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Abstract

Examining the work of Elizabeth Cary, Aemilia Lanyer,
and John Milton, this study explores seventeenth-century
literary representations of the biblical Eve with the aim of
showing how those representations are affected by generic
considerations. Both Cary and Lanyer suggest that Eve's
literary reimagining within the dramatic genre facilitates
her redemption, and Milton's later dramatization of the Fall
further challenges Eve's misogynistic stereotype. All three
writers destabilize the deterministic and one-dimensional
Eve conventionally characterized by patristic and
misogynistic writers. Drawing on the literary theories of
Bakhtin and Aristotle and illustrating the comparable
complexity of dialogic narrative and tragedy, this analysis
of The Tragedy of Mariam, Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum, and
Paradise Lost reveals their similar reenactment of the
indeterminacy inherent in the biblical account of the Fall.
Ultimately, the categories of gender and genre in these
three works are neither rigid nor specific but, like the

Genesis story itself, fluid and indeterminate.

vi



Acknowledgements

Special and profound thanks are owed to Professor John
Baxter for his perceptive and expert guidance on this
project, for allowing me access to the Whalley text in
typescript and in proof, and for generously sharing his time
to read and discuss Milton. Thanks are also due to
Professors Trevor Ross, Christina Luckyj, and Daniel Woolf
for inspiring and fostering my interest in the seventeenth
century. This work could not have been completed without
the aid and encouragement of my family, especially mother
Myrna and sister Susan, who unfailingly provided emotional
and practical support when it was needed the most.

vii



Introduction

The Renaissance saw the escalation of the long-standing
debate over the woman question, a verbal and written
controversy prevalent in western culture since antiquity.
For centuries, female oppression had been justified by
Scripture; the biblical Eve, Christian theologians argued,
was responsible for the fall of humanity and thus all women
are the creators and perpetuators of human misery. There is
no denying the importance of Eve's story in the Christian
tradition and in popular culture; as John A. Phillips quite
rightly asserts, even in the twentieth century "Eve is very
much alive, and every member of Western society is affected
by her story" (172). In the seventeenth century, attempting
to refute the notion that women are fundamentally flawed,
possessing unruly natures that must be controlled and
contained by more perfect men, also meant challenging the
negative stereotype of woman derived from and sustained by
the construction of Eve.

Examining the work of Elizabeth Cary, Aemilia Lanyer,
and John Milton, this study will explore how literary
representations of Eve challenge her conventional role as
the model for the misogynistic stereotype of woman. Cary's
The Tragedy of Marjam, Lanyer's Sa eus daeorum,
and Milton's Paradise Lost destabilize the misogynistic

delineation of Eve by elaborating on her parabolic role in
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Genesis or, in Cary's case, characterizing the reprehensible
type of woman derived from Eve's story. These seventeenth-
century reconstructions of Eve frame her temptation within
stories of female self~determination, inevitably investing
her with greater moral agency than is possible for the
deterministic and one-dimensional view of Eve figured by
patristic writers. Thus these three works demonstrate that
the more the familiar narrative of the Fall is explored and
embellished, the more problematic and uncertain conventional
anterior interpretations become.

Erich Auerbach has shown that the Hebrew Bible embodies
a "multiplicity of meanings and the need for interpretation®
(23), an indeterminacy determined by the ancient text's
minimalistic style. As Auerbach points out, biblical
characters' "thoughts and feelings remain unexpressed, are
only suggested by the silence and the fragmentary speeches"
(11). The story of the Fall does indeed cry out for
interpretation, and Cary, Lanyer, and Milton fill in Eve's
silences, her unexpressed feelings, and her fragmentary
speeches. These three writers demonstrate that
interpretation of the Genesis story is highly dependent on
filling in the gaps left by its Hebrew author, and that the
layers of interpretation that lie between the ancient

composition and the Renaissance cannot contain the tale's



multiplicity of meanings within a definitive
interpretation.!

These incompatible views of Genesis as stable and
indeterminate are pointed out by Auerbach, who accurately
describes the text's inherent tension: "on the one hand, the
reality of the 0Old Testament presents itself as complete
truth with a claim to sole authority, on the other hand that
very claim forces it to a constant interpretative change in
its own content" (16). Patristic writers had conventionally
claimed that the story of the Fall is one of absolute
authority that unquestionably asserts woman's inferiority
and demands her subjection. Yet this insistence on reading
and rewriting the Fall as narrative argument captures only
half the picture; as Cary, Lanyer, and Milton recognized,
the Hebrew text is a story, a creative work that can and
should be both read and rewritten as such.

Robert Alter has shown that the Hebrew Bible itself
should be considered literature and contends that "prose
fiction is the best general rubric for describing biblical
narrative" (Art 24). The Genesis account of Adam and Eve's
creation and fall can indeed be accurately described as
prose fiction; more specifically, it is a remarkably pliant

short story that readily adapts to and embodies elements of

! Though there are two versions of humanity's creation,
there is only one version that recounts the Fall; it is on
the latter Yahwist story of Adam and Eve that this study
will largely focus.



poetry and drama. Though the notion of the Bible as
literature is relatively new to literary criticism, Cary,
Lanyer, and Milton long ago recognized the literary nature
of biblical writing, as demonstrated by their collective
recognition of its generic malleability. Recognizing the
tale's dramatic elements while also acknowledging the text's
equally important role as narrative, these writers produce
works that are more effectively redemptive than counter
polemics written in defense of Eve. By reworking the
ancient story within genres conforming to Renaissance
notions of "literature," these three writers effectively
challenge and destabilize the interpretations of patristic
and misogynistic writers who insist that the story of the
Fall is one of fixed and indisputable meaning.

Echoing Auerbach's influential argument, Alter rightly
points out that even in the twentieth century "[t]he Bible
is but one of two matrices of our double-edged, pagan-
monotheistic, Hellenic-Hebraic culture" (World 86-7), a
point that is most obviously applicable to Paradise lLost.
These devout writers do not read or reinterpret the Bible
solely as Christians; crucial to their opposing
representations of Eve is their use of literary conventions
that were, in the Renaissance, defined according to
classical models. And, as this study will demonstrate,

these writers effectively challenge the type of Eve because



they read and rework the biblical story within classical
conventions.

Thus Cary, Lanyer, and Milton illustrate the important
role of genre in allowing the construction of Eve to
transcend the constraints of Renaissance misogyny; their
literary reimaginings of the biblical text endow woman with
a dramatic "mortal voice" that destabilizes Eve's
conventionally misogynistic representation. Cary's dramatic
treatment of Salome, the type of Eve, gives her a voice that
allows her to challenge her misogynistic typecast. And
although Lanyer's verse and Milton's epic poem are not
conventionally dramatic works, both writers use women's
voices in their overt attempts to redeem the biblical Eve.
All three writers ultimately demonstrate that Eve's literary
reimagining within dramatic conventions facilitates her

redemption.



Chapter One

Ancient Dialogue and Early Modern Narrative

It is most useful to begin by turning to Genesis as a
model to illustrate the generic distinctions most relevant
to this argument. Written later than the Yahwist version
but appearing first, the Priestly account of creation is a
narrative that describes the six days culminating in the
simultaneous creation of man and woman: "So God created man
in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male
and female created he them" (Genesis 1:27). Though the
story records the words spoken by God in his ordering of
creation, the Priestly version is clearly a more monologic
text than the subsequent tale of Adam and Eve.

The story in which man and woman become named
characters with active voices has prevailed in western
thought and culture, while the more narrational version has
incited little controversy. The lack of attention given to
the Priestly story is clearly attributable to the fact that
it does not support patriarchal or misogynistic interests,?
but its generally uncontroversial history is also
generically determined. This essentially monologic

narrative allows little room for interpretation; it asserts

2 As Alice Ogden Bellis suggests, in the Priestly
account "[t]lhere is perfect equality, with no hint of one
being superior to the other" (45).
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a far more stable and definitive meaning than is possible
for the multivocal Yahwist story.

The Yahwist story of the creation and the Fall, though
also a narrative, contains dialogue and exchanges between
its few characters.?® It is from this story that patristic
and misogynistic writers draw their arguments: the crooked
rib that is moulded into Eve, Eve's eating of the fruit of
the forbidden tree, and Adam's harkening "unto the voice of
thy wife"™ (Genesis 3:17) have long been interpreted as the
causes of humanity's fall from grace and consequent earthly
misery. It is the story with human voices that has captured
western imagination, and it is this more dramatized version
of humanity's beginnings that is invoked to assert woman's

inherently flawed nature and necessary subordination.*

3 Alter arques that "the primacy of dialogue" is "a
general trait of biblical narrative" (Art 65). Though he
does not make the connection explicit, Alter's conclusion
illustrates the similarity of biblical narrative and drama:
"the writer must permit each character to manifest or reveal
himself or herself chiefly through dialogue but of course
also significantly through action, without the imposition of
an obtrusive apparatus of authorial interpretation and
judgment" (Art 87). Alter's assertion is clearly applicable
to the technique of the Yahwist author.

¢ Elaine Pagels, in her influential study of early
Christian interpretations of the story of Adam and Eve,
argues that although Genesis 1-3 was initially read as a
story of human freedom, Augustine's interpretation of the
account as asserting punishment for what he deemed to be
original sin ultimately prevailed: "From the fifth century
on, Augustine's pessimistic views of sexuality, politics,
and human nature would become the dominant influence on
western Christianity" (150). And this most influential
patristic writer also claimed that YEve's punishment has
fallen on all women" (138); clearly, Augustine focussed on
the Yahwist story.



Though orthodox exegesis insists on Eve's moral
insufficiency, the Yahwist text allows us only to speculate
as to why she eats the fruit at the serpent's prodding and
subsequently offers it to Adam: "The serpent beguiled me,
and I did eat" (Genesis 3:13) is the sole explanation Eve
gives for her disobedience. And Eve's voice is not subsumed
by the Yahwist narrator; though the story makes it clear
that Eve disobeys a divine command, the narrator's account
of her disobedience does not condemn her:

And when the woman saw that the tree was

good for food, and that it was pleasant

to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to

make one wise, she took of the fruit

thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto

her husband with her; and he did eat.

(Genesis 3:6)

Eve fails to hold fast to the word of God, but the reasons
given for her decision seem both admirable and sensible: the
tree is attractive, its fruit is good to eat and makes one
wise, and Eve generously and freely shares it with her
husband. And both Eve's and the narrator's explanations
also suggest that the serpent, by deceptively altering Eve's
perceptions, is primarily to blame for the Fall. But Eve
and Adam must be culpable; even though the lying serpent is
"more subtle than any beast of the field" (Genesis 3:1), all
three transgressors are dealt punishments that seem equally
severe. It is clear that disobedience has dire

consequences, but the Yahwist story does not identify a

single or primary cause of the Fall nor does it exculpate



Eve, Adam, or the serpent; biblical narrative, as Alter
argues, does not impose interpretation or moral judgement.
The Yahwist's unobtrusive style allows for a myriad of
plausible readings; as J.M. Evans points out, the surface
simplicity of Genesis 2-3 does not determine a simple and
clear-cut interpretation; the opening verses of the third
chapter comprise
a model of economy, bringing the
characters vividly to life in their
brief conversation and carrying the
action forward with every phrase. Only
the essentials of the story are
emphasized, yet we carry away from it a
profound sense of underlying complexity.
(13)
Genesis 2-3 allows for greater interpretive freedom than the
Priestly account, and its infusion with dramatic dialogue
compels its ongoing reworking, rereading, and elaboration.’®
Yet the simplistic readings of patristic interpreters and
misogynistic polemicists gloss over the biblical story's
dramatic complications, emphasizing its essentials while
ignoring potentially opposing interpretations. Despite its
inherent indeterminacy, this multivocal narrative has
paradoxically proven to be an effective means of justifying
and sustaining a particular interpretation.

But, as Phillips points out, "[m]odern biblical

scholarship regards most earlier interpretations of Eve as

5 As Alter points out, the Hebrew Bible's use of
dialogue "suggests how much the biblical writers like to
lead their readers to inferences through oblique hints
rather than insisting on explicit statement" (Art 183).
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prime examples of ejsegesjs--that is, the reading into the
text of the interpreter's own ideas and prejudices"™ (xiii).
Ironically, the interpretive adaptability of the Yahwist
story is evinced by its successful deployment as a means of
establishing and perpetuating the notion of woman's inherent
inferiority and deserving punishment, despite other
plausible intentions of the Hebrew author.® Orthodox
exegetes identify Eve as the primary cause of the Fall
simply because she is the first to disobey the divine
injunction; arguably, the text's minimalistic style has the
potential to invite interpretations that the author perhaps
never imagined.

Yet by complicating Eve's representation--elaborating
on and reinterpreting the story of the Fall without altering
the source--the reimaginings of Cary, Lanyer, and Milton
show that the multivocal form of the Yahwist story
facilitates the effective challenging of existing
interpretations. These dramatic representations of Eve

affirm the indeterminacy of the Yahwist story and thus

6 As Katharine Rogers accurately asserts, "[a]lthough
later commentators were to darken its misogynistic
implications-~-changing a myth explaining the biological fact
of labor pains and the social fact of wifely subjection into
a divine condemnation of the female sex--they did not have
to distort the original to do so" (4-5). And Evans points
out that "Biblical scholars are generally agreed that it
began as a straightforward aetiological myth, designed to
explain why a man cleaves to his wife and why he is the
senior partner in the union, why he has to labour in the
fields and she in childbirth, why we wear clothes, why we
dislike snakes, and why they crawl on their bellies™ (9).
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reveal the crucial flaw in the deterministic readings of
patristic and misogynistic writers. Drama can thus
accomplish what equally self-interested counter narrative
cannot, a distinction that can be clarified by considering
the secular implications of theological narrative in
Renaissance society.

The need to contain unruly woman was constantly
reinforced by the English church which, in 1547, issued its
first edition of Certain sermons or homilies to be read in
churches, and "the official sermons were the texts most
people heard" (Aughterson 20). Though not referring
directly to Eve, the following passage from An homily of the

state of matrimony (1562) clearly alludes to her story:
thus does St. Peter preach to them: ye

wives be ye in subjection to obey your

own _husband. To obey is another thing

than to control or command. . .as for

their husbands, them must they obey, and

cease from commanding, and perform

subjection. (Aughterson 24)
In an age when most people attended church every Sunday,
society did not need to be literate to be familiar with the
story of woman's natural propensity to disobey; Eve's role
in the Fall was narrated from the pulpit on a regular basis,
and the consequent necessary subordination of women was
repeatedly asserted.

Reading the Yahwist story as asserting narrative and

rewriting it as such had become a secular commonplace by the

emergence of a popular print culture in the early modern
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period.” The Jacobeans saw the burgeoning of printed
pamphlets arguing both sides of the "woman question." The
misogynistic pamphlets are best described as narrative
polemics aimed at asserting woman's divinely ordained
inferiority. But the misogynistic pamphleteers err; they
misread the Yahwist story as purely narrative and reproduce
it as such. Yet arguments on both sides of the debate tend
to minimalize the story's generic complexity; thus both pro
and con debaters produce ideologically motivated
interpretations of the Fall that prove to be equally
unstable. The insufficiency of narrative argument either to
sustain or to challenge misogynistic representations of Eve
is illustrated by the seventeenth century's most intense

conflict in the querelle des femmes.

This debate, centered on Joseph Swetnam's 1615 polemic,

The Arraignment of lLewd, idle, froward, and unconstant

woman, confirms widespread contemporary interest in the

woman question; there were at least ten editions of this

7 Linda Woodbridge has thoroughly demonstrated that the
literary debate about women was widespread in the late
Middle Ages and throughout the Renaissance and encompassed a
wide range of literary genres. But most relevant to this
argument is the generic form the formal controversy had
assumed by this point. As Woodbridge points out, "[i]n the
Jacobean period, the formal controversy was losing its
generic consistency." No longer conforming to classical
models, "it is difficult to find in this period a classic,
pure example of a judicial oration or a Platonic/Erasmian
dialogue" (110).
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text published by 1637 (Woodbridge 81).%2 Swetnam's is a
vehemently misogynistic tract, and the faults of the
biblical Eve predicate his argument. Drawing on the Yahwist
account, Swetnam uses the story of creation to illustrate
woman's divinely determined inferior and corrupt nature:
"they were made of the rib of a man, and that their froward
nature showeth; for a rib is a crooked thing good for
nothing else, and women are crooked by nature" (193).
Creation, Swetnam argues, determined woman's nature and the
story of the Fall confirms it:

she was no sooner made but straightway

her mind was set upon mischief, for by

her aspiring mind and wanton will she

quickly procured man'’s fall. And there

fore ever since they are and have been a

woe unto man and follow the line of

their first leader. (194)
In less than a paragraph, Swetnam narrates his
interpretation of the Fall, asserting that the first man was
the victim of his flawed mate and that Eve's equally faulty

descendants follow her example.? Swetnam's construction of

8 Though Swetnam's pamphlet was published after Cary's
and Lanyer's works, it is nonetheless nearly contemporary
with their appearance in print (1613 and 1611 respectively)
and is not a new argument; this particular pamphlet
reiterates the premises of long-standing misogynistic
arguments.

9 swetnam's recounting of the Fall suppresses the
contributing actions of the serpent, arguably lending Eve
greater agency than the gullible and ineffectual woman
figured by patristic writers. But Swetnam's suppression of
the serpent also suggests that Eve is solely responsible for
her transgression and points toward the conclusion that she
is indeed primarily to blame for human misery.
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Eve was by this time ubiquitous and stereotypical, and the
point he makes no longer seems moot.'® This misogynist
does not even need to construct a reasoned argument based on
a faithful interpretation of the text, and Swetnam's tract
suggests that the story is not as important as what it has
come to mean.'!

Indeed, Swetnam seems quite confident that his argument
will not be subjected to significant scrutiny. The
Renaissance male's pride in and command of logic and
rhetoric are quite obviously lacking in this text; his

argument is presented frantically, illogically, and in a

random fashion.' Yet, as Ratherine Usher Henderson and

Y Woodbridge accurately summarizes Swetnam's view of
Eve's progeny: "Women are opinionated, unheedful of good
advice, jealous, short-tempered, proud, bold, vindictive,
ungrateful, dissembling. A woman never forgets injury.
Sirens all, women allure men to their destruction" (83).

" Eric Jager makes a similar assertion, positing that
"although debate continues about whether the antifeminism
traditionally associated with the Fall is inherent in the
text or mainly a result of misreading by a patriarchal
tradition, clearly the recejved myth of the Fall has been
used against women during most of its history" (305).

2 piane Purkiss argues that the sloppy nature of
Swetnam's text suggests that the debate centered on his
tract can be seen as a carnivalesque game of rhetorical
jesting. Woodbridge also notes the playful nature of the
debate, but convincingly posits that it seems foolish “to
deny that many who have insulted women in jest have
contemned them in earnest"™ (81). Sexist jokes may indeed be
jokes, but their very existence exemplifies the banality and
the pervasiveness of Renaissance misogyny.
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Barbara F. McManus argue, the sloppy nature of Swetnam's
text makes his respondents' job more difficult:®

The fact that so much of Munda's

response constitutes a discussion of

style rather than ideas testifies not

only to the Renaissance interest in

stylistic questions but also to the

difficulty of replying logically to

Swetnam's modes of argument. (38)
In the face of this sort of irrational misogynistic
diatribe, counter assertions of a similar kind seem unlikely
to succeed in successfully refuting centuries of negative
perceptions of Eve.

Speght, however, offers an opposing interpretation of

Eve's motivation:

in her giving of the fruit to eat had

she no malicious intent towards him, but

did therein show a desire to make her

husband partaker of that happiness which

she thought by their eating they should

both have enjoyed. (67)
Though Speght's insistence that Eve has no malicious intent
is at least implied by the narrator--the fruit is,
apparently, good to eat and makes one wise--like Swetnam,
she presumes to know Eve's intentions. Speght responds to

Swetnam by also proposing a definitive reading of Eve's

3 pirect responses to Swetnam are Rachel Speght's A

Muzzle for Melastomus, Esther Sowernam's Esther hath hanged

Haman, and Constantia Munda's The Worming of a mad Dog, all
of which were published in 1617. Though the use of

pseudonyms by the latter two writers opens the possibility
that they may not be women, they nonetheless speak as and on
behalf of women. Henderson and McManus convincingly argue
that their authors were most probably women (20-24).
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moral character, thus simultaneously imitating and opposing
Swetnam's authoritarian reading.

Moreover, Swetnam's respondents also read Genesis in
light of and in compliance with the most crucial premise of
the patristic and misogynistic exegetical tradition: Speght,
Sowernam, and Munda all accept the notion that woman's
secondary role is affirmed by the stories of creation.%
Munda vehemently decries the misogynistic tradition by
asserting that

Woman, the second edition of the Epitome

of the whole world, the second Tome of

that goodly volume compiled by the great

God of heaven and earth, is most

shamefully blurred and derogatively

erased by scribbling pens of savage and

uncouth monsters. (248)
Sowernam likewise confirms woman's creation as "the last
work" (224). Sowernam counters Swetnam's argument by
affirming the overriding importance of the Yahwist story,
arguing that "if Woman received her crookedness from the rib
and consequently from the Man, how doth man excel in
crookedness, who hath more of those crooked ribs" (222).
Despite the fact that Sowernam suggests that man was created

more “crooked" than woman, she nonetheless confirms woman's

subordinate role, lamenting that "[i]t is a shame he hath no

% clearly, the story of the Fall asserts woman's
subordination, when God tells Eve that "thy desire shall be
to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee" (Genesis 3:16).
But interpreting the Yahwist story of Eve's creation from
Adam's rib as confirming female inferiority requires
ingenuity and willful reading, and the Priestly account of
creation most certainly does not affirm gender inequality.



17
more government over the weaker vessel"™ (240). By either
overlooking the implied egalitarianism of the Priestly
version or allowing gquestionable premises gleaned from the
Yahwist story of creation to prevail, all three respondents
ultimately subscribe to the notion that woman's subordinate
role was determined at the moment of her creation.

Though Speght's argument is the most logical, cogent,
and lucid of the three respondents, and she skillfully
employs Scripture to refute many of Swetnam's assertions,
she nonetheless subscribes to conventional exegesis that
supports the notion of woman's subordination. Though Speght
does recognize the importance of the Priestly account of
creation and asserts God's affirmation of human equality in
Genesis 1:26, “[b]y which words he makes their authority
equal, and all creatures to be in subjection to them both"
(69), she reads the story as also affirming woman's
secondary position. Paradoxically, Speght cites God's
words, "All was very good" (Genesis 1:31), to conclude that
woman, "excepting man--is the most excellent creature under
the canopy of heaven' (65). Speght's contradictory
assertions seem to point toward recognition of the
incompatibility of the two creation stories, yet she applies
the patriarchal interpretation of the Yahwist account of

creation to the version that clearly challenges the notion
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of woman's ontological inferiority.” A devout Protestant,
Speght wants Scripture to embody absolute truth, and she
echoes the authoritarian readings of Christian orthodoxy
without seeming to recognize their inherent instability.

Both Swetnam and his respondents fail to consider that
Eve's creation from Adam's rib does not necessarily
translate into subordination; like patristic writers, they
do not fully recognize the multiplicity of meanings embodied
in the Yahwist text. Arguably, the layers of narrative
assertion that had accumulated between the original
composition and the seventeenth century obscured the Yahwist
story's interpretive indeterminacy. But Swetnanm is
particularly steadfast in his insistence on reading the
story as a narrative argument that unequivocally affirms his
deterministic reading. Swetnam's tract illustrates Eve's
role in Jacobean popular culture as the epitomized
representative of feminine failings, and The Arraignment
exemplifies Jacobean popular discussions of Eve's role as
ideologically motivated polemics rather than reasoned
arguments based on close textual analysis.

Though Swetnam's argument dces not go unchallenged, his
respondents are as concerned with deriding Swetnam and

responding to his assertions as they are with reinterpreting

> speght comes closest to recognizing the
indeterminacy of the Yahwist story; as Woodbridge points
out, "she believes that although the Bible does not promote
misogyny, it does not allow for feminism either" (90).
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the Genesis accounts of creation and fall. And Swetnam's
attackers respond in kind, narrating and asserting counter
arguments. As a result, feminist defences tended to
confirm all of the traits misogynists ascribed to women; as
Munda herself recognizes, "[w]e must be tongue-tied, lest in
starting up to find fault we prove ourselves guilty of those
horrible accusations" (253). Responding to Swetnam also
meant resorting to his tactics, and to do so only verified
his misogynistic assertions. Ultimately, too, each
respondent shares Swetnam's belief that the Bible must
embody absolute meaning, and that she (not Swetnam) reads
the authoritative text correctly.

The pamphleteers engaged in the woman debate fail to
acknowledge fully the Yahwist text's ultimate interpretive
indeterminacy and generic instability; responding to
arguments such as Swetnam's results in equally forceful
counter assertions that also propose definitive

interpretations.' As products of their Protestant

6 Sowernam's and Munda's tracts in particular are more
aptly described as counter attacks than defenses of woman.
As Elaine Beilin points out: "authors of defenses of women
seem outspoken, raucous, even rude." Thus, in opposition to
the writing mothers who assumed the redeeming role of Mary
in their advice books, defenders of women adopted the role
of Eve through their often aggressive and hostile responses

(Redeeming 247-48).

7 This is not to say that these works are univocal or
monologic. As Purkiss points out, Swetnam deploys a
"rhetoric of citation," a "“genre of misogynistic wrltlng"
(72) that is explicitly multivocal, relylng on centuries of
antecedent arguments central to the ongoing woman debate.
The Arraignment is, as Purkiss suggests, "multivalent and
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culture, both Swetnam and his respondents want the Bible to
be a source of definitive meaning and absolute authority,
and they assert their particular understanding of that
meaning through narrative argument. As Debora Kuller Shuger
has shown, this sort of assertive approach to Scriptural
exegesis has its roots in the Reformation, whence arose the
"Puritan claim that correct interpretation is a matter of
divine inspiration" (Habits 27). But in Swetnam's case, the
notion that theological arguments could be asserted by
claiming divine inspiration had devolved into the secular
right simply to assert a self-interested and ideologically
determined point of view.

Swetnam asserts the misogynistic reading of Eve by
presuming to know her intentions, information that is
clearly absent from the original. In Swetnam's text Eve is
not the vocal character found in the Genesis story; her
voice is subsumed by Swetnam's ideologically motivated
narrative. Woodbridge points out that "the
accusation/defense format adapted from classical
rhetoricians carried the seeds of dramatic situation" (38),
and the Swetnam debate created a dramatic situation that
focussed on its participants, not the literary characters on

whom they base their arguments. The occlusion of Eve's

self-contradictory" (73). Yet Swetnam and his respondents
present their arguments in the mode of narrative polemic, a
genre that overtly aims to assert a particular point of
view.
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dramatic voice ignores the generic complexity of the Yahwist
story, and the rhetorical and combative nature of the woman
debate places its players at center stage. The example of
Swetnam and his respondents suggests that pamphlet debate
could no longer serve as a forum for discussing Eve's role
in a plausible or meaningful way, and a corollary of this
heated and public debate is the obfuscation of her story's
very real effects on countless generations of women.'®
Clearly, if the misogynistic construction of Eve were to be
effectively challenged, recognition of the original story's

generic complexity was in order.'

8 Woodbridge makes a similar assertion, suggesting
that the Jacobean controversy "was beginning to show signs
of authorial uncertainty over the relationship between this
charming parlor game and the realities of life for women"
(110).

" Indeed, Speght herself seems to have recognized this
necessity. After the publication of her answer to Swetnam,
Speght turned away from the "attack and counterattack of the
current pamphlet wars on the woman question" and began "to
rewrite the earlier discourses of dream allegory and
classical exempla" in verse (Beilin, "Writlng" 268). As
Beilin goes on to suggest, "one must not imagine this as a
retreat from her public defense of women, but rather a new
tactic" ("Writing" 268). This new tactic suggests an intent
to demonstrate rather than assert woman's worth; as Beilin
notes, in Speght's poem "The Dreame," she “rewrites and
corrects male versions of women in gardens: not a
disobedient Eve. . .but a woman experiencing her world in
order to assimilate evidence for her ideas" ("Writing" 270-
71) . Moreover, it seems that Speght and her near
contemporaries, Isabella Whitney and Anne Dowriche, aimed to
resist indictment as the misogynistic type of the shrew by
avoiding the pamphlet wars, seeking instead to exemplify a
revised definition of woman's moral and intellectual worth;
as Beilin points out, these writers painted woman "walklng
in the open, seeking truth, arguing against injustice, and
composing a public self" ("Writing®” 271), a feminine self
that opposes the construction of woman derived from the
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As demonstrated, the Genesis story is generically
indeterminate; long recognized as narrative, the 0l1d
Testament cannot be regarded either as patently or
exclusively so. As Alter has shown, dialogue is crucially
important in the Bible, and "many pieces of third-person
narration prove on inspection to be dialogue-~-
bound. . .Narration is thus often relegated to the role of
confirming assertions made in dialogue" (Art 65). With
Alter's point in mind, it seems appropriate to invoke
Bakhtin's notions of dialogism. As defined by M.H. Abrams,
Bakhtin's theory "describes discourse as a medley of voices,
social attitudes, and values that are not only opposed, but
irreconcilable, with the result that the work remains
unresolved and open-ended" (231). It is the Yahwist story's
indeterminacy that has enabled its longevity and its
continuing role as a source of artistic reimaginings; as
Bakhtin himself suggests, %“great novelistic images continue
to grow and develop even after the moment of their creation;
they are capable of being creatively transformed in
different eras, far distant from the day and hour of their
original birth" (422). Though Bakhtin's theory is
formulated to address novelistic concerns, the dialogic

effects Bakhtin finds in the novel are also found in the

misogynists' Eve.
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Yahwist story, most particularly in the text's dialogue as
the basis of the story's ultimate irresolvability.®

Certainly, too, the story of the Fall is not inaptly
described as tragedy; as Ulrich Simon argues, "both Athens
and Jerusalem first have to gaze at Troy for the foundation
of tragic awareness" and Adam "becomes a tragic character
just because he carries his own destruction in himself once
he has abused his free will and become alienated from God"
(1-5). Simon's argument opens with a passage from
Aristotle, and his title, Pjity and Terror, clearly alludes
to the Poetics. But Simon's subsequent discussion of the
similarity of biblical and classical tragedy affirms the
tragic nature of Adam's fall without recognizing that,
according to Aristotle's definition, the first man's tragedy
must also be Eve's.

Central to Aristotle's notion of tragedy is pathos,
which he defines as "a murderous or cruel transaction, such
as killings--[taken as] real--and atrocious pain and
woundings and all that sort of thing™ (91). As Aristotle's
translator, George Whalley, points out in his commentary,
pathos "primarily means something 'suffered,' something that

happens to a person--the complement to something done. Yet

2% Lynne Pearce points out that dialogic theory has
long been applied to genres other than the novel: from the
early 1980s Bakhtin's "theoretical models were used to read
(and reread) poetry and drama as well as the novel; to
analyse film, music, and the visual and performing arts as
well as literature" (81).
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Aristotle says that a pathos is a praxis, an ‘act'" (90).%
This notion of the transactional nature of tragedy forces a
reconsideration of Eve's role in the Fall. According to
Aristotle, tragedy is impelled by and affects everyone
involved, and though Eve's actions clearly contribute to the
Fall, she neither falls nor acts alone.

Recognizing the transactional nature of tragedy,
Whalley's application of the Poetics is, as Baxter suggests,
"a method of critical inquiry that bears some resemblance to
the sort of thing that Bakhtin describes as double-voicing
or dialogism in his discussions of the novel, an acute
alertness to competing voices, alternative formulations."2
Arguably, both modern and classical genre theory can be
applied to both the Yahwist story and the works this study

will discuss in detail, works that imitate the original

21 As John Baxter points out, Whalley's translation of
the Poetics redefines conventional notions of tragedy: "Both
the word 'transaction' and the term pathos-as-praxis insist
on seeing the tragic action less in terms of isolated
individuals, or heroces, and more in terms of
relationship. . .a bold formulation that incites a radical
rethinking of just what is meant by the standard account of
a tragic action" (xxi). Yet Whalley's translation, which
holds the complexities of the original in place, does not
necessarily differ from Renaissance notions of tragedy,
which have been obscured by subsequent centuries of
interpretations and translations of Aristotle.

2 qQuoted from an earlier version of the preface to
Whalley's text.



25
story's generic complexity.® Most obviously for Milton,
genres are not distinct but composite, and the influence of
multiple traditions that produces the generically unstable
Paradise ILost is also evident in the work of Cary and
Lanyer. These texts are not genre specific nor are genre
theories limited to analysis of a singular or particular
literary mode.

Abrams would disagree:; this critic argues that "Bakhtin
explicitly sets his theory against Aristotle's Poetics"
because the Poetjics insists on the primacy of plot in
narrative forms, "a plot that evolves coherently from a
beginning to an end in which all complications are resolved"
(231). But Whalley's translation points to the similarity
of these ancient and modern literary theorists: ultimately,
both Bakhtin's and Aristotle's analyses illustrate both the
instability of generic categories and the impossibility of
containing either the dialogic narrative or the multivocal

tragedy within definitive interpretations.?* And the

3 Referring specifically to the statements on genre
found in Milton's essays, Heather Dubrow outlines the
multiple influences on Milton's view of genre: "the
classical rhetoricians are perhaps the principal source of
these observations, but Milton supplements their precepts
with the arguments of Renaissance theorists, the practice of
patristic writers and the evidence of the Bible itself"™
(62).

% pearce notes that Bakhtin himself, "in his later
writings, more or less admitted the erroneous genre-
specificity of his dialogic theor1z1ng" (81-82), and Whalley
accurately observes that "{w]hat Aristotle says about
tragedy is not limited by the genre he seems to be
discussing; it applies very well to any genre" (164).
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Yahwist text illustrates Bakhtin's and Aristotle's similar
view of the effects of multivocality. If we can accept the
notion that the story of the Fall is a dramatic narrative
whose voices obscure authorial intention and destabilize
deterministic readings of moral culpability, then both
Bakhtin's and Aristotle's literary analyses apply.

In the face of centuries of authoritarian narratives
affirming Eve's moral inferiority and necessary
subordination, any potentially redemptive treatment of Eve
demands recognition of the complexity and concomitant
indeterminacy inherent in her story. And the ultimate
irresolvability of her story must be demonstrated, not
simply asserted. Cary, Lanyer, and Milton attain this end
by endowing woman with an independent voice, allowing Eve to
speak, directly or indirectly, on her own behalf.® Yet
these works are not uninhibited by the cumulative weight of
Scriptural exegesis; they also manifest an acute awareness

of Eve's popular and long-standing representation. All

% certainly, dramatic representations of Eve appeared
long before the seventeenth century; in the Middle Ages,
Chaucer created his Wife of Bath, who in many ways
challenged the misogynistic construction of woman derived
from Eve, and Eve appeared as a character in numerous guild
dramas. But the role of the Fall in medieval literature has
been thoroughly examined by Jager and other scholars, and
this study is not intended to be an historical survey.
Rather, this work will focus on potentially subversive
dramatic verse representations of Eve produced at the height
of the guerelle des femmes, when, as Kim Walker points out,
"Protestant theology and moral philosophy interacted with
humanism and capitalism to relegate women to the private
domestic sphere of home and family" (3), and thus the need
to contain women arguably became more urgent.
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three writers evince what Shuger calls the "coexistence of
contradictory habits of thought" (Habits 46), incompatible
ways of thinking that are the result of the merging of a
classical humanist hermeneutic that strongly emphasizes
reason as the means of discovering textual truth and
dogmatic assertive approaches to interpretation.? shuger
affirms the role of Scriptural exegesis in both creating and
sustaining these contradictory "habits of thought;" despite
their use of classical conventions, Cary, Lanyer, and Milton
are also heavily influenced by the Christian exegetical
tradition.

Indeed, the work of these three writers suggests that
neither humanist nor Christian hermeneutic is adequate to
the task of reconstructing Eve; in a culture that habitually
merges the two, neither is sufficient unto itself. With
this point in mind, it becomes crucially important to
consider the ways these writers not only rewrite Eve's tale
within classical modes, but also how they interpret the
Genesis story as Christians. As Woodbridge affirms, "[t]he
Bible and the classics were twin fountains of Renaissance
thought; rare is the Renaissance writer who does not draw
upon both" (87). The Tragedy of Mariam, Salve Deus Rex
Judaeorum, and Paradise lLost are all aptly described as

% This "copresence of rationalized and traditional
habits of thought," Shuger argues, is particularly important
in the Renaissance, where "the contradiction between these
modes of representing experience becomes more evident, more

acute" (Habjits 25).
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dramatic verse adaptations of ancient stories, and their use
of classical literary conventions is crucial to their
effective challenging of Eve's conventional Christian
representation. As we shall see, it is the merging of the
two literary traditions, classical and Christian, that
accomplishes what the polemical counter narrative alone

cannot.



Chapter Two

"Written on my tainted brow":
Masculine Narrative and Feminine Tragedy in

Elizabeth Cary was the first English woman to compose
and publish an original five act play. Cary's The Tragedy
of Mariam rewrites women's story not only by inscribing
Cary's female presence within a hitherto exclusively male
literary history, but also by challenging the misogynistic
construction of woman derived from patristic figurings of
Eve. Cary's closet drama suggests that there is no clearly
definable generic woman, and she questions and complicates
conventional interpretations of the Fall by demonstrating
that women are not solely responsible for humanity's fallen
condition.

Encompassing elements of narrative and drama, Mariam
imitates the Yahwist story's generic complexity and
effectively challenges assertions that attempt to contain
interpretations of the multivocal biblical tale within
authoritarian narratives. Written in the mode of classical
tragedy, the play's competing voices overtly question
misogynistic constructions of woman. More significant,
though, are the challenges to deterministic readings of Eve
found within the speeches of single characters. As a closet

drama, the play contains many long passages that presumably

29
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aim to assert a single and particular point of view.? Yet
the play's narrated speeches are not monologic; narrative
assertions are challenged within the very speeches that
attempt to verify and sustain ideologically determined
perceptions of woman, and this "double-voicing”" reveals the
instability of the ideological beliefs that narrative
purports to uphold.

The dialogic nature and destabilizing function of the
dramatic voice is perhaps best illustrated by the play's
Chorus, where the voices of dogmatic narrative and classical
tragedy converge. In the tradition of Christian orthodoxy,
the Chorus advocates woman's necessary subordination to the
patriarchal order, insisting that defiance of its codes can
result only in tragedy. Mariam's unbridled speech, the
Chorus acknowledges, is the cause of her fall:

And though her thoughts reflect with purest light,
Her mind if not peculiar is not chaste.
For in a wife it is no worse to find,
A common body than a common mind.
(III.iii.241-44)
According to conventional interpretations of the Fall, Eve's
tempting speech causes Adam's demise, and the Chorus echoes
this crucial premise of Christian orthodoxy by affirming the

necessity of woman's public silence. But the Chorus also

suggests that perceptions enabled by authoritarian

¥ Laurie J. Shannon points out that "[r]ather than
emphasizing dramatic interaction or even dialogue, closet
drama makes use of long monologues and sparsely populated
scenes to elaborate intellectual or philosophical issues"
(145).
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Scriptural exegesis obscure truth; even though Mariam's
thoughts may be of "purest light," they will be perceived as
unchaste if articulated. Clearly articulating a double
standard, the Chorus recounts misogyny's premises while its
articulation of those premises reveals their dependence on
faulty interpretive reasoning.

The self-contradictory voice of the Chorus thus evinces
what Bakhtin describes as "“a verbal and semantic decentering
of the ideological world, a certain linquistic homelessness
of literary consciousness, which no longer possesses a
sacrosanct and unitary linguistic medium for containing
ideological thought™ (367). The Chorus enacts a
destabilizing deunification of asserting narrative,
demonstrating the genre's insufficiency to contain and
uphold patriarchal and misogynistic ideology. Presumably
serving the interests of contemporary orthodoxy, the
Chorus's narrative does not monologically affirm the
absolutist arguments it appears to imitate; the voice of the
Chorus elicits alternative readings that counter its own
authoritarian assertions.

Alluding more directly to the story of the Fall, the
Chorus describes the tragic consequences of willful
interpretation and deterministic perceptions:

To hear a tale with ears prejudicate,

It spoils the judgment, and corrupts the sense:
That human error, given to every state,

Is greater enemy to innocence.

It makes us foolish, heady, rash, unjust,
It makes us never try before we trust.
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(II.iv.401-6)
Human judgement, the Chorus insists, is impaired by willful
reading, and this impairment results in warped perceptions
that are the greatest enemy of human innocence. This
passage not only reveals the intellectual folly inherent in
prejudiced interpretation, it also suggests that faulty
interpretation produces very real effects that reach far
beyond the literary realm. The Chorus seems to apprehend
the insufficiency of biased and authoritarian interpretation
to realize textual truth and suggests that deterministic
reading has direct and pernicious consequences.

The Chorus affirms that "foolish, heady, rash" and
"unjust" actions are impelled by biased interpretation
received with "ears prejudicate."?® The Chorus suggests
that pathos is enabled and inflicted through self-interested
interpretation, yet it also assumes the rhetorical style of
the ideology that impels the play's tragic suffering.
Adopting the voice of authoritarian narrative while
describing its dire effects, the Chorus illustrates
Bakhtin's notion that "pathos in the novel (and in

literature in general), if it is authentic, shies away from

# Though the Chorus here refers to the community's
overly ready willingness to believe false rumours, "wishing
Herod's death do hold it true™ (IX.iv.420), its general
discussion of the lamentable effects of prejudiced
interpretation is equally applicable to Herod's own
willingness to believe false rumours of Mariam's
inconstancy, a partiality that precipitates Mariam's tragic
climax.
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discourse that is gopenly emotional, not yet separated from
its subject" (395).% The Chorus objectifies authoritarian
discourse by appearing to assume the position of the
ideologue even though it also affirms the far-reaching and
potentially tragic effects of ideologically motivated
interpretation. Thus the Chorus exemplifies the
multivocality and indeterminacy inherent in the dialogic
text while also conveying its recognition of the
transactional nature of human tragedy.

Despite its assertions to the contrary, the Chorus's
dialogic narrative challenges the notion that Mariam's
actions are alone responsible for her demise. Mariam's
tragic dilemma is effected by prevailing notions of the
nature of woman and by her own at least partial acceptance
of the defining parameters of womanly behaviour.® as
Whalley suggests, in tragedy the "praxis (action) of the
play is defined by the praxis of the persons in the play,
and the praxis makes the characters what they are"™ (26), and

¥ or, in Pearce's more accessible articulation of this
notion, Bakhtin's theory shows his subjects in "a perpetual
process of renegotiating their relation to those discourses.
This is achieved through a process of objectification that
is often heard in the subject's voice as a styllzatlon or
parody of the authoritative word," thus engaging the subject
in a struggle toward objectlflcation of the oppressor's word
(65) «

3% Mariam's contradictory acceptance of and resistance
to gendered codes of behaviour is generally recognized by
critics; Beilin, for example, affirms that "Cary structures
the play to make Mariam's conflict between obedience to and
rebellion against Herod's authority the central concern"
("Ccary" 55).
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it is the attempts of various characters to contain Mariam
within gendered codes of behaviour that both shape the
protagonist's character and precipitate her tragedy.

Torn between her love for Herod and her hatred of his
asserted control over her, Mariam experiences conflicting
and opposite emotions: "One object,”™ she tells us, "yields
both grief and joy" (I.i.10). Mariam opens the play by
lamenting her own rash judgement in censuring Herod with an
unwomanly "public voice" (I.i.l), averring that "Mistaking
is with us ([women] but too too common" (I.i.8). Yet Mariam
also rightly insists that Herod's fault created hers:

And blame me not, for Herod's jealousy
Had power even constancy itself to change.
(I.1.23-24)
Herod's willingness to believe that woman is by nature
inconstant initiates the series of events that culminates in
Mariam's tragic demise, and Mariam's resistance to his
tyranny effectuates her tragic end.

Yet by emerging as a model of virtue after struggling
with her own ambiguous vices, Mariam's characterization
challenges the notion that she is somehow fatally flawed or
disastrously intent on realizing personal ambition.3

Mariam's "fault," her self-acknowledged "public voice," is

31 Barbara Lewalski also recognizes this point, arguing
that although "[t]he drama offers several formulations of
the tragic flaw that precipitates Mariam's tragedy. . .these
positions are undermined by the drama as a whole" (Writing
Women 197-98).
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not the single determining factor in her fall.3 and, as
Whalley suggests, "the notion of hamartijia as a tragic or
fatal 'flaw' is completely wrong-headed. . .If the
protagonist had by nature a ‘flaw' that steered him more or
less inevitably into a fatal situation, he would be a
mechanism and predictable to us" rather than a truly tragic
figure (27). Mariam is not the sole author of her own
misfortune; her tragedy is both suffered and inflicted. 1In
Marjam, it is the complex interaction of ideological belief
and resistance to that ideology that culminates in tragedy:
though Mariam herself suggests that her demise is deserved,
she also adamantly insists that she is right to resist
Herod's attempts to contain her.3® By recognizing and
demonstrating the transactional nature of tragedy, Cary's
play insists that women are not the sole cause of human
tragedy; Mariam falls, but she falls because of the actions

of many.

% This reading counters that of Marta Straznicky, who
suggests that although the play's "Argument"™ affirms Herod's
"violent affection" as the determinate of Mariam's tragedy,
"the play proper tells a different story, 'arguing' in its
own way that. . .it is Mariam's unrestrained desire for
personal integrity and public recognition that causes her
demise" (124-25).

3 As Lewalski notes, in the end "Mariam recognizes
that prudent humility would have saved her, and admits that
the conjunction of chastity and humility is the feminine
ideal," yet she "projects her triumph over earthly tyrants
and imagines an appropriately female heavenly reward--not in
Abraham's bosom but in Sarah's lap" (Writing Women 200).



36

Thus feminist readings of Marjam quite rightly focus on
the play's title character, invariably recognizing that the
misogynistic construction of woman is challenged through the
tragic figure of Mariam.¥ Feminist analyses typically
avoid exploring the representation of Salome, whose
characterization explic