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any female political writers who attempted to

ﬁ promote feminist causes in seventeenth-century
England were famously pious. Accordingly, they

tended to regard theatre and other vernacular entertainments
as vulgar or rarely expressed interested in them. Womens
Speaking Justified, Proved, and Allowed of by the Scriptures,
a pamphlet written by Quaker leader Margaret Fell and
published in 1666, defends women’s right to preach in
public, but never mentions actresses on-stage speeches,
which were authorised in 1662.! Another Quaker leader,
George Fox, whom Fell would marry in 1669, opposed
theatre, and it is possible that Quaker antitheatricalism also
influenced her.? Bathsua Makin, a scholar who taught several
noblewomen, including Princess Elizabeth, the daughter of
Charles I, derides play-going as an idle pastime in a 1673
pamphlet promoting women’s education: “Persons of higher
quality, for want of this Education, have nothing to imploy
themselves in, but are forced to Cards, Dice, Playes, and
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frothy Romances, meerly to drive away the time.”® Despite
this antitheatrical tendency, Makin uses a theatrum mundi
metaphor to describe God’s creation: “But the Earth, the
Theater on which we act, abideth forever.”* This expression
illustrates how deeply theatre was embedded in the culture of
intellectual women in seventeenth-century England.

Mary Astell, famously dubbed the “first English feminist,”
never hid her dislike for theatre.” Ruth Perry states that Astell
“did not enjoy drama in an age when most educated people
thought at least some plays or playwrights worthy of serious
attention”; indeed, she alludes to only one play, George
Villierss The Rehearsal, in her works.® Although Astell also
makes a vague reference to Thomas Wright's 7he Female
Virtuoso’sin A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, it is highly unlikely
that she knew theatre well.” Without mentioning the titles of
plays in her works, she repeatedly criticises theatre in general
as an example of the narrow range of female education. She
sees little value in popular entertainments, asking “how can
she possibly detect the fallacy, who has no better Notion of
either than what she derives from Plays and Romances?”®
These entertainments symbolise male oppression of women’s
education: “They allow us Poetry, Plays, and Romances, to
Divert us and themselves.” Astell highlights their harmful
effects on women.

There is a sort of Learning indeed which is worse than
the greatest Ignorance: A Woman may study Plays
and Romances all her days, and be a great deal more
knowing but never a jot wiser. Such a knowledge as
this serves only to instruct and put her forward in the
practice of the greatest Follies. (A Serious Proposal to
the Ladies, Part 1, 81)

For Astell, popular fiction, including dramatic works,
provides women with false knowledge and fails to helps
them achieve wisdom. According to her, if women seek
to improve themselves by “real Wisdom,” they will never
“pursue those Follies,” but instead recognise the difference
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between ‘true Love and that brutish Passion which pretends
to ape it.”"? Astell’s view appears to be influenced by the
antitheatricalism, or fear of the power of imitation “to forge
a false identity between external image and internal reality.”"!
Despite this generally negative attitude towards drama,
like Makin’s metaphor of theatre, Astell makes references
to drama, demonstrating the infiltration of theatre culture
into the seventeenth-century English society of intellectuals,
including those with antitheatrical tendencies.'

Countering this trend, however, some female writers,
prominently Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, and
Judith Drake, attempted to defend theatre in the educational
context. They emphasised the value of English theatre,
particularly the works of William Shakespeare, as educational
material providing people, especially women, with pleasure.
Pleasure has been a significant concept in thinking about
the relationship between literature and readers and has been
explored by critics, including Roland Barthes, but it has
often been overlooked in the discussion of canonisation."
As Frank Kermode points out, “pleasure and the canon may
seem uneasy bedfellows” in literary studies." This paper
discusses how Cavendish and Drake’s critical approaches
treated theatre as an important source of pleasure and an
essential element of Englishwomen’s learning, focusing on
their patriotic intent to canonise seventeenth-century English

playwrights” works, as exemplified by Shakespeare.

Margaret Cavendish’s Promotion of Pleasure for the
Commonwealth

Margaret Cavendish was herself a playwright, as well
as a philosopher, critic and novelist. Possessing abundant
knowledge of English drama, she wrote Letter 123 in
Sociable Letters, or the earliest extant substantial review of
Shakespeare’s plays." Katherine M. Romack links Cavendish’s

praise of Shakespeare to her anti-feminist tendencies, while
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other scholars interpret her critical analyses as much more
feminist.’® This section focusing on pleasure, politics and
education discusses Cavendish’s critical review of Shakespeare
in relation to her other works.

Cavendish has a complicated relationship to feminism
and antifeminism. In her early work 7he Worlds Olio (1655),
she repeatedly makes misogynist comments mixing insecure,
anxious politeness and acrimonious, even desperate laments,
declaring that “there is great difference betwixt the Masculine
Brain and the Feminine, the Masculine Strength and the
Feminine.”'” However, as Miriam Wallraven suggests, such a
sentiment “not only conflicts sharply with Cavendish’s own
life, aims and self-representation, but most notably with her
other texts.”'® Her fictional works, such as 7he Blazing World,
are argued to deeply explore the political and philosophical
issues surrounding gender in a uniquely feminist manner."”
Perhaps James Fitzmaurice’s comment on anti-feminism in
Introduction to Sociable Letters most accurately describes her
seemingly contradictory attitude: “Cavendish rarely makes
a point without some sort of irony involved.”®® She has a
distinctly wry sense of humour, which sometimes baffles
readers.

Cavendish’s attitude toward pleasure is far more clear-
cut: it is one of her major concerns in writing. In Sociable
Letters, she defines herself as a pleasure-secker with “a Love
to Peace, Ease, and Pleasure, all which you Enjoy.”*' She
places little value on “Constraint,” regarding pleasure and
love as goals in everyday life following the philosophy of
Epicureanism.** This is clearly shown in her closet drama 7he
Convent of Pleasure, a play about women’s search for genuine
pleasure. Lady Happy decides to “live incloisterd with all the
delights and pleasures that are allowable and lawful” against
those who “bar themselves from all other worldly Pleasures,”
but ultimately, she discovers the necessity of the pleasure of
love.?

Literary activities stand as significant sources of pleasure
in Cavendish’s critical theory. In the first dedication to her
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Playes in 1662, she declares the importance of pleasure, or

delight, in reading;

To Those that do delight in Scenes and wit,

I dedicate my Book, for those I writ

Next to my own Delight, for I did take

Much pleasure and delight these Played to make[.]*

She advocates not only the readers’ pleasure but also the
author’s pleasure. Pleasure is her foremost motivation for
writing, and she does not shy away from asserting her own
right to pleasure or from defining herself as a provider of
pleasure for readers. Royalist and anti-Puritan playwrights in
the Restoration, such as Aphra Behn and George Etherege,
often regarded pleasure as a feature of cavalier culture.”
Writing  closet drams, Cavendish was no professional
playwright, but her pleasure-loving literary aesthetics was
part of the theatre culture in this era.

Cavendish considers pleasure and educational quality to
be two of the most important criteria for evaluating literary
works. According to Sociable Letters, a poem is worth reading
when it is “Pleasant” or “Profitable.”* Pleasure or delight in
reading derives from “Probabilities,” the touch of “Truth”
presented vividly and naturally as “not beyond the Power of
Men, nor Unusual to their Practice.” Profit from reading
depends on the educational quality of the work, whether it
can provide readers with the “Actions” to be “Practised” or
“Imitated.”®® In another letter, Cavendish equates “Profit”
and “Pleasure” with “any Probability to Increase your
Knowledge, or to Inrich your Understanding.”® In Sociable
Letters, Cavendish emphasises the readers’ profit from
gaining knowledge and their pleasure of activating their own
imaginations through reading.

Cavendish’s promotion of pleasure is inseparable from her
political dedication to the benefit of the commonwealth.?” In
The Worlds Olio, influenced by Thomas Hobbes, she defines
her commonwealth, or Britain, asan entity of people of various
social backgrounds ranging from “Nobility” to “Labourers”
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under “The Contracts betwixt the King and people.”" In this
commonwealth, “People shall have set times of Recreation, to
ease them from their Labours, and to refresh their Spirits.”*
In Letter 169 of Sociable Letters, Cavendish compares the art
of war with the art of poetry and associates the poet’s work
with nationalism, or the defence of the commonwealth.
Soldiers, who provide security through their courage, and
writers, who provide recreation through their poems and
plays to “Grace their Triumphs” and to “Please their Eyes
and Ears,” are important components of the commonwealth.
These two classes of professionals are ill-treated, “although a
Commonwealth neither have Pleasure nor Security without
them.” She even argues that “all Natural Poets shall be
honored with Title, esteemed with Respect, or enriched for
the Civilizing of a Nation . . . by Soft Numbers, and pleasing
Phansies.”®* In this context, Cavendish champions English
as a language that provides pleasure to the nation. Although
it is inappropriate to “condemn another Language,” she
maintains that “our natural English Tongue was significant
enough without the help of other Languages.””

The Blazing World connects pleasure and education in a
patriotic promotion of vernacular poetry and theatre. The
leading character, the Duchess, tells the Emperor that she
“shall endeavour to order your Majesties Theatre, to present
such Playes as my Wit is capable to make” in order to fill the
need for “such a Theater as may make wise Men.”*® Theatre
must provide both pleasure and education for the public.
The fictional Duchess’ determination “to establish a new
national theatre” in the Blazing World, an imagined utopian
realm, can be interpreted as Cavendish’s “focused critique of
England’s (to be deplored) lack of quality imagination.”” 7he
Blazing World also condemns the “Artificial Rules” adopted
by contemporary dramatists: “the natural Humours, Actions
and Fortunes of Mankind, are not done by the Rules of
Art.”®® The “Rules of Art” satirically refers to the rules of
three unities, which were imported from France and became
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popular in Restoration England, and caricatures the French
influence on English drama.*” The patriotic promotion of
drama in 7he Blazing World was influenced by the Anglo-
Dutch war of the mid-1660s, and the descriptions of the
female monarch in the text reflect “Cavendish’s imperial
dreams concerning England’s future role as world leader.”*
In the state of Cavendish’s ideal commonwealth, citizens
enjoy vernacular poetry and drama with abundant pleasure
and high educational quality. Unlike other female writers in
this period, Cavendish strongly believed in the educational
value and pleasure of English drama for the nation.

Cavendish’s praise of Shakespeare should be analysed in
conjunction with her political vision of the commonwealth.
Letter 123 of Sociable Letters marks an attempt to canonise
Shakespeare, defending him against those who give little
credit to his plays because of the playwright’s coarse humour.
The letter praises Shakespeare’s natural wit “to Express to the
Life all Sorts of Persons, of what Quality, Profession, Degree,
Breeding, or Birth soever” and “to Express the Divers, and
Different Humours, or Natures, or Several Passions in
Mankind.”*! Cavendish asserts that “a fluent Wit” enabled
him to write plays “by Natures light,” implying that nature
requires the art of wit to be properly represented in poetry.**
As Michael Dobson points out, Restoration playgoers in
the 1660s commonly ascribed art to Ben Jonson, nature to
Shakespeare and wit to John Fletcher, enshrining these three
as “the Triumvirate of wit.”*> Shakespeare was famous for his
“Nature,” whereas Cavendish closely linked nature with wit
in appreciating the playwright, who never relied upon the
“Rules of Art.”

Cavendish’s efforts to canonise Shakespeare came as part
of her project to promote pleasure for the benefit of the
commonwealth. As a commonwealth under a king, Britain
needed a “Natural Poet” to evoke national pleasure, and
according to Cavendish, Shakespeare’s widely acclaimed
ability as “a Natural Orator, as well as a Natural Poet” made
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him a leading candidate for the national poet.* Furthermore,
her imagined commonwealth was composed of various kinds
of people ranging from royals to peasants, and Shakespeare
was exceedingly skilled at portraying “all Sorts of Persons”
or any given member of the commonwealth.® In addition
to many “Clowns, Fools, Watchmen, and the like,” he could
describe women of every social background, from the Queen
of Egypt to poor female commoners in London:

One would think that he had been Metamorphosed
from a Man to a Woman, for who could Describe
Cleopatra Better than he hath done, and many other
Females of his Creating as Nan Page, Mrs. Page, Mirs.
Ford, the Doctors Maid, Bettrice, Mrs Quickly, Doll
Tearsheet, and others, too many to Relate?*¢

The metaphor of metamorphosis connotes two modes of
representation. Shakespeare could represent, or portray, any
kind of women in his plays, and he could also represent, or
symbolically become, every woman in the commonwealth.
In Cavendish’s argument, Shakespeare possessed three
advantages: he was a “Natural Poet” unaffected by artificial
pedantry or French influence, his generous wit enabled
him to represent all types of people and nature in his plays,
and he created theatrical masterpieces in English, the most
important vernacular language in Cavendish’s imagined
commonwealth.

For Cavendish, nominating Shakespeare as the national
poet also helped justify her status as a woman writer. As
scholars point out, her praise of Shakespeare stemmed in part
from her literary strategy of refuting the criticism that her
gender caused her want of learning. As she wrote in Sociable
Letters, her early education was not sophisticated enough fora
woman with a passion forlearningas she “neverwent to School,
but only Learnd to Read and Write at Home, Taught by an
Antient Decayed Gentlewoman.”¥ By praising Shakespeare,
she circuitously compared herself to him because both lacked
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knowledge of Latin, Greek and military science but actively
wrote in English.*® In Cavendish’s argument, though, such a
lack of knowledge did not greatly matter as English should
be used in the commonwealth. This commonwealth that she
imagined, whose national poet was Shakespeare, recognized
poets who entertained others with writings in English and
whose ranks could include women writers such as herself.
In addition, Shakespeare’s historical status as a slightly old-
fashioned Elizabethan dramatist also contributed to her
appraisal of him as the national poet. Cavendish tended to
idealise the reign of Elizabeth I as a model for the reign of
Charles I, and as suggested by 7he Blazing World, a utopian
novel featuring a female monarch, she had nostalgic feelings
for the Elizabethan era.”” Shakespeare, a dramatist who wrote
vernacular plays under a powerful female monarch, could
easily be incorporated into her patriotic and self-serving pro-
woman arguments.

Cavendish’s promotion of vernacular theatre and
Shakespeare was, in a sense, pro-women, because she tried
to defend women writers including herself. It does not
necessarily mean that she aimed to defend women in general.
As Lisa T. Sarasohn states, “Cavendish certainly was not a
feminist if feminism is taken to mean the empowering of all
women.”® Cavendish recognised herself as a uniquely and
proudly ambitious female writer during the Restoration,
when it was rare for women, especially aristocratic women, to
publish their own writings on natural philosophy and literary
criticism. Her literary strategy only worked for exceptionally
talented women, such as herself, Elizabeth I, and her favourite
historical female character, Cleopatra, whom she defended as
a “Great Person her self, and born to have Power.””' Aphra
Behn, the first professional female playwright in the English
commercial theatre, adopted a similar strategy. Behn claimed
Shakespeare, who lacked “Learning,” as her predecessor in the
dedication to “Good, Sweet, Honey, Sugar-candied Reader”
in 7he Dutch Lover, a play published in 1673.>* As Stephen
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Orgel argues, Behn suggested that “since the uneducated
Shakespeare wrote better plays than the learned Jonson, and
since the only intellectual advantage men have over women
derives from their education, women ought to be as good
playwrights as Shakespeare.””® Both Cavendish and Behn
attempted to defend their lack of education by associating
themselves with Shakespeare; however, their vindication was
applicable only to intellectually active female writers such as
themselves, not to all women. Unlike other female writers
with pro-women attitudes in the Restoration era, Cavendish
highly appreciated the pleasurable and educational value
of vernacular theatre but did not discuss it within a wider
feminist context. This would be done by Judith Drake,
around thirty years after Cavendish published her works.

Judith Drake on Drama and Education

I mean the many excellent Authors of our own
Country, whose Works it were endless to recount.
Where is Love, Honour and Bravery, more lively
represented, than in our Tragedies? Who has given
us nobler or juster Pictures of Nature, than Mr.
Shakespear? Where is there a tenderer Passion, than in
the Maid’s Tragedy? Whose Grief is more awful and
commanding, than Mr. Orways? Whose Descriptions
more beautiful, or Thoughts more gallant, than Mr.
Drydens? When 1 see any of their Plays acted, my
Passions move by their Direction; my Indignation,
my Compassion, my Grief, are all at their Beck. Nor
is our Comedy at all inferior to our Tragedy; for, not
to mention those already nam'd for the other Part of
the Stage, who are all excellent in this too, Sir George
Etherege and Sir Charles Sedley, for near Raillery and
Gallantry, are without Rivals; Mr. Wycherley for strong
Wit, pointed Satyr, sound and useful Observations, is
beyond Imitation; Mr. Congreve, for sprightly genteel,
easy Wit, falls short of no Man. These are the Masters
of the Stage.”
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As the preceding quotation clearly demonstrates, Judith
Drake’s An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex, a feminist
pamphlet written as a letter from one woman to another and
first published in 1696, contains a considerable number of
theatrical references, including a panegyric of Shakespeare.
Although Drake’s work has recently attracted scholars’
interest, her references to drama have rarely been studied
thoroughly and have been given only passing mention.”
This section explores how Drake incorporated her theatrical
interests into feminist arguments about women’s education
and discusses her use of seventeenth-century drama, including
Shakespeare.

Little is known about Drake’s life, and An Essay in Defence
of the Female Sex was ascribed to her only recently. Astell was
long considered to have written it, and there has been much
confusion about the author’s identity since scholars began
to cast doubt upon Astell’s authorship. In 2001, Hannah
Smith identified Judith Drake, wife of a doctor and political
writer James Drake, as the author, although Judith’s birth
name and birth date are still unknown.’® The couple may
have married before Judith wrote An Essay in Defence of the
Female Sex as its front matter contains James's commendatory
verse and letter to the author. After James died on 2 March
1707, Judith edited and posthumously published his work
Anthropologia Nova, or, A New System of Anatomy.”” It is also
known that after her husband’s death, she practised medicine
and defended herself against the accusation of unauthorised
medical practice in 1723.”® Nothing is known about her
educational background, but like other British women
writers in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
such as Astell, Drake read John Locke, Thomas Hobbes and
René Descartes.”

A prominent characteristic of Drake’s writing is her
intensive use of theatrical imagery with a sense of pleasure.
She frequently compares her work to a stage performance
with no negative connotations, treating readers as pleasure-
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seeking theatregoers. She commences and ends An Essay in
Defence of the Female Sex by using expressions which remind
readers of theatre. In her dedication to Princess (later Queen)
Anne, she employs words related to the theatre to praise
her patron: “Madam, Tho’ the World may condemn my
Performance, it must applaud my Choice in this Address.”
Such addresses to literary patrons were relatively common
in Restoration England.®® In concert with this address at the
beginning of this essay, she concludes with an apology for her
poor performance: “Which if I have in any measure satisfied,
I have my Ambition, and shall bee nothing further, than that
my ready Obedience may excuse the mean Performance of.”®!
This essay has a structure similar to seventeenth-century
English plays, whose prologues and epilogues often humbly
beg for the audience’s favour.®

After this dedication, strong theatrical imagery, especially
that involving puppet shows, continues throughout the
preface, suggesting that Drake had familiarity with popular
entertainments and targeted readers with some knowledge in
this field: “Prefaces, to most Books, are like Prolocutors to
Puppet-Shews; they come first to tell you what Figures are to
be presented, and what Tricke they are to play.” Drake also
mentions “Smithfield at Bartholomew-Tide,” where readers
can enjoy “S. Georges, Batemans, John Dories, Punchinellos,
and the Creation of the World.”® As Jonson writes in his play
Bartholomew Fair, Bartholomew Tide was famous for puppet
shows. The names mentioned were popular subject matters
in puppet shows. “S. George’s” refers to St. George plays.*
“Bateman’s” means Bateman, or the Unhappy Marriage,
a puppet show perhaps based on William Sampson’s 7he
Vow Breaker or the old ballad “A Warning for Maidens, or
Young Bateman” and performed around September 1694
at the latest.” “John Dorie” likely is a show based on the
popular ballad “John Dory” (The Child Ballads Index 284).%
Punchinello, a prototype of “Punch,” and stock character in
Italian puppet shows, became popular in England after the
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1660s.°” The “Creation of the World” also became common
subject matter of puppet shows.®® By sprinkling this preface
with puppet-show titles popular in the latter half of the
seventeenth century, Drake acts as a puppeteer determined
to please the audience and speak a prologue to win their
attention.”’

Throughout the essay, Drake compares everyday life to
the stage and understands social behaviours as role playing.
One striking example of her theatrical knowledge is her
satire “beaux,” or “fops,” oft-used terms to refer to excessively
fashion-obsessed men. Drake criticises those who act poorly
due to vanity and declares that “the first Rank of these is the
Beau,” saying that “so prevalent are our Vanity, and this apish
Humour of imitation, that we persuade ourselves that we
may practise with Applause, whatever we see another succeed
in.””% This criticism of vanity indicates Drake’s familiarity with
the satires of fop characters, caricatured for their theatricality
in various types of literary works and frequently staged as
stock characters on the Restoration stage.”! The most famous
examples of fops on the Restoration stage were Sir Foppling
Flutter in George Etherege’s 7he Man of Mode (1676) and
Sir Novelty Fashion in Colley Cibber’s Loves Last Shift
(1696) and John Vanburgh'’s 7he Relapse (1696). Restoration
drama distinguished between genuinely sophisticated
men and fops or beaux. In 7he Relapse, Berinthia ascribes
intelligence, decency, health, love for his lover and care for
reputation to the former and states that fops have none of
these attributes.”> Drake also makes a distinction between
“Wits” and “Buffoons,” which recalls Berinthia’s.”> Under
the influence of Restoration comedy, she argues that people
should carry out their appropriate roles in society, following
“the Intent of our Nature.””*

As Drake ends her analysis of vain people including beaux
and moves on to newsmongers, she relies on the traditional
“all the world’s a stage” metaphor solely to assert that she
has already written enough about vain people in this essay,
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comparing her writing to a stage play and the targets of her
satire to theatrical characters: “Not to call the Beau or Poetaster
on the Stage again, whose whole Lives are one continued
Scene of Folly and Impertinence.”” Drake’s metaphor of life
as a scene of folly likely reminded her contemporary readers
of the humanist concept of the theatrum mundi, exemplified
by Erasmus’ 7he Praise of Folly, which was widely read in the
latter half of the seventeenth century.”® White Kennet’s 1683
English translation of 7he Praise of Folly, entitled Witt against
Wisdom, states that “the whole proceedings of the world are
nothing but one continued Scene of Folly, all the Actors being
equally fools, and mad-men.””” Drake’s expression is very
similar to the English version of Erasmus. However, differing
slightly from Kennet’s translation of Erasmus, who describes
all people as fools, Drake chooses to mock foppish people in
particular. She applies the Erasmian theatrum mundi concept
to the context of the theatrical conventions of Restoration
comedy caricaturing fops’ comical behavior.

Another explanation of vanity by Drake not only attests
to her understanding of general theatrical conventions in
the seventeenth century, but also hints at her knowledge of
Shakespeare’s plays. She does not mention the titles of specific
plays, but her analysis of vanity seems to echo Hamlet, a
tragedy frequently performed during the Restoration”®

The other is mean-spirited and fearful, and seeks,
by false Fire, to counterfeit a Heat that may pass for
genuine, to conceal the Frost in his Blood, and, like an
ill Actor, over-does his Part for want of understanding
it. ... Nature is our best Guide, and has fitted every

Man for some things more particularly than others.
(An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex, 58—59)

Suit the action to the word, the word to the action,
with this special observance—that you o’erstep not the
modesty of nature. For anything so o’erdone is from
the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first
and now, was and is, to hold as ‘twere the mirror up
to Nature[.] (Hamlet, 3. 2. 17-19)7°
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Drake praises Shakespeare’s plays as exemplars of “our
Tragedies,” especially his “Pictures of Nature.”® In the
preceding quotation, she offers the example of “an ill Actor”
who overdoes his role to support her argument that people
should perform their appropriate roles according to “Nature.”
Her language suggests that she knew Hamlet’s criticism of
“anything so overdone” and his focus on the importance of
“Nature,” which was often cited as a useful lesson for players
by the beginning of the eighteenth century.®" Furthermore,
her reference to “False fire,” I suspect, indicates that she read
Hamlet in folios or saw the performance based on them.
Hamlet describes Claudius as “frighted with false fire” in
the scene of the play-within-a-play appearing soon after the
“mirror up to Nature” speech in the folio texts, although many
published Restoration texts were based on quarto versions
which lack the line about “false fire” (with the exception of
the first quarto).®* Considering the popularity of Hamlet in
the late seventeenth century, Drake likely considered it to
be among “our Tragedies” by Shakespeare, and her targeted
readers understood this.*

Drake’s intensive use of drama stemmed not only from
her personal interest in the genre but also her patriotic
purposes in the promotion of women’s education. She argued
for the importance of English education and often associated
English language and literature with “sense.” She was critical
of xenophilia, especially beaux obsessed with French fashion:
“His [a beau’s] Improvements are a nice Skill in the Mode,
and a high Contempt of his own Country, and of Sense.”™
Furthermore, a man who neglects education “has such a Fear
of Pedantry always before his Eyes, he thinks it a Scandal to
his good Breeding and Gentility, to talk Sense, or write true
English.”® Drake believed that English-speaking people did
not need to learn other languages, such as Greek, Latin and
French, as part of a humanistic education for English was a
suitable language for “talking sense” in every aspect of life:
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Now I can’t see the Necessity of any other Tongue
beside our own, to enable us to talk plausibly or
judiciously upon any of these Topicks [such as Love,
Honour, Gallantry, Morality, News, and Raillery].
Nay, I am very confident, that ’tis possible for an
ingenious Person to make a very considerable Progress
in most Parts of Learning, by the help of English only.
(An Essay in . Defence of the Female Sex, 36—37)

According to Drake, English-speaking people had sufficient
vocabulary and sophisticated rhetoric to discuss complex
“Topicks,” and if those who could read only English sought
to understand non-English culture, they could access
“Translations for the Use of the Unlearned.”®

Drake’s emphasis on English education was closely
linked to promotion of women’s education, the main subject
matter of An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex. She argued
that women had more skill in English than men, who spent
too much time studying Latin and Greek. Her emphasis on
the vernacular language was similar to that of Cavendish
and Behn, but Drake attached great importance to the
pedagogical context. For her, women’s ability to use English
proved that when properly taught, women were not inferior
to men:

I have often thought, that the not teaching Women
Latin and Greek, was an Advantage to them, if it were
rightly considerd, and might be improvid to a great
Height. For Gitls, after they can read and write, (if
they be of any Fashion) are taught such things as take
not up their whole Time; and not being sufferd to
run about at liberty as Boys, are furnishd, among
other Toys, with Books, such as Romances, Novels,
Plays and Poems; which though they read carelesly
only for Diversion, yet, unawares to them, give ’em
very early a considerable Command both of Words
and Sense. (An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex, 51)

It is notable that Drake recommended “Romances, Novels,
Plays, and Poems” for young women as other feminist writers
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often condemned such popular fiction. Drake credited these
popular entertainments as important sources of both pleasure
and education for women. Seemingly, they only provided
women with “Diversion,” but in fact, they could improve
their “Words and Sense” through pleasure. Some Restoration
male writers who had little interest in women’s education,
such as Richard Flecknoe, Charles Gildon, John Dryden, and
John Dennis, also emphasized the value of English language
and literature partly to counter French influence. However,
as Jean I. Marsden summarises, they were “often fuelled by
nationalism” and contrasted “the ‘servile’ nature of the French
with the more ‘manly’ British.”®” In contrast, Drake did not
praise the presumed “manliness” of English Restoration
drama but, rather, relied on the presumed “femininity” of
English.

As discussed in the previous section, vernacular English
was sometimes associated with the talents of women, who
were excluded from formal higher education but actively
wrote in English or translated non-English works.®® For
example, Wentworth Dillon, fourth Earl of Roscommon,
panegyrised Katherine Philips as a female poet “Whose
Eloquence from such a Theme deters / All Tongues but
English, and all Pens but Hers” in the prologue of the first
performance of her translation of Pompey in Dublin.*” He
regarded Philips’s achievement in English poetry as a success
for all the “Ladies,” writing, “By the just Fates your Sex is
doubly blest, / You Conquerd Caesar, and you praise him
best.” Dillon’s prologue elevates English above French, the
original language of the play (and perhaps the local Irish
language, too) and regards mastery of English as the national
language as a skill shared by all the women in Britain, not
limited to Philips. Drake, with some help from her husband,
also ascribed mastery of English to women and attempted
to impress her readers with the image of women as skilled
users of the vernacular. She praises “the deservedly celebrated
Mrs. Philips” and the “Incomparable Mrs. Behn.”” Her

husband James also refers to “the fam'd Orinda’s praise” in his
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dedicatory poem to An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex.”!
Shakespeare, who lacked formal education but was skilled in
vernacular English, served as a suitable example for Drake’s
feminist pamphlet.

Drake praised plays, novels, poems and other critical
works written in English as fruits of the development of the
English language. Through drama and other popular fiction
in English, women’s linguistic skills are linked to Englishness.
The first quotation in this section reveals Drake’s efforts to
form a canon of English drama as she makes a reading (or
watching) list of canonical playwrights for female learners.
She states that English tragedies inspire sense, and those by
Shakespeare, Beaumont and Fletcher (the authors of 7he
Maid’s Tragedy), Thomas Otway and Dryden describe “Love,
Honour and Bravery” most skilfully and evoke “my Passions,”
or “my Indignation, my Compassion, my Grief.””* As for
comedies, she recommends George Etherege, Charles Sedley,
William Wycherleyand William Congreve.” After cataloguing
these names, Drake states that “there are others, who, though
of an inferior Class, yet deserve Commendation.”* She thus
indicates her awareness of the significance of establishing
evaluative standards and distinguishing between first- and
second-class dramatic works in the canonisation of English
drama.

An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex is unique in its
strong support for popular entertainment. Unlike other
feminist writers who believed that English vernacular fiction,
especially drama, adversely affected women, Drake considered
these works to give women an educational advantage over
men. More overtly feminist than Cavendish’s thinking,
Drake argued that good command of English was open to all
women. In her argument, women were already well educated
as they studied English effortlessly and pleasantly through
reading fiction instead of wasting their time on Greek and
Latin. To Drake, women did not have to be ashamed of their
lack of knowledge of the classics.
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Conclusion

Margaret Cavendish and Judith Drake can both be
regarded as pioneering female writers who argued for the
pleasure and educational value of theatre in defence of women.
Their focus on pleasure separated them from other “serious”
female writers, who did not approve the entertaining quality
of popular fiction. In contrast, both of these women saw
theatre as a source of pleasure and education for the nation.
Cavendish envisioned a national theatre under a female
monarch, and Drake advocated theatre as an educational
resource for women. They both praised Shakespeare, partly
as it was relatively easy to align him, a poet with little formal
education but mastery of English, with women.

It is also notable that both Cavendish and Drake
closely connected their defence of drama to patriotism.
Appreciating English drama, exemplified by Shakespeare,
meant appreciating the vernacular entertainment created
in their “own” language. Although not mainstream in
the seventeenth century, such patriotic, pro-women
claims became more popular in the eighteenth century.
The Shakespeare Ladies Club, which actively requested
performances of Shakespeare in London around 1736-38,
also regarded his plays as valuable educational material for
the nation.” Elizabeth Boyd, an Irish writer and a member
of the club, praised Shakespeare in an attached prologue to
her play Don Sancho: Or, the Students Whim, a Ballad Opera
of Two Acts, with Minerva’s Triumph in 1739.°° Emphasizing
“Englands Pride,” she likens Shakespeare to a “Soul-Soothing
Shade, rouzd by a Woman’s Pen / To Check the impious Rage
of lawless Men.””” Boyd “feminises” Shakespeare by ascribing
“Soul-Soothing” tenderness, a purportedly “female” virtue,
and suggesting that he is the favourite dramatist of women
more temperate and morally well balanced than men. Mary
Cowper, another member of the club and the daughter of
William Cowper, MP, also wrote the poem “On the Revival
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of Shakespear’s Plays by the Ladies in 1738.”%® She is more
favourably inclined towards pleasure seeking, asking her
readers to “See happy Britain raise her drooping Head /
Supported by the Fair Ones friendly Aid,” as the revival of
Shakespeare brings them “a real, solid Pleasure”® These
women’s works connect intensive, triumphant pleasure to
the feeling of patriotism. This historical process suggests the
complex union of patriotism and English feminism.
Cavendish and Drake foresaw another complex union of
patriotism with defence of English theatre. In early 2017,
playwright David Hare criticised the European influence on
English theatre, saying “all that directorial stuff that we've
managed to keep over there on the continent is now coming
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over and beginning to infect our theatre.”'® Hare’s comment

sparked a heated criticism and discussion among playgoers.'”!
Such patriotic defence of English theatre, as shown in this
paper, can be traced to the seventeenth century. In analysing
Margaret Cavendish and Judith Drake, it is possible to find
clues to understand both current and historical debates on
English theatre.

* The research presented in this paper is funded by The Fukuhara
Memorial Fund for the Studies of English and American Literature.
This paper is partly based on the presentation titled “Feminism and
the Canonization of Drama in Seventeenth-Century England: Judith
Drake’s ‘An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex’” given on 3 March 2012
at the 14th Annual Women’s History Conference: Women, The Arts
and Activism at Sarah Lawrence College, the other presentation titled
“Promoting Pleasure for the Commonwealth: Margaret Cavendish’s
Introduction to Shakespeare” given on 4 September 2014 at the Gender,
History and Society Conference at the University of Winchester, my
PhD thesis “The Role of Women in the Canonisation of Shakespeare:
From Elizabethan Theatre to the Shakespeare Jubilee” (unpublished
PhD thesis, Kings College London, 2013), and part of the Japanese
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Reading] (Tokyo: Hakusuisha, 2018).
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