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Summary

The thesis examines both the image and the reality of upper class English women's
lives in the period c. 1520 - c. 1560. The image is investigated through a study of the
'conduct books' and some other books written or published in English in that period,
with a special emphasis on The Instruction of a Christian Woman by Juan Luis Vives.
This material upholds the conventional patriarchal image which required woman to be
chaste, submissive and home-based. A further aspect of the image of women is
considered by a study of the law relating to women, based on The Lawes Resolution of
Women's Rights by 'T E', and on relevant statutes. Much of the law relates to women
and their rights regarding property

The second part of the thesis examines the reality of women's lives. This is done firstly
through a small selection of litigation involving women in the Courts of Star Chamber,
Chancery and Requests under Edward VI. Here again the main emphasis is on
property The major part of the study of 'reality' consists of case studies of the lives of
five aristocratic women (two are gentlewomen rather than noblewomen). These are
Honor Lady Lisle, Mary Countess of Northumberland (wife of the sixth Earl), Jane
Lady Rochford, Susan Clarencius (chief lady in waiting to Mary Tudor) and Sabine
Johnson (wife of a prosperous merchant)

Both the law cases and the biographies show that women did not always follow the
prescriptive literature, and were (Alen assertive especially when dealing with their
property rights However it becomes clear from the case studies and examples that
the extent to which women followed the prescriptions varied with individual
personalities and also with individual circumstances
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Preface

To undertake a postgraduate degree, part time, some twenty five years after last
undertaking formal academic study, is both a daunting task and a life-changing
process. It would have been impossible without a great deal of support and
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been helpful and courteous I would like to thank the staff I have dealt with at the
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Library, Lambeth Palace Library, the National Library of Wales, and the Public
Record Office, both at Chancery Lane and more recently at Kew. I must particularly
thank the staff at the library of the University of Wales, Bangor, notably Ann Illsley
the inter-library loan librarian who took much trouble on my behalf In addition I
would like to thank the archivists at the Essex Record Office and the Haus- Hof- und
Staatsarchiv Vienna who sent me copies of documents in their collections. Negative
searches were kindly undertaken on my behalf by Penelope Fussell of the Draper's
Company and by Alison McCann of the West Sussex Record Office, saving me
unnecessary journeys, while Mike Spick of Sheffield City Library gave me
information about Broomhall, Sheffield.

One of the pleasures I have found over the period of research has been
sharing the experience with other people, and I would like to record my appreciation
of the Bangor Tudor Workshops in 1993 and 1995, and the University of Wales
postgraduate history conferences at Gregynnog in 1994 and 1996.

Living so far from the major archives and libraries is a problem which has
been eased by kind hospitality from Trude and Hugh Rice in Oxford, and Monica
Todd in Aberystwyth I am especially grateful for the unstinting hospitality over the
entire seven year period of my researches offered by my brother and sister-in-law
Colin and Maureen Wright, which has made the use of London archives not only
possible, but also a pleasure

Many non-historian friends have taken an interest in my work and have often
offered stimulating insights. As a part-time student my life has included other aspects
besides research, and I would like to thank my colleagues at St Brigid's School,



Denbigh for their support, interest and occasional tolerance. One of the other aspects
of my life is of course my family. My two daughters Catherine and Lucy have been
appreciative and also understanding of a mother who was studying at the same time
as they were. My husband Richard has been continually supportive both morally and
practically, and has accepted domestic disruption with good grace. My final
acknowledgement is to my supervisor, David Loades, for his exacting, but
constructive criticism, his support, and his constant encouragement.

Transcriptions from manuscripts and from early printed books are my own
except those from the Lisle Letters and some from the Johnson Papers where I have
quoted from Barbara Winchester's thesis. These are indicated in the notes.
Transcriptions from early printed books are mostly taken from the microfilm editions
of the S.T.0 books published by University Microfilms. Original spelling has been
used, but contractions have normally been silently extended, and the letters u and v,
and i and j, have been used in the modern way (except for numbers).
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Chapter One

Introduction

The role of women in the past has been exposed to an increasing amount of attention

from historians in the last thirty years of the twentieth century. In the early 1970s a

historian could make a polemical point by entitling a book about British women's

search for political equality 'Hidden from History', while another historian could ask

the question Did women have a Renaissance?' in terms which made clear she

expected a negative response.' That situation has now greatly changed. The study of

women's history has become normal at the academic level, and has even become

compulsory for school children.' Despite this acceptance, at times the history of

women can seem to be peripheral, not 'real' history like the study of politics, and

linked for instance to the study of minorities. There has also been a tendency to see

the history of women through the filter of late twentieth century preoccupations

which can lead to anachronistic emphases especially when dealing with a period such

as the si\teenth century when the priorities were very different.

There was a considerable interest in the role of women during the sixteenth

century Some of this was prompted by the chance that brought women rulers to

several European countries, including female sovereigns in England for fifty years. In

Enitland this was effectively without precedent, and contemporary writers were

forced to consider the legitimacy of female rule Some writers were convinced that

God's will could not have been expressed this way, and that rule by a woman was an

abomination Others, accepting reality, if grudgingly, tried to find ways of justifying

the situation and showing that a female ruler did not necessarily cause offence to God

i	 Joan Kelly, 'Did Women Have a Renaissance', first published in Renate
Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz eds. Becoming Visible: Women in European History
(1977) Reprinted in Joan Kelly, Women, History and Theory (Chicago 1984) pp.
19-50 Hidden from History is the title of a book by Sheila Rowbottom on British
women's fight for equality, published in 1973 in the early days of the feminist history
movement Sheila Rowbottorn, Hidden from History, (London 1973/1990)
2	 'Pupils should be taught to analyse. . . the experiences of men and women'
(my italics) History in the National Curriculum: Wales (Cardiff 1995), from the
orders for the programmes of study for Key Stage 3 (ages 11-14). However,
Rosemary Kelly, A wider world: the making of the United Kingdom 1500-1750
(Cheltenham 1992) a typical text book for this age group, has only one page
specifically concerning the lives of early modern women (p. 15), emphasising that
women are still not considered to be a major focus for study.
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and man. 3 Many writers considered the role of women more generally, and laid down

codes of behaviour for them to follow. In some cases these books were

straightforwardly didactic, but others were far more polemical, following on from

medieval precedents of the querelle des dames. What is clear is that for many

reasons, including the new freedom of clerical marriage brought by the reformation,

male writers and scholars in the sixteenth century showed great interest in women.

There were certain basic themes to all these works, which can be usefully

summed up in the expression 'chastity, silence and obedience'. These will be explored

in more detail in the chapter on the Image of Women, but can be briefly summarised

as the requirements that women should be celibate if unmarried and faithful if

married, should recognise the superiority of their menfolk, and should neither gossip

nor put their own ideas forward. It is necessary to be aware that all women lived

against the background of these assumptions, though as will be seen they interpreted

them in different ways Society was fundamentally patriarchal, and most women

appear to have accepted this situation. This patriarchy did not simply regard women

as inferior Women were believed to be inferior in certain areas but were accepted as

having skills and desirable qualities in other areas. The home was fundamentally the

woman's domain, and her place there was respected. However the home by definition

was private, and domestic matters were far less likely to enter the documentary

record than were the affairs of the public world which was considered the man's

domain. It is either when domestic matters for some reason became public, or when

women crossed over into the public world (by taking a case to the law courts for

instance) that we are most likely to have evidence of women's views and actions.

Many of the studies of early modern women, particularly those in book form,

have covered a long period; the combined sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is quite

usual, and some authors and editors have taken the entire period from 1500 to 1800.4

3	 Amanda Shepherd Gender and Authority (Keele 1994)
4	 See for example Olwen Huflon, The Prospect Before Her: A history of
women in western Europe vol. 1 1500-1800; (London 1995); Anne Laurence, Women
in England 1500-1760 (London 1994); Mary Prior, ed_, Women in English Society
1500-1800 (London 1985); Natalie Zemon Davis & Arlene Farge, eds, A History of
Women vol .3, Renaisssance and Enlightenment paradoxes [covering the period
1500-1800] (Cambridge Mass. 1993).
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This is perhaps no less logical than books on medieval women encompassing both the

women of the eighth century and the women of the fifteenth, as if their experiences

were nearer to each other than those of the Paston women for instance to their early

Tudor cousins. Certainly the period between 1500 and 1800 saw major changes in

women's lives (as of course in men's also). Even where historians have been content

with, for instance, the 'long sixteenth century' there is a tendency to concentrate on

the late Elizabethan and Jacobean period, what could be termed 'the age of

Shakespeare' There is logic to this. The late sixteenth century saw a virulent

outbreak of the querelle des dames, the long-running literary controversy about

women, culminating in the writings of the author his enemies called 'Swetnam the

woman hater' and their responses to him.' The quarrel was in part literary, though it

did see some popular expression in ballads and woodcuts. But the burgeoning of

literature and especially of the theatre has given this period much of its attraction.

The slightly (or not so slightly) ambivalent sexuality of a Viola or a Rosalind (a boy

actor portraying an adult woman disguised as a young man), appeals to an age which,

even if it does not wear its sexuality on its sleeve, is at least endlessly and openly

absorbed by it The apparent 'transvestism' of a few late Elizabethan women in

London perhaps evokes a response from their more comfortably trouser-suited

descendants But it was never more than a tiny minority who affected more or less

masculine dress 6

The earlier Tudor period does not offer these literary models, or transvestite

controversies, and perhaps because of this has appealed less to the student of

woman's history, at least from the English viewpoint. (The development of women's

role in the continental Reformation has made the early sixteenth century more

appealing to historians of Germany for example.) 7 The first female English sovereign

5	 Louis B. Wright, Middle Class Culture in Elizabethan England (London
1964, reprinting 1935 edition) pp. 486-507; Diane Purkiss, 'Material Girls: the
seventeenth century woman debate' in Clare Brant and Diane Purkiss, eds, Women,
Texts and Histories 1575-1760 (London 1992) pp. 79-101. Joseph Swetnam's
original attack and some of the responses to it are reproduced in facsimile in Charles
Butler (intro ) Female Replies to Swetnam the Woman Hater (Bristol 1995)
6	 Anthony Fletcher, Gender, Sex and Subordination in England 1500-1800
(New Haven/London 1995) pp. 23-24
7	 See for instance Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household: Women and Morals in
Reformation Augsburg (Oxford 1989)
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lacks the the charismatic attraction of her younger and more successful sister, and

Henry VIII, who dominates the period as he dominated his realm in Holbein's

portraits, but denied to women the right to read the English Bible, was not an obvious

defender of the position of women. Yet the role of women was important in the first

half of the sixteenth century as it was in the second half. There was indeed an episode

in the querelle des dames in the 1540s, and one of the most influential books about

women was published in the 1520s.'

The decision was taken to concentrate on the period 1520 to 1560, partly

because as stated there has been less interest shown in this period. Secondly it covers

the early Reformation in England, though not the eventual triumph of Protestantism.

There is an opportunity to see whether the early religious changes actually made any

difference to women. Thirdly, this period largely ignores the reign of Elizabeth,

especially the latter part of the reign when people had come to accept a woman on the

throne and had perhaps altered their views on women accordingly. However while a

survey of literature can be restricted to fairly rigid time parameters, biographical

studies are inevitably more fluid. The chronological emphasis here has been on

women the majority of whose adult lives fell within the given dates

Inevitably a thesis of this kind which aims to study women and their lives

through a variety of means, including literature, biography and the law, must be

selective in its content. It would have been impossible to examine every book

published between 1520 and 1560 for any relevant material on the subject of women.

Instead an initial study of the titles given in the Short Title Catalogue was

undertaken, and all those works in English whose titles suggested relevance were

noted. 9 The list was restricted to books available in English on the grounds that only a

tiny group of women could read Latin, but a far wider group would have been able to

read English. A substantial number of these were studied. Most of these works were

part of that group generally described as 'conduct books' though this is a somewhat

misleading title. Books with significant comments on the role of women do not

a Juan Luis Vives The Instruction of a Christian Woman (trans. Richard Hyrde
c.1528)
9 A. W. Pollard & G.R. Redgrave eds., with revisions by W.A. Jackson, F.S.
Ferguson & K.F. Panzer) A Short Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England . ..
hereafter S.T.C. (London 1976- 1991)
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necessarily concentrate primarily on advice to women as to how they should behave.

For reasons of time and space, fiction and ballads were excluded.

When this study was begun in 1991, one of the foremost questions in mind

was 'How far did the conduct books reflect the actual lives of women?' Were the

conduct books in fact prescriptive or descriptive? Since then, historians have been

more prepared to say that while the conduct books may have been prescriptive (or

proscriptive) they were not, or at least not completely, descriptive.' What is less clear

and what will be addressed here, in addition to the original question, is Did the

prescriptive/proscriptive standpoint of the conduct books have any effect on the lives

of real people?' Was the the behaviour or the opinion of 'ordinary people' influenced

by the behaviour of the conduct books? Did people, in fact, take any notice of the

way that they were supposed to behave?

The terms 'ordinary people' or indeed 'real people' used here need qualifying.

What is meant are people living their normal lives, not obviously following the

precepts of educators or theologians. Margaret More Roper, for example, would not

be admissable because her life was lived in the shadow of a man who determined to

bring up his daughters following the new educational ideas. The subjects of the

biographical section of this thesis are a small group of aristocratic women, who might

not be considered 'ordinary' by some definitions. The term aristocratic is stretched to

include some members of what the Tudors might have called the lesser nobility, and

we would call the gentry Only in the chapter on women and the law do some of the

examples come from a lesser social position. The choice of noble and gentle women is

justified by the simple truth that to reconstruct a detailed biographical study, adequate

detailed archive material is necessary. Regrettably poor women left relatively little

impact on the archive material of Tudor England. Even upper class women can be

10	 Anthony Fletcher suggests that the very repetition of the prescriptions came
from the fact that the 'biblical pattern of acceptable behaviour' was breaking down 'all
along the line'. Fletcher, Gender, Sex and Subordination, p. 256. See also Alison
Wall, 'Elizabethan precept and Feminine practice: the Thynne family at Longleat'
History DOCV (1990)
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very elusive." It could also be noted that poor women were less likely than rich

women to be literate, and in any case conduct books were rarely addressed to them.12

Once the basic parameters of a group of biographical studies of aristocratic

women who flourished in the period 1520 to 1560 had been established, a selection

process was necessary. Further parameters were determined. The women must not

be royal, by birth or marriage, since such women were obviously exceptional by

upbringing, experience or both. More remote kinship to royalty or royal service

though would not debar a woman. The existence of a recent scholarly study of the

woman was also an objection, though again if a woman was only partially the subject

of study, or if the study was not very recent, this would not constitute a barrier. The

woman considered must have interest in her own right, not simply as someone's wife.

Finally and most importantly, there must be adequate and accessible archival material

sufficient to produce a biographical study if not a full biography. Remembering the

relative invisibility of women, this could be a problem, and some early choices such as

Katherine Gordon were abandoned when it appeared that there was unlikely to be

sufficient material "

It is recognised that the selection of Honor, Lady Lisle as a subject for study

may appear to contravene the criterion regarding recent serious works. The edition of

the Lisle Letters by Muriel St Clare Byrne of 1981 clearly constitutes serious study,

and may be considered recent." It could be argued, somewhat speciously, that

Byrne's magnum opus is not specifically about Lady Lisle. It must though be

11	 In the two cases studies considered in this thesis where there is a very large
amount of archive material (those of Lady Lisle and Sabine Johnson) its preservation
was due to the families concerned falling foul of the authorities and having their
papers confiscated. It is possible that the Shrewsbury family archives contained more
references to Mary Countess of Northumberland before those papers were sorted by a
seventeenth century archivist. See Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History, (London,
1997) p. 87 for comments on the chances of archive survival and destruction.
12	 It is true that conduct books, especially later in the century, were ofterr
directed at the growing urban middle class (though these were hardly 'poor'). This is
not obviously the case with the works studied here, though they may well have had a
middle class readership.
13 Katherine Gordon, the daughter of the Earl of Huntley, was given in marriage
by her cousin James IV of Scotland to 'Richard IV' later revealed to be the pretender
Perkin Warbecic, and later married Christopher Ashton, who took part in the Dudley
conspiracy.
14 Muriel St Clare Byrne, ed. The Lisle Letters (6 volumes, Chicago 1981)
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accepted that Lady Lisle has been included here because the great wealth of detailed

information about her life, made particularly accessible by Byrne's edition of the

Letters, provides a possibly unique example of one woman's life and her responses to

the challenges, problems and opportunities that were presented to her.

The other woman whose life has already received substantial study is Sabine

Johnson. The Johnson family and their papers were the subject of a thesis and later a

book written in the mid 1950s by Barbara Winchester. In Sabine's case the distance of

forty years would seem to justify a fresh consideration of her life, taking a different

perspective from that of Winchester, who apparently accepted the conventional views

of her own time on the position of women and was content to apply those views to

Sabine Unlike Byrne, Winchester never published her transcriptions of the Johnson

Papers'', and Sabine could be seen as just one of the personae of Tudor Family

Portrait, not the main character

Mary, Countess of Northumberland, and Jane, Viscountess Rochford, both

appear as 'minor characters' in other people's lives, but have not previously been

considered for their own sake, while Susan Clarentius is hardly more than a footnote

in biographies of Mary Tudor. All these women have in common the fact that their

actions received criticism from their contemporaries, and in two cases from historians.

Countess Mary has previously been cast in a negative light by those historians who

have considered her, in the process of giving her husband's side of the story. I6 An

attempt is made here to redress the balance, looking at her life from a position that

shows sympathy with Mary Jane Rochford is of course another woman with a bad

reputation Again a fresh look is taken, and while ultimately Jane cannot be cleared of

all blame for the events that led to her death, once more a rather less hostile

perspective is considered. Susan Clarencius, the least known of these three little

15	 The transcriptions of the Johnson papers form volumes 2 to 4 of Winchester's
thesis, The Johnson Letters ( unpublished Ph.D. thesis University of London 1953.
Her book Tudor Family Portrait (London 1955) was closely based on the first,
narrative, volume of the thesis, but in the book she gave no references to the letters
she cited.
16	 The most obvious example here is E.B. de Fontblanque, Annals of the House
of Percy (London 1887) e.g. vol. 1 p. 478, but A.G. Dickens is also very sharp about
Mary. See A.G. Dickens, ed., Clifford Letters of the sixteenth century. Surtees
Society vol. 172 (Durham 1962) p. 45
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known Tudor women, received some criticism in her own lifetime (though in

circumstances where she is unlikely to have been aware of it). 17

The question of typicality arises. Can a group of women be used for case

studies regarding the position of early Tudor women in general, unless they are

typical? Are they indeed in any way representative of their peers? It is worth

considering the question of typicality. What was a typical early Tudor woman like?

Any attempt to answer this brings us back to the heart of the problem. Our image of

the typical Tudor woman is likely to be substantially based either on the well-known

but exceptional example (Bess of Hardwick perhaps), or on the teachings of the

conduct books. In the 1950s Carroll Camden wrote a portrait of The Elizabethan

Woman which was largely based on conduct and similar books." Yet its title would

seem to suggest that it described what the Elizabethan woman was actually like. We

can of course use the conduct books to guide us. If the conduct books generally

make assumptions about typicality, we can be guided by them in the absence of

contrary indications. Vives, Raynald, and Tusser all make references to women

acting as medical practitioners to their family and neighbours, and a similar point is

made by later writers also 19 It would seem reasonable to assume that this was typical

behaviour, especially as we know that there is documentary evidence of women

making remedies and treating patients." In other instances the conduct books insist

on the appropriateness of certain behaviour with an emphasis that itself might make

us suspicious that the behaviour they commend was not in fact typical. Vives'

emphasis on women staying within the house, for instance, has a somewhat hysterical

edge to it which su ggests that he was not describing real behaviour. Documentary

17	 See below pp. 240-242
11	 Carroll Campden, The Elizabethan Woman (London 1952)
19	 See e g. Gervase Markham The English Housewife (1615 and later editions)
ed. Michael R. Best (Montreal 1994). Markham's first chapter is entitled 'Of Physical
Surgery' and mainly consists of recipes for remedies.
20	 Lady Grace Mildmay gave much of her time to making medicines, apparently
on what amounted to a commercial scale. Lynda Pollock, With Faith and Physic: the
life of a Tudor Gentlewoman, Lady Grace Mildmay 1552-1620 (London 1993) pp.
92-142. Lady Margaret Hoby also made remedies and even apparently attempted
surgery. The Diary of Lady Margaret Hoby ed. Dorothy M. Meads, (London 1930)
p. 184. Lady Lisle also made remedies.
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evidence (for example of women traders in Oxford), as well as the quite different

emphasis of Tusser, make clear that women in fact did not stay at home.'

The second chapter of the thesis deals with a group of women who were

apparently atypical, the women who were involved in legal cases. The chapter on law

considers both theory and practice, appearing perhaps as a rnicroscosm of the wider

argument. The discussion of the theory, on what the law actually laid down, is based

primarily on the important legal textbook, The Lawes Resolution of Womens Rights.'

This was published in the early seventeenth century, and is clearly outside the

chronological parameters laid down for the thesis. Its inclusion is due to its

uniqueness, and to the way that its author (identified only as T.E.) was prone to give

a retrospective view of the law, even at times an archaic one, as well as dealing with

contemporary practices. This survey of the law as it applied to women, is

accompanied by a brief, selective study of women as users of the law, both plaintiffs

and defendants, primarily in the equity courts. Women's use of the church courts in

defamation cases has been examined by Martin Ingram and Laura Gowing, revealing

women's readiness to litigate where their honour was impugned. Honour for a

woman was clearly equated with chastity, and it is no coincidence that most

defamation cases concerning women involved sexual slurs. Chastity however did not

prevent these women from exercising a public role to defend their threatened

reputation. Equally women were prepared to accuse their neighbours when they

suspected dishonourable behaviour, and they were prepared to use highly disparaging

language to do this. The women litigants considered in the thesis were mainly

21	 Apprenticeship agreements in Oxford from 1520 to 1540 were often made out
to a man et uxore. 69 of 175 agreements made in Henry VIII's reign were in this
form, making it clear that the wife was seen to be an active partner in the business.
Mary Prior, 'Women and the urban economy: Oxford 1500-1800' in M. Prior, ed.
Women in English Society 1500-1800 (London 1985) p. 104
n	 'T.E.' The Lawes Resolution of Womens Rights or the Lawes Provision for
Woemen (London 1632)
23	 Laura Gowing 'Language Power and the Law; Women's slander litigation in
early modern London' in Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker eds, Women Crime
and the Courts in Early Modern England (London 1994), and see also Laura
Gowing, Domestic Dangers: Women, Words and Sex in Early Modern London,
(Oxford 1996) which I was not able to use for the law chapter. Martin Ingram,
Church Courts, Sex and Marriage in England 1570-1640 (Cambridge 1987) chapter
10
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defending their property, not their reputation for chastity, but they seem to have done

this with equal vigour.

The problem of selection again arose, since constraints of time and space

prevented an exhaustive study of cases. Studies of women's use of Chancery and the

Court of Requests have already been undertaken by Maria Cioni and Tim Stretton,24

but in both cases these are based mainly on the Elizabethan period. For this thesis

therefore the reign of Edward VI was chosen, as a mid point when the courts were

dominated neither by a personality such as Wolsey, nor by a government with a

persecuting religious agenda. The determining factor in the selection of cases for

study was that the calendar references indicated the involvement of women as

litigants, either plaintiffs, defendants or both. 25 Some preference was given when a

case had women on both sides, but not to the extent of unbalancing the sample. The

sample is clearly too small to be statistically meaningful, but does give a small

snapshot view of the way that women were using the courts, or having the courts

used against them. Examples were taken from the three equity courts of Star

Chamber, Requests and Chancery.

When considering the behaviour of women in general, it is possible to assess

this alongside the prescriptions of the conduct books. In the area of the law,

however, it is far less easy thus to analyse theory and its relation to practice. The

theory in any case relates largely to the common law, where woman's position was

proverbially weak. The proverb, after all, defended a man's right to beat his wife. The

married woman in theory effectively had no legal position: she did not exist, being

subsumed into her husband. The equity courts, as both Maria Cioni and Pearl Hogrefe

have indicated, were prepared to assist wives to circumvent these restrictions.26

24	 Tim Stretton, Women and Litigation in the Elizabethan Court of Requests
(Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Cambridge 1993); Tim Stretton 'Women,
custom and equity in the Court of Reqests' in Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker,
eds, Women Crime and the Courts in Early Modern England (London 1994). Maria
Lynn Cioni, Women and Law in Elizabethan England with particular reference to the
Court of Chancery (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Cambridge 1974); Maria
Lynn Cioni, "The Elizabethan Chancery and Women's Rights" in D. J. Guth and J. W.
Mckenna, eds. Tudor Rule and Revolution: Essays for G.R. Elton from his American
Friends, (Cambridge 1982)
25	 See Appendix for the complete list of cases studied.
26	 Cioni op. cit.; Pearl Hogrefe, 'Legal rights of Tudor women and the [sic]
circumvention by men' Sixteenth Century Journal 3 (1972)
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Circumventing the law was not ignoring it, however, and while the equity courts,

notably Chancery, might be prepared to consider the rights of a married woman (to an

inheritance for example) they would normally only hear her case in conjunction with

her husband. Women had no option but to take the law seriously (as indeed did their

husbands), they could not simply ignore the parts they did not like. A direct

comparison with women's reactions to the conduct books is not possible. However

the study of the use women made of the law does reveal much about their attitudes

both to the law and to their role in society in general.

The chapters on the image of woman as presented by the conduct book

writers, and on the law, between them present a picture of the role which was

expected of women, a role in which the three virtues of chastity, silence and

obedience were the paramount characteristics. In addition the chapter on the image

considers such related matters as education, and the attitudes taken towards women's

gynaecological health. The other half of the equation, the reality of (at least some)

women's lives, is presented by the second part of the law chapter, and the five

biographical studies Only after this, when real lives and ideal images can be seen in

parallel, can a conclusion be drawn which can attempt to answer the questions asked

earlier in this introduction. Did the idealised image of women in any way reflect

women's lives? Were women restricted in their real lives by the constraints of the

image? What, ultimately, were the factors which determined the way the upper class

women of early Tudor England lived their lives?
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Chapter Two

The Image of women

This chapter will examine the material about the role of women written or published

in English from about 1520 to about 1560. To provide a framework the chapter is

loosely organised around the life cycle of a woman, from childhood, through to

marriage and motherhood, and finally to widowhood, though with some deviations

from this pattern where appropriate. Some of the books of the period about women,

such as Vives' De Institutione Foemininae Christianae followed this traditional

format, and others referred to certain parts of the woman's life (such as the Seven

sorrou es of a woman whose husband is lately dead, which concentrates on

widowhood). The first part of the chapter however will consider the general attitude

of many writers towards women, and in particular to the two traditional stereotypes

of woman as Eve or as Mary

First, some quotations are useful to set the scene.

Of which words it is plaine that the Apostle meaneth ( in I
Corinthians 11) that woman in her greatest perfection shuld have
knowen that man was Lord above her. in her greatest perfection
woman was created to be subject to man. But after her fall and
rebellion comitted against God, there was put upon her a newe
necessitie, and she was made subject to man by the irrevocable
sentence of God, pronounced in these words I will greatlie multiply
thy sorowe and thy conception, with sorowe shalt thou beare thy
children, and thy will shall be subject to thy man; and he shall beare
dominion over the'

Thou art the pone and gate of the devil. Thou art the
first transgressor of goddes law 2

The devil 'thought to deceyve the Woman for she is of much
febler nature to withstande temptacioe

Woman is the most perfect of God's works and the most
worthy and most excellente of all creatures.4

This group of quotations illustrates the central dichotomy of the conventional views

of woman as expressed in the 'conduct books'. Women are stereotyped as

1	 John Knox, The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment
of Women, (London 1557) f.13 v.
2	 Knox, First Blast, f.18 r. quoting Tertullian
3	 Anon.. The Deceyte of Women (1557) sig. Aii v.
4	 Henry Cornelius Agrippa, On the Nobility of Women Kind (1542) sig. A iii v.
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epitomising evil (the devil's gateway) or as epitomising good (the most perfect work

of God). This can be considered as the Mary/Eve dichotomy, though it must be said

that the writers considered here refer explicitly to Eve more than to Mary. Mary

might be an embarrassment to Protestant writers like Knox, but Eve certainly was

not.

As stereotypes, neither 'Mary nor 'Eve' has much to do with 'real' women.

Rather they are used to express the views of the writers about 'woman' as a concept.

However real women were of course in the background. Knox wrote to a political

agenda. While the extracts quoted above might seem to be an attack on women in

general, Knox was really writing a polemic against women in the specific role of

rulers, and against the Catholic Mary Tudor and Mary of Guise in particular. Knox's

attack on women as rulers led to a whole sub-species of the 'woman debate' or

querelle des dames concentrating on this particular aspect of woman's life. Just as the

attackers of women had a 'hidden agenda' so often did the defenders. John Aylmer,

hoping to please Queen Elizabeth, wrote a defence of the woman ruler, though in

terms that su ggest he was less than feminist in a modern sense' while Agrippa

published his paean in praise of woman's virtue to win the favour of Margaret of

Austria, regent of the Netherlands.6

We must be aware that we cannot assume that the views expressed are

necessarily those genuinely held by the writers. The most striking example of this is

the case of Edward Gosynhill, who wrote both in praise and dispraise of women. His

motives may have been simply commercial, and it may be noted that the hostile

Scholehou.se of Women had three editions between 1541 and 1572, whereas the

sympathetic Muller= Pean appeared twice.' Gosynhill may have written for money

5	 John Aylmer, An Harborow for faithful subjects, (1559), for example sig. B3.
See Amanda Shepherd, Gender and Authority (Keele 1994) for a discussion of the
debate on Knox.
6	 Henry Cornelius Agrippa, Declamation on the Nobility and Preeminence of
the Female Sex, ed. Albert R. Rabil, (Chicago 1996) p. 10; Agrippa first wrote his
treatise in 1509 at the age of 23, and Margaret Somerville suggests that it was written
as an exercise to show off his rhetorical skill. Margaret R. Somerville, Sex and
Subjection: Attitudes to Women in Early-Modern Society (London 1995) p. 34 n. 3
7	 A. W. Pollard & G.R. Redgrave eds., with revisions by W.A. Jackson, F.S.
Ferguson & K.F. Panzer) A Short Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England . .
.hereafter S.T.C. (London 1976- 1991) vol. 1 p. 352; Scole house of -women: S.T.C.
nos 12104.5 (1541); 12105 (1560); 12107 (1572); Mzilierum paean: S.T.C. nos.
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rather than for conviction, but there was a sufficient commercial market for both

points of view.

Bearing in mind then that we are looking at stereotypes and not necessarily

the real views of the writers, it is possible to explore what the stereotypes of 'woman',

her nature and her position were, as manifested by this group of writers, all apparently

male, in the first sixty years of the sixteenth century. The medieval and early Christian

view of woman as temptress is still much in evidence in the focusing of so many of

the writers on Eve. Eve is used in two contexts, those of the Creation and of the Fall,

but in both cases her example is used to prove or to justify woman's divinely instituted

inferiority to man.

The Creation of Eve provoked many ingenious and contradictory opinions.

This group of writers all took a strictly literal view of the Genesis accounts. The

creation of Eve from Adam's rib was interpreted by Erasmus as indicating that God

intended Eve to be man's closest companion.

[Eve was made] out of the rybbes of Adam, wherby it is to be
understood that nothyn ge ought to be more dere to us then ye wyfe,
nothing more conioyned, nothing more faste glued unto us z

Bullinger, in The Christen State of Matrimony, took a similar view, adding that Eve's

creation out of Adam's rib, not out of the earth, showed that no man 'shulde thinke

that he had gotten his wife out of the myre'. Bullin ger hints here at an equality

between man and woman, at least in the eyes of God 9 Agrippa took this several

stages further For him man and woman were not equal, woman was superior.

Woman, as the last of God's creation, was the most perfect of the creatures, marking

the 'conclusion and end' of God's work in creation.'

There was also considerable discussion of the exact significance of woman

being made from Adam's rib, rather than from some other part of his anatomy. This

might mean that she was to be man's companion and helpmeet. Coming from his rib,

she was not to be spurned by man as she might have been if she were made from his

foot, but perhaps more importantly she was not set above man to be his superior, as

12102 (1542 ?); 12103 (1557 ?).
8 Erasmus, A right frutefid Epystle . . . in Laude and Prayse of matrimony,
translated by Richard Tavener (c. 1532) sig. A v v.
9 Heinrich Bullinger, trans. William Coverdale The Christen State of
Matrimonye (London 1541) [no pagination]
10 Agrippa, On the Nohilitye of womankind, sig. A iii v.
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she would have been if she came from his head. Her dependence on him was

emphasised both by Bullinger who said that as Adam gave his bone to Eve, so the

husband should be the 'strength helpe and comforte of the wife" and also by Knox .12

Eve's creation from Adam's rib could be variously interpreted then to mean

she was man's equal companion or his dependent inferior, but it was a morally neutral

question, with no suggestion of blame or punishment. Her role in the Fall of man was

very different. At its most extreme, this could lead to a modern feminist historian

writing

Among the possible meanings of a woman's life in early modern Europe the
most shocking was that she could stand for all that was utterly evil. By
nature, because she was female, she was eligible for this role.'

The writers considered here were not discussing witchcraft, the context of the

comment just quoted, but those who took a hostile view of woman's nature repeated

the traditional view of the sin and punishment of Eve, and if they did not see woman

as utterly evil, they considered her vices far outweighed her virtues. Knox took a hard

line, quoting the strictures of Tertullian for whom woman was 'the porte and gate of

the devil' and the 'first trangressor of goddes law', deceiving Adam when the serpent

feared to do so The author of the Deceyte of Women combines the blame for Eve's

sin with an insult to woman's character The Devil seeking to make Adam disobey

God, thought it would be easier to tempt Eve because 'the woman. . . is of much

febler nature to withstande temptacion'

However the conventional view of Eve's culpabilty, eternally punished by

woman's suffering in childbirth, was not without challenge from these writers.

Agrippa argued that because God had specifically forbidden Adam to eat of the fruit

of the tree of knowledge, but had not specifically forbidden Eve, Adam was a sinner

but Eve was not. It was Adam, not Eve, who was responsible for original sin.

Agrippa simply ignored the problem of woman's suffering in travail when he made

this comment." Vaughan's Dialogue defensyve for women also discussed the issue of

Eve's culpability, but Vaughan used his characters the Falcon and the Pie to air

different opinions. The hostile magpie claimed that Eve's daughters, since her fall,

11	 Deceyte sig. Aiii ; Bullinger, Christen State ofMatrimony, chapter 1
12	 Knox, First Blast, f. 21r.
13	 Anne Llewellyn Barstow, Witchcraze, (San Francisco 1994) p.11
14	 Knox, First Blast £18 r.; Deceyte sig. Aii V.
15	 Agrippa, Of the Nobility of womankind, sig.0 v.
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