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Introduction



During the early morning hours of Sunday, August 24, 1572, church bells tolled across Paris, but they did not summon faithful French Catholics to mass. Instead, they offered a warning, or perhaps a signal: the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre had begun. That morning, King Charles IX’s men stabbed two hundred Huguenots who had been offered “protection” at the Louvre and tossed them into piles. 1 The Duke of Guise’s men assassinated Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, a prominent Huguenot leader, threw his body out a window into the street below, beheaded him, and left his corpse behind to be further dismembered by the unruly crowd. 2 Parisian Catholics slaughtered Protestant men, women, and children and dragged their bodies into the Seine, turning the river a bloody red. Although the exact death toll remains uncertain, approximately four thousand Protestants died in Paris in the days following, with that number increasing by about another twenty-five thousand in the next two weeks as the violence spread to the French provinces. 3 And Philip Sidney, a young Protestant English gentleman—only seventeen years old—witnessed the brutality firsthand.

Like many other prominent Protestants, Sidney was in Paris to celebrate the nuptials of the Huguenot prince Henri de Navarre to the Catholic king’s sister Marguerite de Valois, which had occurred six days earlier. He had recently been honored by Charles IX himself, who had dubbed him “Baron de Sidenay.” 4 He had attended the betrothal ceremony, the wedding, and the numerous masques, dances, animal baitings, and jousts that followed. His acquaintance, the Admiral de Coligny, had survived a botched assassination attempt on Friday, but by Saturday morning the doctors had announced Coligny would recover fully, and investigators had identified the would-be killer within twenty-four hours. 5 Although tensions had been running high, the extent and virulence of the Massacre must have come as a complete surprise. Fortunately, Sir Francis Walsingham, the English ambassador, offered Sidney refuge at the Embassy, and there Sidney stayed until he left for Germany sometime before September 17th. 6 Sidney was luckier than three other Englishmen who died and Coligny’s lieutenant François de Beauvais, who was dragged forcibly from Walsingham’s house and eventually hanged. 7 

As an occupant of the Embassy during the Massacre, Sidney would have undoubtedly been privy to Walsingham’s audiences at the French court, first with Charles on September 1st and then with the queen mother, Catherine de Medici, on September 10th. It is easy to imagine Walsingham relating his conversations at the Louvre and sharing his speculations over supper with Sidney and the others he lodged. Many regarded the queen mother as the true power behind the throne and the instigator of the Massacre. Sidney would have heard about the monarchy’s contorted rhetorical attempts to take credit for the popular “purging” of Protestants while simultaneously denying responsibility for it. Catherine and Charles wanted to ride the wave of popular sentiment but still needed to appease the English Protestants so as not to destroy all possibility of political alliance; after all, the French royal family was engaged in protracted negotiations with Queen Elizabeth I concerning a potential marriage. 8 Walsingham’s own opinion about the matter was quite clear: he wrote to his queen that “if I may without presumption or offense say my opinion, considering how things presently stand, I think less peril to live with them as enemies than as friends.” 9 Sidney no doubt agreed.

The horrific experience of the Massacre profoundly affected Sidney, his education, his religious beliefs, and his political ideology. 10 Sidney learned several harsh political lessons in those few days: first, that royal marriage could serve as a pretext for other, more ominous religio-political agendas. The ostensible goal of uniting the Protestants and Catholics through the royal wedding masked what many believed to be a premeditated plan to kill the most prominent members of the Huguenot faction. Second, Sidney saw how a monarch could be swayed to do another’s bidding through persuasive rhetoric; Catherine de Medici, the king’s mother, convinced her son to support the assassinations, or at least, not get in her way. Moreover, she appeared motivated by a desire for personal political power—her murderous plot was rumored to result not from zealous faith or a concern for her country, but rather from a fear that Coligny’s increasing influence with the king might rob her of her iron control over her son. 11 

Several years later, Sidney was back in England and watching Queen Elizabeth seriously consider marrying the Duke of Anjou, Catherine de Medici’s third son. His strenuous objections—certainly augmented by his experiences in Paris—did not seem to make the kind of impact he had hoped. Gender, Interpretation, and Political Rule in Sidney’s Arcadia argues that the cultural contexts of Elizabeth’s marriage negotiations with France and their potential political consequences are crucial to understanding Sidney’s The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia. Certain interconnected themes circulate in Sidney’s romance: female rule, royal marriage, and the interpretation of persuasive rhetoric. The Arcadia creates what I would call a Sidnean poetics of interpretation. This book seeks to define this poetics of interpretation and understand its relationship to the contentious early modern issue of gynococracy. Sidney perceived political power as manifested through various forms of persuasive rhetoric; simultaneously, he recognized that political power, especially as embodied in the regent, was subject to such rhetoric. This latter point is crucial. In his Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia, Sidney indicates that in the political arena, the reception and interpretation of persuasive language is just as important as its propagation. In demonstrating how such language transforms its audience and that audience’s political actions, Sidney provides lessons in interpretation, lessons meant specifically for Queen Elizabeth I and other noble women of her court.

Gender, Interpretation and Political Rule in Sidney’s Arcadia then traces how the Arcadia’s targeted audience, the “fair ladies,” 12 responded to these lessons. Three early modern women, Lady Mary Sidney Herbert, Lady Mary Sidney Wroth, and Anna Weamys, produced texts that provide evidence about how these readers read the Arcadia. Their textual interventions adopt this Sidnean poetics, but appropriate it in such a way as to present their own advice for effective interpretation and female political rule. At the same time that Herbert, Wroth, and Weamys acknowledge deceptive rhetoric’s serious threat to ruling women’s personal passions and subsequent political decisions, they posit a much more positive perception of women’s ability to interact with it than does Sidney. In the process, they, like Sidney, engage with the political discourses and contexts of their times.

RHETORICAL PERSUASION

Gender, Interpretation, and Political Rule in Sidney’s Arcadia explores a tradition extending from Sidney’s Arcadia though the mid-seventeenth century that not only puts humanist political rhetoric to use in the unlikely genre of romance, but at the same time brilliantly navigates concerns about persuasive language’s dangerous power and the subsequent need to train readers carefully. Like Sidney, many early modern humanists elaborated and categorized persuasive rhetorical engagements as modes of power. Various pedagogical methods and texts foregrounded the deliberate and conscious development of persuasive language, especially based upon classical models. For instance, in addition to completing translation exercises between English and Latin, English students created commonplace books, selecting and sorting quotations from authoritative texts to serve as support for their own future arguments. 13 A flood of conduct literature emerged during this period, promising readers a gain in social capital if only they behaved, dressed, and spoke correctly. Domestic conduct manuals provided paradigms not only of effective household practices and gendered authority, but also of appropriate relationships to texts.

Humanist authors celebrated the persuasive power of rhetoric; such power derived from its ability to create pleasure, which was often figured as erotic. Thomas Wilson comments in his dedication of The Arte of Rhetorique (1553) to John Dudley, “If pleasure maie provoke us, what greater delite doe wee knowe, then to see a whole multitude, with the onely talke of man, ravished and drawne which way he liketh best to have them?” 14 What could be better, Wilson asks, than watching a talented orator use words alone to captivate an audience? Within this passage, pleasure is gained from appreciating the power of rhetoric, but it can also be gained from being subject to it or “ravished” by it. Such “delite” extends to the orator himself, too, who successfully seduces and “draws” the audience into complete agreement. So all three parties—the orator, the audience, and the witness—participate in an erotic exchange that creates unmatched and unmatchable provocation and pleasure.

Such rhetorical pleasures and power were also viewed as inherently political. The Elizabethan court’s overt concern with the spectacle and performance of state reveals a contemporary awareness of communicative acts as not only reflective of but also constituting political discourse. The association between politics and linguistic representation was even more apparent. In his dedication, Wilson’s primary exemplum demonstrates the rhetorical prowess of Cineas, counselor to King Pirrhus, who managed to negotiate the surrender of territories that could not be militarily defeated. 15 George Puttenham’s The Arte of English Poesie, first printed in 1569, makes the case that poetry not only co-occurred with civilization, but was its primary cause. 16 In The Defense of Poetry, Sidney himself makes the argument that poetry is crucial to political rule because it provides virtuous models of leadership and the inspiration to imitate them. By reading about the great king Cyrus, Sidney claims, readers can become him, or at least become more like him. 17 

Such tremendous influence, however, also caused a concomitant anxiety—what if persuasive rhetoric were used not for virtuous purposes, but for ill ones? What if the “ravishment,” presented so positively in Wilson’s dedication, involved a seduction of an audience toward heresy or social and political rebellion?

These concerns about the personal and political hazard of untrained readers appear repeatedly in the printed matter of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Authors and publishers developed multiple paratextual strategies to manage readers’ interpretations: in prefatory material including title pages, dedications, forewords, letters to the reader, and encomia; within the text proper in printed marginalia, titles, subtitles, and choice of and shifts between typefaces; and after the text in afterwords and indices. 18 Such massive attempts to control readers’ interpretations of texts were nearly always accompanied by an author’s or publisher’s acknowledgement that total control remained impossible, especially in the age of cheap print. Anyone with the requisite money and literacy could purchase, read, and determine a text’s meaning. For example, in his letter to the reader, Wilson mentions Cicero’s character Lucilius in de Oratore, who wishes neither for an extremely learned audience who might see more within the text “than ever the aucthour selfe thought,” nor for an ignorant audience who are “as meete to reade Aucthours, as an Asse to play on the Organnes.” 19 Wilson adds a third category of undesirable readers: “malicious folke . . . not minding to reade for their better learning, but seeking to deprave whatsoever they finde.” 20 Readers’ intentions may not take into account authorial intentions and may in fact differ radically. The difficulty for authors and publishers was that in the religious and political climate of Elizabethan and Jacobean England such misinterpretations—whether willful or simply mistaken—could lead to real consequences for them. Wilson complains, for instance, about being charged as a heretic in Rome for publishing his Art of Rhetorique. Although somehow mysteriously delivered from the charges, Wilson expresses both deep resentment and anxiety about future interpretations of his work.

The indeterminacy inherent in linguistic representation posed a threat not only to the (mis)interpreted author, but also to the interpreter him- or herself. Not all creators of persuasive rhetoric were, after all, as innocent as Wilson claimed to be. And if readers read naively, they risked internalizing vicious language, ideas, or beliefs. Language could potentially create what it represented. Early English educators represented this risk with the trope of the reader or listener as wax tablet. One fifteenth-century vulgaria reads, “It is a thynge not litell to be caryde for in what auctorys a childe is custoyde in youghe, for then the mynd of a yong mann is as waxe, apte to take all thynge. whatsumever is pryntede in hym he receyveth it, and that that is first receyvede iit is harde to forgett it.” 21 Roger Ascham, tutor to Princess Elizabeth Tudor, also uses the trope in his book The Scholemaster (1570), a popular tract describing humanist education practices. 22 

Because persuasive language could harm untrained audiences, humanist educators and other cultural authorities who celebrated its power also sought to disarm its more vicious manifestations. Censorship was one obvious answer. Tutors and schoolmasters had strict guidelines about what their charges read; they considered some texts so dangerous, they banned the works from the curriculum entirely. For instance, St. Bees School’s statutes of 1583 state: “the schoolmaster shall not suffer his scholars to have any lewd or superstitious books or ballads amongst them.” 23 Yet training students to read well was often regarded as more efficacious than outright censorship. If the texts read contained both beneficial and dangerous material, they must be dealt with in particular ways, so that what was “written” in the reader still tended toward virtue. Humanists emphasized the trope of gathering and framing as a means for the responsible reader to avoid the “poison” lurking in such texts. 24 Italian humanist scholars such as Vergerio, Raffaele di Pornassio, Guarino, and Leonardo Bruni emphasized the principle of selective reading, especially of classical texts, retaining what was useful and beneficial and simply ignoring the rest. 25 Roger Ascham similarly encouraged his scholars to use “diligence to gather examples, to give light and understanding to good precepts.” 26 This kind of synthesis, found especially in grammar school commonplace books, trained readers to focus on specific virtuous precepts or themes as they read.

The practice of creating such commonplace books not only emphasized evaluating textual material in terms of its content and style, but also served to provide scholars with elegant support for their own persuasive arguments, which in turn increased worries about accurate and critical interpretation. 27 Humanism’s focus on linguistic persuasion accompanied and contributed to a shift in the way economic, legal, and social relationships were constituted in early modern England, a shift that introduced an increased anxiety about their legitimacy. Rhetorical exchange, rather than material gift exchange, became the basis of many relationships and created a sense of insecurity, for such relationships might be established on the bases of “false proofs.” 28 Credibility was created through persuasive language, but as we have seen, persuasive language is not always reliable. Therefore, it is up to the reader/interpreter, whether a customer entering into a mercantile contract, a potential patron considering monetary reward, or a queen entertaining a marriage proposal, to consider carefully the meaning and contexts of any given rhetorical act.

GENDER AND PERSUASIVE RHETORIC

As we might imagine, when issues of gender entered the picture, these concerns about readers’ interpretive practices increased exponentially. Although far fewer women than men could read, debates about their capacity as interpreters of rhetoric became quite common. 29 In 1524, Richard Hyrde noted that,

I have heard many men put great doubt whether it should be expedient and requisite or not, a woman to have learning in books of Latin and Greek. And some utterly affirm that it is not only neither necessary nor profitable, but also very noisome and jeopardous. Alleging for their opinion that the frail kind of woman, being inclined of their own courage unto vice, and mutable at every novelty, if they should have skill in many things that be written in the Latin and Greek tongue, compiled and made with great craft and eloquence, where the matter is haply sometime more sweet unto the ear than wholesome of the mind, it would of likelihood both inflame their stomachs a great deal the more to that vice that men say they be given unto of their own nature already. 30 



Early modern medical models associated the stomach not only with an appetite for food, but also with an appetite for sex. The “vice” Hyrde refers to here is lust, and women were thought to become even more vulnerable to it when confronted with the “sweet” sounds of “eloquence.”

Several factors can account for this focus on women and the dangerous pleasure of their reading. First and foremost, the literacy rate of both men and women was increasing, and with the advent of cheap print, texts became far more accessible than they had been in the past. Secondly, anxieties about gender often accompanied or even substituted for anxieties about social status, which had become increasingly permeable in early modern England’s mercantile economy. It is not unusual to find, for instance, criticisms of social climbing that focus specifically on female vanity and adornment—whether shoes, hats, gowns, trinkets, or cosmetics. 31 

Finally, and most significantly for this study, was the figure of Queen Elizabeth I, an extraordinarily learned, public, and political female figure. Elizabeth’s, her sister Mary I’s, and her cousin Mary Queen of Scots’ ascensions sparked gynecocratic debates about the fitness of female rule, debates that often centered on the uneasy relationship between political and domestic roles for such women, especially as wives or potential wives. These debates, in turn, often created doubt as to queens’ abilities to separate these two roles appropriately and therefore interpret the persuasive—especially seductive—rhetoric directed at them. If ordinary English subjects were regularly exposed and subjected to persuasive rhetoric, how much more so was the queen? Sidney worried that Elizabeth’s “stomach” would make her more credulous of language meant to pique her appetite. At least one aspect of the Arcadia’s project is to teach those who had the power to influence Elizabeth’s political and marital policy how to spot deceptive rhetoric and respond in a fashion that would ensure individual, religious, and cultural survival.

SIDNEY’S INTERVENTIONS

Sidney’s The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia, because of its participation in these discourses regarding gender, politics, and interpretation, and because of its popularity, which led to multiple contemporary revisions and responses, provides us with an excellent case study to explore these early modern concerns. Sidney’s text not only reflects the intersection of the linguistic, the sexual, the domestic, and the political, but also intervenes in it. Sidney’s goal is multifold: to represent interpretation but also to teach it, and to teach it to a very specific audience—his queen and other noble women readers who may influence her, such as his sister. Sidney wants what he lacks: the power to advise the queen, a desire fostered by his recent rebuffs when attempting to persuade her against marriage to the Duke of Anjou. The Arcadia is, among other things, his attempt to seize that power.

Sidney was at court when there was a flurry of belief that Elizabeth, despite her age (forty-six) and her earlier vacillations regarding marriage, was seriously considering marrying the French Catholic prince. Sidney had communicated his opposition to the match twice before: in his “private” letter to Queen Elizabeth that circulated widely in manuscript, and in his squabble on the tennis court with the Earl of Oxford in late August 1579.

Sidney’s Letter to Queen Elizabeth summed up the position of the anti-Anjou party, which included his uncle Leicester and Walsingham. 32 The Letter’s argument insists that religious divisions within England would be heightened to a dangerous level should Elizabeth wed a Catholic. Sidney denies any international political benefit to such an alliance and states that therefore the only grounds for matrimony to Anjou would be personal fondness: “it may be said that the only fortress of this your marriage is of his private affection: a thing too incident to your person, without laying it up in such ivy knots.” 33 Such affection for Elizabeth, Sidney says, is likely enough without having to bind it by marriage. That Sidney chooses the metaphor of ivy knots is significant since ivy was sacred to Bacchus, Greek and Roman god of wine; by including this image, Sidney implies that Elizabeth must prefer the political over the personal—especially considering the potential dissipation that comes from corporeal pleasures. 34 Moreover, ivy twined about a tree was a traditional emblem of marriage, with the ivy, dependent upon the tree for support, gendered female. This image again raises the thorny issue of a queen’s domestic subservience and its political consequences.

When his letter did not procure its intended effect, Sidney again attempted to register his objection to the match. Sidney was playing tennis when the Earl of Oxford, who was in favor of the alliance, interrupted and demanded occupancy of the court. 35 Sidney clearly understood the subtext of Oxford’s demand; the French commissioners negotiating the marriage treaty watched the conflict, and Oxford wanted to demonstrate his power, prestige, and influence to them. 36 Sidney responded that if the Earl had asked nicely, he would certainly have abdicated the court, but since Oxford commanded with no power to do so, he would not get Sidney to leave, even by force. Oxford then called Sidney a “puppy.” Sidney noticed that their altercation was attracting attention and asked Oxford to repeat himself. Oxford again called him a “puppy.” Sidney refuted Oxford’s insult, stating that all know that dogs give birth to puppies and men give birth to children. They both stood silently for a moment, and then Sidney abruptly left the tennis court. 37 

Neither Sidney’s Letter nor the tennis court incident achieved Sidney’s desired end; Elizabeth ignored his prompting and continued the courtship with Anjou. 38 Sidney retired to Wilton, his sister’s estate, and began writing the first version of the Arcadia, a text clearly concerned with the complexities of political marriage and passion.

Since Sidney’s first and more direct attempts at counsel were rebuffed, the Arcadia became a means through which he could comment on Elizabeth and Anjou’s courtship indirectly and therefore more effectively. Sidney based the first version of the Arcadia in part upon Baldesar Castiglione’s The Courtier, a guidebook to life at court for both men and women. 39 Within his romance, Sidney cautions his noble female readers to be critical receptors of persuasive rhetoric, for such language is a primary threat to political stability. Seductive words can inspire passion, whereas political decision making requires reason. Therefore, women encountering seductive language must gauge its sincerity and determine its motivation. That motivation might be personal but have destructive political and social consequences. For example, a woman might be persuaded to part with her chastity and thereby destroy her household, which was viewed as the foundation of the commonwealth. Or the motivation might be purely political, although it is disguised as personal. For instance, Sidney worried that Elizabeth would misread Anjou’s rhetoric of courtship and proposal of marriage; although Anjou ostensibly asked for Elizabeth herself, as a wife, Sidney and others believed what he really desired was England.

As Leonard Tennenhouse notes, “To write about erotic desire or courtship and marriage in Elizabethan England was to take up a highly charged political argument,” and it is this political argument that Gender, Interpretation, and Political Rule in Sidney’s Arcadia seeks to understand. 40 Considering the Arcadia’s political contexts and commentaries is certainly nothing new; Blair Worden’s massive, thorough, and insightful The Sound of Virtue is only one example of the fine work that reflects on Sidney’s engagement with notions of tyranny, monarchy, and democracy. Others have examined gender within the Arcadia, focusing on the masculinity of the princes Pyrocles and Musidorus, or the femininity of the princesses Pamela and Philoclea. Still others have focused on the rhetorical strategies, the poetic and generic forms, and the narrative voice of the Arcadia. 41 What remains to be accomplished is the study of the nexus of these concerns within the romance and in the texts inspired by it. This “highly charged political argument” surrounding gender, courtship, and interpretation—what I have termed a Sidnean poetics of interpretation—extends well into the seventeenth century, and as we shall see, is transformed by the women readers who engage with it.

The Arcadia is an excellent vehicle for this exploration because it is intimately tied to its historical contexts, specifically the ideology of gender and authority propagated by contemporary polemics regarding queenship and by domestic conduct manuals. The romance and its iterations allow us to observe how women were figured with respect to authority and political power in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. But this project goes beyond merely establishing that these works reflect anxieties attendant upon powerful women and their troubling sexuality so common in the early modern period. I focus on persuasive rhetoric—not on the persuasive representational strategies used by queens, their supporters, and their detractors (as Louis Montrose and Carole Levin have done so well), but rather on the critical reception of persuasive rhetoric. 42 In other words, the queen’s virtue—as wife and as ruler, two roles often conflated in the discourses studied here—is bound up with her interpretative or reading skills.

TEXT AS QUEANE

It is in some senses ironic that Sidney chose to teach interpretation through the fictional genre of romance, often castigated during the period as leading unwary readers, especially female readers, astray. 43 In his Instruction of a Christian Woman, Juan Luis Vives, tutor to Princess Mary, famously proclaimed of romances that “there is no wytte in them, but a fewe wordes of wantonne luste: whiche be spoken to move her mynde with whom they love if it chaunce she be stedfast. And if they be redde but for this the best were to make bokis of baudis craftes.” 44 The books Vives derides become panderers, go-betweens in illicit sexual assignations. 45 He warns that though romances may bring pleasure to readers, “yet wolde I have no pleasure infected with poyson, nor have no woman quyckened unto vice. And verely they be but folishe husbandes and mad that suffre their wyves to waxe more ungraiously subtyle by redyng of suche bokes.” 46 

The objections to romance rested primarily on its troubling status as fiction, or “lies,” meant to provide sensory—and sensual—pleasure through imaginative experience. Romance’s content often featured adulterous or forbidden desire. Moreover, its stylistic pattern of dilation and delay created a desire within the reader for the narrative itself. 47 The reader might thereby be “ravished,” as in Wilson’s representation of effective rhetoric. Such narrative desire could then, in turn, presumably be transferred to an alternative object or person, one that would not necessarily encourage civic virtue and in fact would more likely be antithetical to it.

In his 1579 The Schoole of Abuse, Stephen Gosson castigates fiction as a seductive force that has devastating political consequences. On the pamphlet’s title page, Gosson and his text are set in opposition to the “Poets, Pipers, Plaiers, Iesters and such like Caterpillers of a commonwealth.” This opening gambit, even before the preface, associates poetry with the destruction of a polity. The caterpillar-like poets rapaciously eat away at the very social fabric.

Gosson’s primary analogy for this kind of political corruption perpetrated by poets is the highly gendered one of prostitution. According to Gosson, when one pulls off the mask from poetry, one will find “chast Matrons apparel on common Cortesans.” 48 He refers here to the common trope of rhetoric as a veil that covers the naked body of truth. 49 It becomes apparent that the truth, at least as figured by the text of poetry, is a female body whose sexual favors can be purchased with the right amount of coin. The fear of this kind of “sexual deviance” with text became widespread after the advent of cheap print. Broadsides with amorous or bawdy verse could be had by the commoner for a penny from the local bookseller, and often made their way onto the walls of pubs and market stalls, gathering places where even illiterates might be exposed to them as they were read aloud for the enjoyment of an audience. By 1622, this comparison became explicit in John Taylor’s text A Common Whore with all these graces grac’d: shee’s very honest, beautifull and chaste:

My Booke, an honest Whore, I fitly call,

* * * *

Whoso redeemes her from the stationer

With whom she is as a Slave is kept in hold

And at his pleasure daily bought and sold).

I say, that man that doth her ransome pay,

She will requite his kindesse every way.

* * * *

Yet is she Common, unto all that crave her

For sixe pence honest man or Knave may have her,

To be both turn’d and tost, she free affords,

And (like a prating Whore) she’s full of words. 50 



Taylor celebrates his book’s “democratic” nature, available to any who have its price. The text’s promiscuity is actually an asset, and paradoxically, though it will service any man, it remains both “chaste” and “honest.” Gosson, of course, argues the reverse; while the poetical text may appear chaste, it is, in fact, salacious and therefore potentially anarchic.

Gosson reinforces his argument with an additional metaphor that alludes to the Odyssey: he states that poetic texts “are the Cuppes of Circes, that turne reasonable Creatures into brute Beastes.” 51 This is a comparatively common metaphor used by early modern critics of popular vernacular texts; Roger Ascham also denigrates books arriving from Italy, stating,

These be the inchantementes of Circes, brought out of Italie, to marre mens maners in England: much, by example of ill life, but more by preceptes of fonde bookes, of late translated out of Italian into English, sold in every shop in London, commended by honest titles the soner to corrupt honest maners. 52 



Ascham begins this passage by equating Circe with young English gentlemen’s experiences of Catholicism in Italy and then associates Circe with what he sees as an even more dangerous phenomenon: English translations of Italian books. Their words become incantations of enchantment; they slip by the reader’s conscience through the deception of “honest titles” and dedications to nobility, much as Circe disguised her potion in wine.

In the early modern period, Circe was strongly associated with sensual pleasures and therefore prostitution—an association derived from the classical tradition regarding her. In Homer’s Odyssey, when Odysseus’s men arrive at Circe’s cottage, they notice a great number of wolves and lions who, instead of attacking the men, fawn on them, wagging their tails, rubbing their noses against them, and behaving as if they were the most domesticated of household pets. Their behavior stands in direct contradistinction to their claws, designed to rend prey. Already there is a suggestion that Circe has the power to turn beings away from their true nature. This transformative power is confirmed in her interaction with the men themselves. First she enchants them with “her spellbinding voice,” her singing a form of persuasive rhetoric that tempts them to approach her. Then, she feeds them a meal which she laces with a drug to “wipe from their memories any thought of home.” 53 Once she has severed their connection to their countries and families, and their attendant responsibilities, she can then use her wand to change them into pigs, which she corrals into her pigsties. The men’s physical action of consuming—eating and drinking the honey, meal, cheese, and wine—leads to their physical transformation and subsequent incarceration. Circe offers the men a sensual temptation that transforms them into beasts. Other classical texts added to the early modern understanding of Circe as a prostitute. In his commentary on Circe in Homer, Horace states “if Ulysses had drunk of Circe’s cup ‘enslaved by a whorish mistress, he would have become shamed and witless’ [sub domina meretrice fuisset turpis et exors],” and in Ovid’s Metamorphosis, Book XIV, Circe turns various characters into beasts or partial beasts out of sexual frustration. 54 Gareth Roberts notes the ubiquity of associations between Circe and illicit sexuality in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:

That Circe offers pleasure is expressly stated in the motto to Whitney’s Circe emblem Homines voluptatibus transformantur (“men are transformed by pleasures”) and is a Renaissance commonplace. Equally clear in Alciati’s [sic] motto is the stigmatisation both of these pleasures and the female figure who offers them, Cavendum meretricibus (“beware of whores”). . . . The commentator Lambinus quotes Dion Chrysostom on Circe signifying pleasure, which fights not with weapons but with luxury, pleasures, feasts, allurements, softness and sex; and entices, deceives, unmans, liquefies [liquefacit] and enervates men. Circe was a shameless and lascivious woman who enticed men from proper business and duty to a life of pleasure. 55 



This figuration of Circe as a prostitute resonated with how early moderns perceived certain kinds of text as functioning vis-à-vis readers. An association between a sexualized Circe and text is echoed in artwork of the period; Dosso Dossi’s Circe and Her Lovers in a Landscape (c. 1525) shows Circe touching a stone tablet with writing and an open book on the ground by her right foot. A later etching by Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione, Circe with the companions of Odysseus changed into animals (1655), also shows Circe with books and scrolls sprawled at her feet. 56 

Gosson’s use of this metaphor, then, imputes a seductive and transformative power to poetic texts that has profound political implications. Such works, like Circe’s wine and food, appeal to the physical senses. Poetry provides an imaginative space in which a complete break from the responsibilities demanded by both nation and family can occur—they tempt a reader into a “forgetting” of virtuous action and thought. The poetic text operates like Circe in the Odyssey; just as Circe demands a sexual relationship with Odysseus as a means of cementing their political peace treaty, poetry demands an erotic investment by the reader. This relationship is dangerous for Odysseus—at first due to the threat of literal castration, which he dispels by confronting it directly, and then due to the risk of a more figurative castration, one in which Odysseus is so infatuated that he too forgets his home and his wife for an entire year and must be reminded of his quest to return to them by his men. Likewise, reading the text becomes an act of sensory consumption that potentially changes the reader from a morally virtuous citizen to one concerned with ever more sensory satisfaction. Furthermore, the texts are so powerful that even though readers may retain their mental faculties enough to know that the activities that they engage in when they model themselves on their reading are wrong, they will be powerless to prevent themselves from doing what their new nature demands.

Circe’s power of “unmanning” or demasculinization transfers to text in Gosson’s metaphoric equivalence. Gosson contrasts sensual temptation, which he genders feminine, and virtue, which he genders masculine. Gosson views virtue as founded within the male arena of military and political endeavor. In this way, Gosson opposes Circe/poetry and political virtue. As Roberts is right to remind us, “Perhaps one should remember that the primary meaning of ‘seduce’ is political rather than sexual: ‘to persuade (a vassal, servant, soldier etc.) to desert his allegiance or service.’” 57 John Knox certainly depended upon a tradition that conflated Circe’s sensual appeal with her political threat in his First Blaste of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women (1558). He states that a kingdom with a female ruler has undergone a transgendering, in which men become women, just as the men in the Odyssey became pigs. Moreover, Knox indicates “Scotland hath dronken also the enchantment and venom of Circes,” not only because it has accepted female rule, but also because of the whorish reputation of its female ruler, Mary Queen of Scots. 58 This understanding of Circe’s sexual menace as inherently political circulates in Gosson’s representation of poetical texts and implies that it is the text’s sensual pleasure that will provoke political betrayal.

If poetic texts in general seduced readers and encouraged their bad behavior, how much more dangerous were romances, which overtly featured both seduction and betrayal in their plotlines? Why would Sidney choose to write in such a genre if he was also uncertain of readers’ abilities to read appropriately? Why would his sister, his niece, and a young gentlewoman elect to edit, rewrite, and extend Sidney’s work when other genres were deemed more appropriate for female readers? How could adopting and adapting a Sidnean poetics of interpretation itself serve political purposes?

The answers to these questions, I believe, can be found in both practical and theoretical justifications. First, Sidney wrote for a particular audience: his sister and her literary coterie of noblewomen friends. In his letter to Mary Sidney Herbert, printed as prefatory material to the 1590 and 1593 editions of the Arcadia, Sidney states, “you desired me to doe it, and your desire, to my heart is an absolute commaundment.” 59 Sidney also comments on his process of composition: “Your dear selfe can best witnes the manner, being done in loose sheetes of paper, most of it in your presence, the rest, by sheetes, sent unto you, as fast as they were done.” 60 In highlighting this process, Sidney not only excuses the text’s frivolity, but also indicates his sister’s involvement. As the primary audience, Mary Sidney Herbert was physically present during much of the writing, and surely her immediate reactions to the text as it was created influenced what future pages contained. So practically speaking, Sidney wrote what he knew his sister and her literary circle would enjoy—not a dry, logical treatise, but a romance narrative. Besides, he had already seen where a non-fictional polemic about Queen Elizabeth’s marriage got him: nowhere (or more precisely, Wilton, in his sister’s company rather than at court and in the queen’s). In order for a text to communicate its meaning—however provisional, however open to interpretation—readers must first read and engage with it.

We can find Sidney’s theoretical justification for a work such as the Arcadia in his Defense of Poetry. If Sidney’s Defense is neither unique nor original in its conceptions regarding the functions of literature, what is remarkable is the way in which Sidney negotiates the Horatian principles of dulce et utile. Early moderns articulated an economy of desire circulating between authors, texts, and readers, created through a text’s “sweetness.” For Sidney this economy becomes profoundly involved in political virtue rather than sensual vice. Romance was associated with female audiences and was in fact itself gendered female. Within the Defense, Sidney changes the common trope describing such suspicious poetical texts from that of whorish seducers to the more unusual one of sexualized matrons and mothers, and in this transformation, the erotics of fiction become the erotics of political virtue.

Sidney, like Gosson, views poetry as both explicitly female and explicitly involved in politics. Sidney associates poetry with beauty and the body. However, if poetry provides aesthetic pleasure, it is not only the pleasure of sexuality, but also the pleasure of maternity; poetry is the “first Nurse, whose milk by little & little enabled them [scholars] to feed afterwards of tougher knowledges” (B2v). Sidney points toward the procreative function of poetry when he discusses Xenophon’s Cyrus. Sidney claims that the Cyropædia poem works “so farre substantially . . . , not onely to make a Cyrus, which had been but a particuler excellencie, as Nature might have done, but to bestow a Cyrus upon the worlde to make many Cyruses, if they wil learne aright, why, and how that Maker made him” (C2v). Poetry’s scope both fulfills nature’s function by “creating” a particular individual “as nature might have done,” and exceeds it by “reproducing” that individual within the reader of the text. Unlike a natural mother, poetry is not limited to producing one copy per individual. The strong appeal for Sidney of this kind of multiple reproduction becomes clear when we see his argument regarding the political efficacy of such a process. Sidney proclaims, “it is manifest that all government of action, is to be gotten by knowledg, and knowledge best, by gathering many knowledges, which is, reading” (H3v). Reading will lead to proper knowledge, which in turn will lead to proper government both of personal action and of the state.

Sidney emphasizes the sensual pleasure poetry provides as one that works for the greater good of the commonwealth. 61 He utilizes a medical metaphor, indicating that readers “will be content to be delighted: which is al the good felow Poet seemeth to promise: and so steale to see the forme of goodnes (which seene they cannot but love,) ere themselves be aware, as if they tooke a medicine of Cherries” (F1v). 62 In fact, poetry paradoxically works through the body to help the reader transcend the body: “the final end is to lead & draw us to as high a perfection, as our degenerate soules made worse by theyr clayey lodgings, can be capable of” (D1v). Poetry achieves this through encouraging and providing both ethical and political self-knowledge, which in turn create virtuous action. Significantly, Sidney genders this knowledge as feminine. 63 What becomes clear throughout Sidney’s argument is that the sensuality of poetry is not one that inevitably leads to seduction, that the delight it provides—a delight Sidney compares to seeing a beautiful woman (K2v)—is one that leads to the virtues of chastity and good political rule, which Sidney sees as linked.

Though the examples within heroical poetry may be primarily male, Sidney figures the truth itself embodied within heroical poetry as female. Sidney says,

There rests the Heroicall, whose very name (I thinke) should daunt all back-biters, for by what conceit can a tongue be directed to speake evill of that, which draweth to, him no lesse Champions then Achilles, Cyrus, Aeneas, Turnus, Tideus, and Rinaldo? who doth not onely teach and move to a truth, but teacheth and mouveth to the most high and excellent truth. Who maketh magnanimity and justice shine, throughout all misty fearfulnes and foggy desires. Who, if the saying of Plato and Tullie bee true, that who could see Vertue, would be wonderfully ravished with the love of her beauty: this man sets her out to make her more lovely in her holyday apparell, to the eye of any that will daine not to disdaine until they understand. (F4v–G1r)



In this passage, though the heroes are male, they embody a virtue that is female. This virtue “ravishes” through its beauty and thereby draws readers to it, yet it battles “foggy desires.” The poet intensifies this light and beauty through his language, and Sidney figures this process through the metaphor of clothing. Like in Gosson’s text, the apparel of diction and verse adorn a body of truth; however, while for Gosson demure words cover over whorish meaning in a deceptive manner, for Sidney the poet merely increases the appeal of an already naturally beautiful virtue by dressing it in “holyday apparel” or language superior to common usage. Later in the Defense, Sidney explicitly reverses Gosson’s primary metaphor regarding apparel, stating that language within poetry is in a dire state: “So is that honny-flowing Matron Eloquence, apparelled, or rather disguised, in a Curtizan-like painted affection” (K4r). The text’s chastity is made to look like seduction, its virtue like vice, not because of its content, but because of stylistic incompetence.

In order to reinforce the political usefulness of a poetical text that has been culturally gendered female, Sidney relies on allusions to women whose chastity results in the destruction of tyrants; these women become representatives of the poetry Sidney defends. Robert Stillman, for instance, sees as central to Sidney’s argument the image of Lucretia. Lucretia’s rape led to the destruction of the tyrant Tarquin, and its figuration becomes for Sidney a demonstration of representation’s power as a mode of political communication and inspiration. 64 Sidney explains poetry’s ability to demonstrate and promulgate political ideals by turning to an analogy of portraiture—he claims that an excellent painter would portray Lucretia’s “constant, though lamenting looke” and thereby communicate the beauty of her chastity, rather than its violation (C3r). One example of the way sixteenth-century painters made this ideal clear was by featuring a dagger, usually in Lucretia’s hand, pointed toward her breast, or protruding prominently out of her chest. 65 In order to emphasize the relevance of Lucretia’s political sacrifice, the painters garb her anachronistically in early modern clothing, rather than in Roman apparel. This freedom from historical accuracy is exactly what Sidney lauds in the paintings and in poetry. 66 In the Defense, Lucretia symbolizes poetry’s specifically chaste power to overthrow unnatural governments, a chastity that contrasts sharply with Gosson’s representation of poetry as a Circean courtesan who will lull men to forget about their political obligations.

Sidney also features another woman, Judith, in his discussion of poetry’s political utility. Stillman notes, “When Sidney wants to exemplify the ‘eikastic’ powers of poetry—its capacity to ‘figure forth good things’—he does so, centrally, by alluding to a portrait of ‘Judith killing Holofernes,’ one of the great biblical prototypes of tyrannicide.” 67 Judith represents what Sidney might consider a good model for political action; she obeys the natural law that deems tyranny unacceptable and assumes tyrannicide a good.
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