 
they shall not set forth, or extoll any ymages, 
relyques, for any superstition or lucre, nor allure 
the people by any inticements to the pilgremages of 
any sainct, otherwise than is permitted in the 
articles.® 

The strong rhetoric was obviously necessary, for it would appear 

that the people, in the main, were unwilling to abandon the 

comfort of the veneration of the saints which under Catholicism 

had turned into a form of worship. One year after this pro¬ 

nouncement, the Episcopacy asked that images of the saints and 

7 Injunctions gyven by Thauctoritie of the Kynges Hignes to 
the dergle fo this Realme. (London: Thomas Berthelet, 1F36), 
quoted by White, p. 79. 

8 Injunctions, Si g Dj, Quoted by White, p. 79. 
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of Christ, prohibited though they were, would not be so prohibited 

"that they could not be set up in churches for the soul [sic] 

purpose of reminding the common man of the Christian virtues 

of repentance."9 

Although the criticism and curtailing of the practice of 

invoking the saints was severe, it was not completely stopped-- 

at least in an official sense--until the promulgation 

of the Thirty-nine Articles during Elizabeth's reign. In the 

twenty-second of the Thirty-nine Articles, the concept of 

Purgatory, the adoration of relics and images, and the praying 

to saints are all condemned: 

The Romish Doctrine concerning purgatory, pardons, 
worshipping and adoration as well of images as of 
reliques, and also invocation of saints is a fond thing 
vainly invented and grounded upon no warranty of 
scripture, but rather repugnant to the word of God.10 

Later, Divines would describe the invocation of saints in even 

harsher terms. Of the practice Joseph Hall (1547-1656) writes: 

How absurd, therefore, is it in reason, when the King 
of Heaven calls us to him, to run with our petitions to 
the guard or pages of the court.. .Either, therefore, we 
must turn to Saints into so many Deities, or we must yield 
that some of our prayers are unheard. And whatsoever is 
not of faith is sin.*1 

9 The Institution of a^ Christen Man (London: Thomas Berthelet, 
1537) ,sig A4

v. (Jïïoted by White, p. 83. 

19 Thomas, p. 307 

11 From The 01d Religion, Chapter X, "On the Invocation of Saints." 
Reprinted in part in Anglicanism, the Thought and Practice of 
the Church of England, ed. Paul Elmer More and Frank Leslie Cross 
(New York: ^he Macmillan Co, 1957), p. 524. 
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Because the conscientious Protestant could not invoke the 

saints as his ancestors or perhaps he himself had done as a 

Catholic, did not mean, however, that he went unreminded of their 

existence or legends; Saint Mary Magdalen and a few other 

saints whose actions were recorded in the New Testament retained 

at least some of their popularity. But their functions were 

altered, their legends or personalities changed. Like the 

medieval people, the Elizabethans enjoyed the story of an 

heroic Christian life, so stories of great Christians continued 

to be written. The greatest collection of such stories, of course, 

is John Foxe's Actes and Monuments. Foxe went to great pains to 

emphasize that his book was not merely a re-written Legenda 

Aurea, a work which had come to be despised, and was not intended 

to give rise to any form of veneration, a Catholic practice 

which he abhorred: 

Over and besides these uncatholic and almost unchristian 
absurdities and defections from the apostolical faith, 
above specified, let us consider the manner of [the 
Catholics'] invocation, not to God alone, as they should, 
but to dead men; saying that saints are to be called upon 
"tanquam mediatores intercessionis," “as mediators of 
intercession."12 

While Foxe's martyrs were not to be prayed to, they were set up 

to be examples which would encourage men to all kind of Christian 

godliness."13 In this, he thought, they were like the martyrs 

George Townsend ed., The Actes and Monuments of John Foxe, 
(London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 1863), p. 82. 

13 Townsend, "The Utility of this Story" in Actes and Monuments, 
p. xxv. 
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of the early Christian church.14 

The respect for martyrs of the first centuries of Christianity 

was coupled with a recognition of the greatness of certain 

other early figures who had not necessarily died for their faith. 

In "the Kalender," the last of Foxe's prefaces to the body of 

the work, the names of the English Martyrs are listed alongside 

the day and year of their deaths, and the martyrs are also 

assigned a day in the same month to serve as their day of 

commemoration. Several names are printed in red, among them 

Thomas Cranmer, John Hus, and Martin Luther, but all thirty of 

the saints of the Church of Rome whom he recognizes and several 

Catholic feasts such as the Circumcision and Purification of 

the Virgin are rubicized as well. St. Mary Magdalen is one of 

the Catholic canonized saints recognized by Foxe, and he keeps 

her feast day of July 22, between the days of Tho. Dungate, 

Tho. Foreman, Anne Tree, Simon Miller, and Eliza Cooper, Martyrs, 

on the 21st, and of Richard Yeoman, minister and martyr, on 

the 23rd. 

Mary Magdalen, therefore, was still a figure of importance, 

but her signifcance lay solely in her function as a symbol of 

penitence, and those portions of her life spent in missionary 

efforts and desert asceticism were of no interest, largely 

because of the belief in justification by faith and the lessening 

of emphasis on good works. In the literature which continued 

to take our saint as its subject, therefore, little mention of 

14 Ibid, p. xxvi. 
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Mary's life after the Resurrection is made; sometimes even that 

event is omitted. Her character is used to stress repentance 

and love of God. 

There were a number of Magdalenic works written during 

Elizabeth's reign, some by Catholics or those who may have had 

Catholic sympathies. Robert Southwell, a Jesuit cruelly executed 

under Elizabeth, wrote Marie Magdalens Funeral Tears, which 

enjoyed a relative popularity for several years after the 

author's death, going through ten editions between 1591 and 

the first third of the seventeenth century.15 John Marbeck 

included a brief account of the saint in The Lyues of Holy 

Sainets Contaiyned in Holye Seripture in 1574. Nicholas Breton, 

who may have harboured Catholic sympathies, wrote Marie Magdalens 

Love, modeling his character on the Countess of Pembroke. Nor 

was this all of the literature written about the saint.15 

Although no shortage of Magdalenic works existed, Mary 

Magdalen's character, as well as some of her attributes, did 

change. From a Catholic model of repentance she became a 

Protestant one. This transition can be seen in the only Magdalenic 

work we have time to examine here, a late morality entitled The 

Life and Repentaunce of Marie Magdalene, entered in the Stationer's 

15 Marie Magdalens Funeral Tears, Vincent B. Leitch, ed. 
(Delmar, New York: Scholars* Facsimilies and Reprints), n. pag. 

15 See John McDermott's Mary Magdalene in English Literature from 
1500 to 1650. Diss. UCLA, 1969. 

17 DJî Mari a Magda! ena, Tri dvo Chri sti, Et ex tribus una Mari a, 
Pisceptatio. (Paris: Henri Estienne, 1518). 
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Register in 1566-67, and written by Lewis Wager, who is described 

on the title page as "a learned clarke." 

While it seems likely that Wager knew of the 1518 treatise 

of Jacobus Faber Stapuliensisi? which disproved the many aspects 

of the Magdalen's life it had been popular to attribute 

to her during the Middle Ages,18 he seems to have preferred the 

story of Mary's life as it had been rendered by his ancestors; 

his Mary is much like the one of the Digby play. 

As in the Digby play, Mary is of a good family of means. 

Infidelitie, the vice, says to her: 

Your parents, I know, were very honorable, 
Which have left you worshipfully to lyue here; 

(11. 113-114), 

and she lives in the Castle of Magdala: 

As I vnderstande, you haue in your possession 
The whole castle of Magdalene, with the purtenance, 

Which you may rule at your discretion, 
And obtaine therby riches in abundance. 

(11. 183-186). 

It is the dissimi1arites between the two dramatic characters, 

however, which are to us the most important. We recall that 

the Digby Mary was extremely virtuous, and it was for this 

reason that the Devil believed it imperative that she be forced 

18 The Life and Repentaunce of Marie Magdalene, ed. Frederic Ives 
Carpenter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1904), p. xxix. 
All quotations from the play are from this edition. 
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to succumb to evil, but Wager's Mary is shown to be of 

questionable moral fibre from the beginning. When Mary enters 

at line 57, she berates her tailors because of the supposed 

bad quality of their work and because the dress will not 

produce the effect she desires, "What! I am ashamed to come in 

any man's sight,/Thinke you in the waste I am so great?" (11. 

67-68). Also unlike the Digby Mary, Wager's character is 

considered a prostitute of the commonest kind, not merely an amoral 

woman. Infidelitie says of Mary: 

I never saw a bolder harlot in my life. 
To prompt hir forward we shall not nede. 

No poynt of synne but that in hir is rife. 

(1 1 . 928-930). 

Like the medieval Magdalen, Mary turns to a disreputable way of 

life, and then repents, being forgiven by Christ. Wager also 

includes a scene in which Mary assumes the role of Mary of Bethany 

and bathes Christ's feet with her tears. 

Another important, perhaps the most important, difference 

between the two plays involves the timing of Mary's conversion 

and its duration. In the Digby play it came very early on in 

the action, and the whole episode endured for only thirty-eight 

lines. In the play being discussed here, however, Mary's 

repentance, the subsequent rejoicing, and her bathing Christ's 

feet as an act of penitence and proof of her newly found humility, 

take up more than eight hundred lines, after which the play ends. 

Wager omits mention of Mary's role in the Resurrection or her life 
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after it. It should be noted as well that this Magdalen's con¬ 

version is very definitely a Protestant one. Many of Mary's 

words during the last eight hundred lines of the play bear a 

striking resemblance to the more commonly used portions of 

Edward Vi's prayer book, and Wager makes it quite clear that 

Mary is saved not by love, but by faith. The character Justification 

says: 

It were a great errour for any man to beleue 
That your loue dyd deserue that Christ shold forgeue 
Your synnes or trespasses, or any synne at all; 
For so to beleue is an errour fanatical 1... 
But loue foloweth forgiuenesse of synnes euermore, 
As a fruict of faith, and goth not before... 
The forgiuenesse of your sinnes you must referre 
Only to Christes grace; then you shall not erre. 

(11. 1973-1994). 

Mary Magdalen's appearance in Elizabethan drama was not, 

however, limited to her own character. Representations of her 

were frequent; in his dissertation Richard Peak claims that 

many of the prostitutes of the plays of the period were taken 

directly from the Magdalen of the medieval plays,19 but 

there is another type of female character derived from the 

Magdalen too. Such characters are copies of the Magdalen of 

the Protestants, not of the Catholics however; they repent 

only shortly before the end of their plays. They are usually 

guilty of sins of unchastity, although they are not usually 

19 Richard H. Peake, The Stage Prostitute in the Engl ish Dramatic 
Tradition 1558-1625. Diss. University of Georgia, 1966, p. 4. 



47 

prostitutes. The best example of such representation in Eliza¬ 

bethan tragedy are probably Anne Frankford in Thomas Heywood's 

A Woman Kilied with Kindness, and Bellafront in Dekker's The 

Honest Whore, to which our discussion here is limited. Other 

copies are Dalila in Nice Wanton, and Jane Shore in Heywood's 

The Chronic!e Hi story of Edward IV. 

That Anne Frankford is patterned on Mary Magdalen can be 

seen very easily. She is beautiful, as was Wager's Magdalen, 

and she comes of good family. She had everything she needed or 

wanted ("Wast hou not supplied/With every pleasure, fashion, 

and new toy?", Sc. xiii, 1 1 . 108-109),20 and so engages in 

a reprehensible liaison through weakness of virtue and carnal 

enjoyment. Like Mary, she is seduced by a malicious character 

(shortly after meeting Wendoll, Nicholas declares “The Devil 

and him are all one in my eye," Sc. iv, 1. 87). As has often 

been complained, the seduction scene is weak, but not withstanding, 

Anne is introduced to sin; she does not introduce it. And of 

course, like Mary Magdalene, her sin is a sexual one, ever 

popular in Renaissance plays. 

The most striking similarity between the Magdalen and Anne 

lies in the actions of the two women after the turpitude of 

what they have done has been made painfully clear to them. 

Both women are convinced that there is no hope of pardon. 

20 Text is that of Drama of the English Renaissance, vol. 1, 
The Tudor Period, ed. Russel A. Fraser and Norman Rabkin 
(New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1976). 
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Oh, by what word, what title, or what name, 
Shall I entreat your pardon? Pardon! Oh, 
I am as far from hoping such sweet grace 
As Lucifer from Heaven. To call you husband 
0 me most wretched, I have lost that name; 
1 am no more your wife. 

(xiii. 78-83). 

This same fear is repeated a few lines later in less tactful terms: 

He cannot be so base as to forgive me, 
Nor I so shameless to accept his pardon. 

(xiii. 139-140). 

At first, Mary too despaired of receiving God's forgiveness: 

I may crie "out alas" nowe, and welaway, 
For I am damned by God's owne sentence. 

(11. 1065-1066). 

Now, wo be to the time that euer I was borne! 
I see that I am but a damned deuill in hell; 

I know that there with diuels I shall be torne, 
And punished with more pains than my tong can tell. 

(11 . 1119-1122). 

The Magdalen receives little hope of comfort from other characters 

who have names like "The Lawe" and "Knowledge of Synne." The latter 

says to the frightened and dismayed Magdalen: 

The power of the law is man's synne to declare, 
And to shew his damnation for the same; 

But to giue saluation for the soûles welfare, 
The lawe doth no such promise any time proclame. 

(11 . 1135-1138) 
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Eventually, however, the two pessimists tell Mary that there 

may yet be help for her, but that it must come from outside 

their sphere. The Lawe says: 

0 synner, from thy heart put that infidelitie, 
Which hath drowned thee already in the pit of hell; 

Trust thou in God's might and possibilitie, 
Whereof neither angell nor man is able to tell. 

(11. 1159-1162). 

Help comes, of course, from Christ. Knowledge of Synne says: 

That thing in dede, which to man is impossible, 
Is a small thyng for God to bryng to passe; 

This mercy to all senses is comprehensible, 
Which he will declare by his holy Messias. 

(11. 1163-1166). 

Soon thereafter Christ absolves Mary with the words: 

If thou canst in the Sonne of God beleue 
And for thy former lyfe be sory and repent, 

All thy sinnes and offences I doe forgeue. 

(11. 1288-1290). 

Heywood's depiction of Frankford's forgiveness of Anne is 

similar to this one just described in many respects. We have 

already seen how she despairs of pardon, yet she is forgiven. 

She too, however, is forgiven only after we are told that under 

the Old Law there is no way she can avoid full punishment. 

Voicing the concept of the Old Law is Sir Francis, and the 

sternness of the code is reinforced by the fact that Sir Francis 

speaks with his new wife by his side and half-recommends the 

the killing of his own sister: 
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My brother Frankford showed too mild a spirit 
In the revenge of such a loathed crime; 
Less than he did, no man of spirit could do. 
I am so far from blaming his revenge 
That I commend it; had it been my case, 
Their souls at once had from their breasts been freed; 
Death to such deeds of shame is the due meed. 

(xvi, 16-22). 

The Christ/Frankford parallel becomes apparent when Frankford 

enters after line 66 and throughout the rest of the play. He 

greets his cast-off wife with the reproachful sounding "How do 

you, woman?" (Epilogue, 1. 74), and reminds us that he no 

longer acknowledges Anne as his wife. It is also, however, 

reminiscent of Christ's mode of address to several women in the New 

Testament. In lines 82-92 of the epilogue, where Anne begs 

Frankford's forgiveness, she uses several words which smack of 

theology, particularly the repeated use of the word "pardon" 

which, the OED notes, "is a more formal term than forgive, 

being that used in legal language, also in theology" (def. 2). 

By the end of her speech she has set up her husband as a Christ: 

Out of my zeal to heaven, whither I am now bound, 
I was so impudent to wish you here, 
And once more beg your pardon. 0 good man, 
And father to my children, pardon me 
Pardon 0 pardon me! my fault so heinous is 
That if you in this world forgive it not, 
Heaven will not clear it in the world to come. 
Faintness hath so usurped my knees, 
That kneel I cannot; but on my heart's knees 
My prostrate soul lies thrown down at your feet, 
To beg your gracious pardon. Pardon, oh pardon me! 

After such an impassioned speech, Frankford, remembering his former 

great love for Anne, and comparing himself to Christ, responds: 
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As freely from the low depth of my soul 
As my Redeemer hath forgiven His death, 
I pardon thee. 

(xvi. 93-95), 

and again, 

Even as I hope for pardon at that day 
When the great Judge of heaven in scarlet sits, 
So be thou pardoned. 

(vi. 105-107). 

After being restored to the titles of wife and mother of 

Frankford's children, Anne embraces her husband and dies, and 

the play ends eighteen lines later, just as The Life and Repentaunce 

of Marie Magda!ene ended with the forgiveness of Mary's sins 

through God's grace. 

Once the use of the Magdalenic archetype is established, 

the question of its use to express antifeminism remains. It 

can safely be said that there are three modes in which the purpose 

antifeminism is served in A Woman Killed with Kindness. The 

first mode is the result of some of the characteristics of the 

domestic tragedy, the sub-genre to which Heywood's tragedy 

belongs. Anne Frankford's primary purpose, as it is emphasized 

in the play, is that of ornament to her husband's household. 

All of her duties, responsibi1ites, and purposes are, in fact, 

summarized by Frankford in scene iv.: 

.. .But the chief 
Of all the sweet felicities on earth 
I have a fair, a chaste, and loving wife, 
Perfection all, all truth, all ornament. 

(11. 9-12) 
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Anne's burden is not in the least onerous, yet she, who in the 

early part of the play is established as a most virtuous woman, 

cannot bear it. The question "If gold rusts, what will the 

iron do?" arises, and the answer that can be inferred is that 

all women are prone to sins of unchastity. Even the virtuous 

Susan, like Isabella of Measure for Measure, assents to an 

apparent loss of honor. 

The second mode which serves to promote the purposes of 

antifeminism lies in the implementation of the double standard 

in the play. During the period in which Heywood wrote this play, 

the husband of an unfaithful wife was within his rights to 

kill her,21 and this is the sort of immediate punishment 

Anne expects. Instead, she is separated from what is most 

important to her, and eventually dies of emotional and physical 

deprivation. Of Wendoll's punishment we know little, except 

that he is saved from death by the timely intervention of the 

"angelic" servant (xiii. 68-69), and that he does feel remorse 

for causing the division between Anne and Frankford. But 

Wendoll's remorse, like his suffering, will not be very long 

lasting, nor will it result in his death. He will go to the 

continent, avoid rumor, and return, he hopes, to prosperity: 

She's gone to death, I live to want and woe 
Her life, her sins, and all upon my head, 
And I must now go wander like a Cain. 
In foreign countries and remoted climes, 
Where the report of my ingratitude 

21 Henry Hitch Adams, English Domestic or Homiletic Tragedy 1575- 
1642 (New York: Columbia Uni versity Press, 1943), p. 151. 
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Cannot be heard. I'll over, first to France, 
And so to Germany, and Italy, 
Where when I have recovered, and by travel 
Gotten those perfect tongues, and that these rumors 
May in their height aboate, I will return; 
And I divine, however now dejected, 
My worth and parts being by some great man praised, 
At my return I may in court be rais'd. 

(xvi. 126-138). 

So it is shown that a man can commit adultery and atone for it 

in his life, but a woman cannot; Anne is convinced that the 

only effective penance for her sin is death. And indeed, 

forgiveness comes only moments before her last breath. 

The last way that the use of the Magdalenic archetype 

proves to be an antifeminist one lies in an omission. We recall 

that medieval drama developed from the whole quern quaeritis 

dialogue between Mary Magdalen and the risen Christ whom she 

does not recognize. The action of Wager's play does not include 

this scene of extreme importance to Christianity, so Mary is 

robbed of her "moment of glory." As Wager's play ended too 

early, before the crucifixion and resurrection, the possibility 

of showing an extraordinary mark of God's favor to a repentant 

woman is precluded. 

Another play whose female lead is a Magdalenic representation 

is Dekker's The Honest Whore. Bellafront, an infamous prostitute 

in Milan, first appears on the stage in a state of concern 

over her appearance and attractiveness to men "So, poke my 

ruff now, my gown, my gownl have I my fall? where'es my fall...And 

all these baubles lying thus?" (II. i.), like the Magdalen of 

Wager's play. Bellafront proceeds to entertain Fluello, Castruchio, 
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and Pioratto, who are soon joined by Matheo, the man who first 

seduced her, and the very honorable and virtuous Hippolito. 

In this scene she falls in love with Hippolito, causing her to 

have a change of heart, declare herself honest, and begin to 

repent ("Would all whores were as honest now as I", II. i.). 

This conversion of a hardened sinner has not come about 

as quickly as it might have in a medieval play, however. 

Hippolito speakes more than one hundred lines in rigorous 

denunciation of prostitutes before Bellafront's declaration of 

honesty for his sake. I include some of his less pleasant 

rantings: 

You have no soul, that makes you weigh so light; 
Heavens treasure bought it: 
And half-a-crown hath sold it:--for your body 
Is like the common shore, that still receives 
All the town's filth. The sin of many men 
Is within you; and thus much I suppose, 
That if all your committers stood in rank, 
They'd make a lane in which your shame might dwell, 
And with their spaces reach from hence to hell. 

(II. i.).22 

Methinks a toad is happier than a whore; 
That with one poison swells, with thousands more 
The other stocks her veins: harlot? fie, fie! 
You are the miserablest creatures breathing, 
The very slaves of nature; mark me else: 
You put on rich attires, others' eyes wear them, 
You eat, but to supply your blood with sin. 

(II. i.). 

22 Text is that contained in Thomas Dekker, ed. Ernest Rhys 
(London: Ernest Benn Ltd., 1949). 
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Although Hippoli to's invective is directed against prostitutes, 

not women in general, in some of Bellafront's speeches we find 

a more generalized statement of antifeminism, and it is all the 

more damaging because it comes from a female character. She too 

begins by denouncing only harlots ("Worse than the deadliest 

poisons, they are worse / For o'er their souls hangs an eternal 

curse," III. iii), but soon this grows to include all women ("0 

tempt no more women! shun their weight curse;/ Women, at best, 

are bad, make them not worse," III. iii). At the end of the 

play, the repentant Bellafront is made an honest woman by marriage 

to the worthless Matheo. She has served the playwright's purpose; 

she has been an example of how awful women are or can be; she 

has repented, and so concluded her role. As there was none for 

Anne Frankford, so is there no later glory for Bellafront. 

As was the case in medieval drama, the representations of 

Eve in Elizabethan drama are of more power and color than their 

Magdalenic counterparts. Although the Evian representation 

would not come to her culmination until the Jacobean period with 

characters like Evadne of The Maids Tragedy and the women of 

Middleton's Women Beware Women, and his Beatrice-Joanna in The 

Changeling, some of those of the Elizabethan period reached 

great heights of troublesomeness, among them Isabella of Marlowe's 

Edward II, Shakespeare's Tamora and, as I hope to show in due 

course, his Lady Macbeth and his queen in Cymbeline. The most inter¬ 

esting, most complex of the Evian representations, is Bel-imperia 
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of Thomas Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy. 

In looking at Bel-imperia as an Evian representation, it 

is necessary to remember that in Protestantism Eve, by succumbing 

to the temptation of the serpent, is only partially responsible 

for the Fall which led to the depravity in which mankind now 

lives, which is what the Protestants termed Original Sin. The 

Sin was not thought to lie in the disobedience of eating the 

fruit of the tree of knowledge. Because of this difference in 

doctrines, Bel-imperia, who is the victim of Revenge in much 

the same way that Eve was the victim of Satan, is the source 

of most of the problems in the play. As it was known that man 

would fall, so do we known that Balthazar will be killed by Bel- 

imperia (I.i. 85-91). It is interesting to note that in this 

first scene, Revenge makes no mention of Hieronimo, who actually 

plans the revenge against Balthazar (and Lorenzo) and assists 

Bel-imperia in its execution. 

After hearing of Horatio's valor and the testimony of his 

love for his fallen friend, Bel-imperia, with little hesitancy, 

decides to love him for the sake of her dead love, Don Andrea, 

and to enrage the attentive Balthazar (I. iv. 58-75). The 

illicit love (I. i. 10-11, and III, xiv., 111-112) she had 

borne Andrea and her new love for Horatio set a chain reaction 

in motion: her brother and the prince kill Horatio, Isabella 

kills herself in a mad frenzy of grief, Balthazar and Lorenzo 

are murdered, Bel-imperia herself commits the ultimate sin of 

self-destruction, and Hieronimo follows suit. 

Kyd connects Eve and Bel-imperia not only by making 
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the latter, along with Revenge, the cause of evil, but also by 

strongly identifying her character with the first mother in 

the bower scene in Act II. There are several points of parallelism 

in the action and circumstances of the scene which lead to the 

direct association of the events which take place in the bower 

with those that occurred in the Garden of Eden. The bower, we 

remember, belongs to Horatio's father, just as Eden belonged 

to Adam's father. The unlucky Horatio who might already be 

compared to the fruit of knowledge because of the compromising 

nature of the scene with Bel-imperia, is hanged upon the tree 

and in cruel humor called "the fruits of love"2^ by Lorenzo 

(II. iii., 55), who is the real villain in this scene. The 

evidence of the crime, Horatio's body, is left in the bower 

into which Hieronimo soon comes, much like God entered the 

Garden of Eden soon after Adam and Eve's trespass.2^ In the 

pitiful scene which follows Hieronimo declares "This place 

was made for pleasure, not for death" (II. v. 12), as was 

Eden, and "I am thy father. Who hath slain my son?" (1. 18). 

Like God, he wishes to know the reason for, and the perpetrator 

of, the crime. 

Having established the parallel between the death of 

23 Text is that of Drama in the English Renaissance, Vol 1, 
The Tudor Period. 

24 cf. Genesis 3:8, "When they heard the sound of the Lord God 
walking in the garden in the cool of the day, the man and his 
wife hid themselves from the Lord God among the trees of the 
garden." 
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Horatio and the Fall of man, Kyd proceeds to remind us at 

several points in the play that the murder of Horatio took 

place in the bower. In the fourth addition, where Hieronimo 

tries to comfort Isabella, he mournfully describes the tree in 

the bower: 

This was the tree, I set it of a kernel, 
And when our hot Spain could not let it grow, 
But that the infant and human sap 
Began to wither, duly twice a morning 
Would I be sprinkling it with fountain water. 
At last it grew, and grew, and bore and bore, 
Till at length 
It grew a gallows, and did bear our son. 
It bore thy fruit and mine.--0 wicked, wicked plant. 

(Fourth Addition, 11. 63-71). 

Again in the same addition, Hieronimo, ordering paintings of 

his son's death from Bazardo, specifies that he wants a painting 

of the tree with a slain youth upon it (11 129-135). In Act 

IV, 11. 6-37, the mad Isabella cuts down the tree, vehemently 

cursing it for the grief it has caused her. 

Another means of connecting Bel-imperia with Eve is her 

intrigue with Hieronimo. In the ghastly letter written in her 

own blood which she sends to Hieronimo in Act III, scene i, Bel- 

imperia gives Hieronimo the knowledge he needs to wreak his 

revenge in much the same way that Eve gave Adam the apple, by 

which all was lost. Here she is shown as the sower of discord, 

the cause of the many deaths at the end of the play. Bel-imperia 

continues to sow discord when she chides Hieronimo for delaying 

his revenge and exhorts him to move quickly, but she also 

resembles the Evian representations of the Catholic mystery 

plays in agreeing to take a part in a sinful act that has such 
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severe ramifications for a great number of people. 

The mere establishing of Bel-imperia as an Evian representation 

again does not suffice to show the antifeminism of such a 

connection, but the denunciation of women is indeed there. 

Virtue is in some ways relative in a revenge tragedy because 

of the influence of Seneca and stoic values, and it should be 

noted that Bel-imperia is subject to the restraints of both 

society and her family, and thus is forced to use intrigue and 

her sexuality to try to achieve her objective. But whether in 

spite of, or in the context of, the complexities of her situation 

and the tradition of revenge tragedy, Bel-imperia remains a 

sinful character; she is very fickle in her loves, she is 

unchaste, and she compounds the atrocity of the previously 

mentioned shortcomings with the hypocrisy of coyness, an attribute 

generally reserved for virgins (i.e., I. iv., 11. 99ff, the 

scene in which she drops her glove in the presence of Horatio 

and Balthazar). She lies repeatedly, and we also see that she 

is capable both of committing calculated murders and of the 

extremely grave sin of self-destruction. 

The actions of Bel-imperia's opponents are also clearly evil, 

but most of the men are generally lacking in virtue too. 

Villupo, Balthazar, and Pedringano are all quite worthy of the 

classification of "villain." There is, however, one good man in 

the cast; Alexandro is virtuous, loyal, and even tries to 

intercede for the venal man who wrongfully accused him. The 

king and Castille, Bel-imperia's father, while they may not be 

paragons of virtue, are not bad men. But there are no good 

women in the play. The cast has three female roles: Bel-imperia, 
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Isabella, and the maid. The last is of no significance. Isabella 

is shown only briefly and as quite mad, and while madness can be 

a sign of vision in Renaissance plays, it is not in this instance; 

it also does not distinguish her as a bad character. Her madness 

does show that Isabella had a great love for her son, but it 

also shows that she is unable to deal with grief. Only Bel-imperia 

is left to represent the commonalty of women. Thus at least one 

man, one who is not essential to the forward motion of the plot 

(the whole Alexandro/Vi11upo sub-plot could safely be eliminated 

from the play), shines forth as a model of virtue while women 

appear mad and unable to handle grief or hopelessly sinful and 

the root of all evil. The Catholic message that women are evil 

and the Protestant belief that they were the cause of it are 

therefore combined and made very clear. 

The same combination of beliefs can be seen in Shakespeare's 

plays, and my contention that the ends of antifeminism were 

served by the use of Evian manifestations receives further 

suppport from the fact that he used the archetype in his plays 

on more than one occasion. The controversy over the nature of 

Lady Macbeth is still being waged,and while I do not wish to 

25 See, for example, Joan Larsen Klein, "Lady Macbeth: 'Infirm 
of Purpose'" in The Woman's Part. Feminist Criticism of 
Shakespeare, ed. Carolyn Ruth Swift Lenz, Gayle Greene, and Carol 
Thomas Neely (Urbana, Chicago, London: The University of 
Illinois Press, 1980), pp. 240-255, W.M. Merchant, ‘-Hi s Fiend¬ 
like Queen," in Shakespeare Survey, 19 (1966), pp. 75-81, Lynn 
Veach Sadler, "The Three Guises of Lady Macbeth," in Col 1ege 
Language Association Journal 19 (1975), pp. 10-19, Juliet 
Dusinberre, Shakespeare ancf~the Nature o_f Women (New York: 
Barnes and Noble, London: Macmillan Co., 1975), Paul A. Jorgensen, 
Our Naked Frailties: Sensational Art and Meaning in Macbeth 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), and G. Wilson 
Knight, The Wheel of Fire (London: Oxford University Press, 1930). 
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take part in it, it is possible to describe Lady Macbeth as an 

Evian representation, although her sleepwalking suggests that 

she, unlike our other copies of Eve, is troubled by conscience. 

It is she who suggests the murder of Duncan, and it is her 

husband who carries out the sinful deed. As Paul Jorgensen 

has pointed out,26 she is portrayed in act I as a temptress: 

...Hie thee hither 
That I may pour my spirits in thine ear, 
And chastise with the valour of my tongue 
All that impedes thee from the golden round 
Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem 
To have crown'd withal. 

(I. v. 24-29).27 

Another of Shakespeare's Eves, the Queen of Cymbeline, is 

less vocal than Lady Macbeth, but she is likely equally as 

destructive. As Scotland was bathed in blood as a consequence 

of Lady Macbeth's exhortation to her husband to assure himself 

of the throne, so was Britain engaged in a war because of 

of the Queen's determination that Cymbeline should not send 

tribute to Rome. Unlike Lady Macbeth, but curiously like the 

despicable Dame Percula, the queen is very quickly and repeatedly 

shown to be a bad character. In the first scene Imogen exclaims 

of her "Disembling courstesy! How fine this tyrant/Can tickle 

where she wounds!" (I. i. 84-85). There is also the matter of 

her trying to poison Imogen, and in the second act (II. ii. 

26 Jorgensen, pp. 162-163. 

27 All quotations from Shakespeare's plays are from The Complete 
Works of Shakespeare, ed. Irving Ribner and George Lyman Kittredge 
(New York, London, Sidney, Toronto: John Wiley and Sons, 1971). 
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48), one of the nobles describes his king's wife as a "crafty 

devil." In the account of her deathbed confession, of course, 

the extreme evilness of her character is most effectively 

summarized. 

It is possible to draw parallels between the Shakespearean 

Eves and Kyd's. The strongest of these is that all three women 

are, in varying degrees, the cause of extreme discord. All exhort 

(in the case of Cymbeline, somewhat indirectly) a man to whom 

they are bound, whether by marriage or common concern, to a 

deed which has as its end the shedding of much blood. And of 

course, at the end of the plays, all women are dead, killed by 

the goals they had striven to achieve. 

Because the Elizabethan playwrights added the teachings of 

Protestantism on Eve to her figure as it had developed for 

centuries under Catholicism, the Evian representations they 

created were doubly evil. Women patterned after Eve in medieval 

drama were characters who tried to thwart the will of God by 

deceit, and they were usually very sensual women, very selfish, 

and very prone to seduction. They were secondary figures who 

tried to keep the primary male characters from functioning 

effectively, but usually had their efforts countermanded. 

Although the Renaissance version of Eve developed from the 

medieval one, she was considerably different. Within the very 

complex context of the lack of virtue among the majority of 

the characters of the play and restraints placed upon her, because 

of her sex, her moral virtue that can properly be called question¬ 

able. She has very little self-restraint, being ruled by her desires. 
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Her actions have severe ramifications for everyone in the 

play--and many deaths result from her actions. Having succumbed 

to an evil force (i.e., original sin), she is both the cause 

of depravity and its symbol. 

The Elizabethans took a course with Mary Magdalen that 

was opposite to the one they had taken with Eve. Instead of 

grafting one way of thinking on to another, they simplified the 

legend, removing, it must be noted, a very important aspect 

from it. The medieval Magdalenic representation had been 

notable for two things, the turpitude of her sin before her 

repentance and the holiness of her life after it. In her early 

life she was shown as weak and pliable, an easy victim to sin. 

In her later life she was shown as a good, holy, and strong 

woman whose faith survived the strongest of tests. She succeeded 

in an important missionary endeavour, and survived for several 

years in the harsh life of a desert ascetic. 

The Renaissance Magdalenic representations have less 

strength of character, however. They are weak-willed and fall 

easily into sin, for they have not the strength to resist it. 

They repent, and then they fade away, whether through death or 

into marriage. They are thus allowed no chance to prove themselves 

once they have been bolstered by God's grace. Their only 

important contribution to the plays is their repentance. 

The use of the archetypes of Eve and Mary Magdalen were 

used very effectively to express antifeminism during the medieval 

and Elizabethan periods, but the height of such use would be 

attained during the reign of James I, well renowned for his own 
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misogynistic beliefs. In plays of that period, Evian 

representations like Evadne in The Maid's Tragedy would not 

only exhort others to commit murder but would plan and cold-bloodedly 

execute them, often quite cruelly. Magdalenic representations 

like Isabella in Marston's The Insatiate Countess would have 

the turpitude of their sin intensified and their penitence 

made less realistic, seemingly turning them into unabashed 

hypocrites. The antifeminism involved in the use of literary 

archetypes therefore would increase over what it had been in 

the Middle Ages and Elizabethan period, already quite considerable. 
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