
From the last day of Annus Mirabilis Samuel Pepys looked forward to the
new year with grave misgivings – ‘all sober men . . . fearful of the ruin of the
whole kingdom this next year’.1 As if catching his mood, 1667 began with a
bitterly cold spring in which the ruins of the City were still smoking six
months after the Fire had started. There followed a summer in which the
English fleet was burned at anchor in the Medway, and an autumn which saw
the impeachment and exile of Lord Chancellor Clarendon; by many 1667
might well have been thought of as Annus Horribilis.2

Given the distressing magnitude of such events, one might think that poets
and playwrights in 1667 had plenty of immediately obvious social and politi-
cal issues to draw on for the enlightenment, and even entertainment, of their
followers. One might not have expected to find in the literature of this year,
therefore, the expression of a widespread anxiety about the nature of women.
It is true that this subject touches politics most closely where concern for the
effects of the King’s womanising are expressed, although it was clearly of
social, if less specific, concern too – appearing as it does at every turn. Gener-
ally, perhaps, many of the public representations of this topic, at any rate when
witnessed by male readers and theatregoers, would have offered reassurance in
these troublesome times, and especially to those made additionally uneasy by
the apparent poaching by women on male preserves. The topic recurs through
1667 in poems, diaries and, particularly, in plays. Finally, in early November
and taking London by small storm, Davenant and Dryden offered an outra-
geously witty conclusion to this year’s work in women-studies with their
version of The Tempest.3 Here the behaviour of two additional ‘innocent’
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adolescents is deployed for comic effect, brought up as they have been in island
caves, apart from the other sex and from civilised society. Their trouble-prone
pairing allows the playwrights to explore and wittily illustrate aspects of con-
temporary interest in the ‘wild’ human, while also exploiting the paradoxical
possibilities embodied in professional actresses. The public theatres had been
closed for the plague between June 1665 and late November 1666, and J. A.
Winn has already noticed an increased fascination with sex in the theatres
when they re-opened, ‘a fascination that would ultimately lead to the famous
sex comedies of the 1670s’.4 This paper more closely considers the nature
of this fascination in these months, specifically a fascination with female
ingenuity and with the young ingénue. In doing so it will trace the develop-
ment to, and the expression within, the year 1667 of a number of social, poli-
tical and theatrical topics which come together in the November performance
of one of the period’s most popular Shakespeare adaptations.5

A fairly brief discussion, since it is a well covered topic, of contemporary
thinking on the subject of woman’s nature and therefore of her social role,
will be followed by a demonstration of, and explanation for, the palpable
anxiety felt in this year about women’s apparent transgressions of the natural
law. Inevitably such anxiety entails a concomitant interest in the nature of
pristine feminine innocence and, particularly in this year, dramatists repre-
senting the ingénue and her sexual awakening drew strong attention to the
actress and her body; modern feminist debate has already begun exploration
of this topic. Finally, both seventeenth-century theories of physiology as well
as the period’s expectations about theatrical cross-dressing are significant for
a reading of the man-woman Hippolito of The Tempest or, The Enchanted
Island of November 1667. Here, towards the end of this uneasy year and for
half the audience at least, a reassuring signal is given that even where gender
division may seem most disconcertingly blurred, basic femaleness, and thus
fallibility, can be entertainingly re-affirmed.

The reader of Paradise Lost, published in August 1667, would have under-
stood the line Milton chose to take on the vexed question of the Bible’s
two creation stories: the ‘Priestly’ version of Genesis I. 27, by which male
and female are created together, ‘male and female created he them’, and the
‘Jahwist’ version of II. 22, by which from ‘the rib, which the Lord God had
taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto the man’.6 Argu-
ments for the essential equality of the sexes could be (and occasionally were)
framed from the former passage; much more pervasively in the seventeenth
century, however, justification for the view of women’s status as inherently
inferior, derived from the latter.7 Once this basic inferiority is accepted the
way is made clear for a view of womankind as spiritually insufficient, there-
fore intellectually deficient, and also physiologically lacking and unstable –
in fact in all respects an imperfect man. It then follows of course that for the
maintenance of domestic and social harmony this erratic creature will
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require the guidance and direction of superior wisdom, which can only be
male, and her proper comportment under this instruction will be meek, sub-
missive and passive. Such a view sat well, of course, with equally ancient
notions of an hierarchical universal order. In contemporary accepted ortho-
doxy therefore, it is properly ‘natural’ that women should have the terms and
conditions of their lives dictated to them, and at least comprehensible that
any wilful attempts at independence or self-determination should be met
with disapproval or alarm. From the power of the courtesan to the pathos of
the freakish side-show the ‘unnatural’ woman in this unhappy year was paid
anxious and sometimes prurient attention.

At court the political power of women was allegedly considerable and
increasing. In some quarters it was felt that the war was being lost while the
King womanised; peace would be patched up ‘only to preserve the King for
a time in his lusts and ease, and to sacrifice trade and his kingdoms only to
his own pleasures’.8 The war apart, in June Pepys repeated the opinion of a
friend that ‘the Duke of York’s marriage . . . hath undone the kingdom, by
making the Chancellor so great above reach’; in July he reported angry
words between the King and Lady Castlemaine over the imprisonment of
Buckingham – the King had apparently called her ‘a jade that meddled with
things she had nothing to do withal’. In July the Court also sat through a
‘strange bold sermon’ preached by Dr. Creighton ‘against the sins of the
Court, and perticularly against adultery, over and over instancing how for
that single sin in David, the whole nation was undone’.9 In August the Duke
of York’s surgeon observed to Pepys ‘how this business [disgrace] of my Lord
Chancellors was certainly designed in my Lady Castlemaine’s chamber’. The
perception of many was summed up by Pepys in July: the King was ‘governed
by his lust and women and rogues about him’.10

It was not only at court that the influence of women was being felt. A study
of stage records and literary output for this year reveals a striking number of
explicit references to the nature of women; these deserve investigation, along
with their implicit concern with gender difference. The number is striking,
and this is not merely because it contrasts with the empty months between
June 1665 and November 1666 when plague closed the theatres, nor is it
entirely attributable to the tireless playgoing of Pepys himself, that enthusi-
astic admirer of a pretty face. Certainly Pepys noticed the external tokens of
femininity in the audiences: women with their ‘hair done up with puffs’,
some wearing masks and others who were ‘fine’, ‘wonderfully pretty’ or had
‘a very excellent face and body’; at home he was outraged in May by his
wife’s sudden appearance in a white wig.11 He was also interested in the
theatrical fortunes of certain actresses – at this period particularly those of
Elizabeth Knepp – and in their private lives; the two were suddenly and dis-
concertingly blurred for him when Knepp met him offstage ‘dressed like a
country-mayde’ for The Goblins in January.12 He went backstage with Knepp
in October and seems to have been very upset by the manifest discrepancy

Representations of Women and the 1667 Version of The Tempest

21



between the reality and the art: Nell dressing herself is ‘pretty, prettier than
I thought’ but ‘to see how they were both painted would make a man mad,
and did make me loathe them’.13

Pepys also very frequently commented on the performance of female
parts; Dryden wrote eight female roles into Secret Love in February (one of
only six new plays in that year) including that of the independent and out-
spoken Florimel. It was in this part that Nell Gwyn made a hit ‘most and best
of all, when she comes in like a young gallant’; for the enchanted Pepys she
was more like a man than a man, for she ‘hath the motions and carriage of a
spark the most that ever I saw any man have. It makes me, I confess, admire
her’.14 Davenant’s rival company offered a riposte a few days later when,
after The English Princess by Caryll, ‘little Mis Davis did dance a Jigg after
the end of the play . . . only to please the company to see her dance in boy’s
clothes; and the truth is, there is no comparison between Nell’s dancing the
other day at the King’s house in boy’s clothes and this, this being infinitely
beyond the other’.15 In August Pepys admired the dancing of Moll Davis in
shepherd’s clothes (the play also requires a lad dressed as a woman) and in
September the dance of ladies ‘in a Military manner’ after a performance of
Fletcher’s The Storm.16 In all these aspects women are assessed from outside;
even where they are dressed as men they are viewed as objects of interest
or ‘admiration’, and twice this year women actually played men’s roles.
Jonson’s The Silent Woman, with its motifs of metamorphosis and gender
reversal, was performed in April.17 Edward Kynaston had played the ‘hero-
ine’ in 1661 when professional actresses were still so new that knowing a boy
was playing the role would not have changed the audience’s perspective on
the plot.18 For December 1666, however, and a performance at Court,
Downes records Elizabeth Knepp as playing Epicoene and so when the shrew
is finally revealed as a boy, and as with Hippolito in The Tempest a few
months later, the audience must imagine that they are looking at a male,
while knowing that in fact a woman’s body is beneath the clothes.19

Dressing as men on-stage was one thing, ordered and controlled as per-
formance, although as recently as October 1666, and even as Pepys was
praising the women of the Duke’s Company, the voice of John Evelyn had
been stridently raised against the actresses. ‘Women now (& never ’til now)
permitted to appeare & act, which inflaming severall young noble-men &
gallants, became their whores, & to some their Wives, witnesse the Earle of
Oxford, Sir R: Howard, Pr: Rupert, the E: of Dorset, & another greater per-
son than any of these, who fell into their snares, to the reproch of their noble
families, & ruine both of body & Soul’.20 Social disruption thus caused by
women on the stage was disconcerting in a way that the spectacle or even
thought of the grotesquely ‘unnatural’ in women’s body or soul apparently
was not. At one crude extreme, in September, was presented ‘The Wonder
of Nature’, offered as an entertainment at Smithfield: ‘A Girl, above Sixteen
Years of Age, born in Cheshire, and not above Eighteen Inches long, having
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shed the Teeth seven several Times, and not a perfect Bone in any part of her,
only the Head; yet she hath all her senses to Admiration, and Discourses,
Reads very well, Sings, Whistles, and all very pleasant to hear’. Pepys went
to see a monstrous Irish child and her brother in July and again in October.21

At another extreme was the eccentric and highly sophisticated figure of
Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, who had recently been repeat-
ing her claims for female rationality and educability.22 Pepys attended her
play The Humourous Lovers in March ‘that I might the better understand
her’.23 He was fascinated by her style, several times following her carriage to
catch a glimpse, recording her outlandish garb, clearly intrigued by her grand
visit to the Royal Society in late May.24 Taken to its spiritual extreme the per-
ception of the unnatural is associated with infernal power. The ‘prophecies’
supposedly uttered by the fabled Mother Shipton of the sixteenth century
first surfaced in 1641 – notably there would be ‘Wars within this Kingdom’,
although Prince Rupert observed of the Great Fire also that ‘now Shipton’s
prophecy [is] out’. On 17 March 1667 Richard Head entered in the Station-
ers’ Register The life and death of Mother Shipton, or a true Relacõn of
what strange and wonderfull thinges shee did and spakt &c. According to the
D.N.B. Mother Shipton was represented here as the daughter of the devil;
‘her hideous aspect and power of prophesying disaster, of which [Head]
invented numerous instances, fully attested her paternity’. The reaction to
such cases is neutral, however, compared with the perception of the manly,
and thus of the unforgivably unnatural, in behaviour – which could be
received with alarm. Not for John Lacy in February the possibility of a final
harmonious equilibrium between Petruchio and Katharina based on newly
discovered good humour and co-operation. When he altered Shakespeare’s
play into Sauny the Scot his aggressive heroine asserts at the height of
her loquacious defiance of her husband, ‘You shall know me to be the
Master’. The then disobediently silent woman is threatened with a dentist
and finally with live burial; the moment before her forced submission offers
the disturbing tableau of a prone, bound and defeated woman, with the stage
dominated by a powerful group of standing males.25

In that tableau we see staged a violent reaffirmation of the conventional
gender roles and power relations believed to be subverted in the contempo-
rary political sphere. Marvell’s ‘Last Instructions to a Painter’ was completed
some time between 30 August and 29 November, in which Anne Hyde
(‘Philosopher beyond Newcastles Wife’) is sarcastically commended for her
perfection of an ‘Engine’ with which to renew virginity and for her ability to
mature a royal heir in ‘fewer months than Mothers once endured’, and Lady
Castlemaine, royal favour fluctuating, is to be painted washing the ‘sweaty
Hooves’ of her footman.26 Later on in the poem, in a spirit similar to Lacy’s,
Marvell describes the skimmington ride designed for ‘Masculine Wives,
transgressing Nature’s Law’, a paradigm of the relationship between an
emasculated and beaten England and the currently dominant Holland; such
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a ride was an event which Pepys had actually witnessed in June.27 There were
those whose gossip suggested that many of the kingdom’s troubles were
owing to such ‘unnatural’ role reversal and the ‘horrid effeminacy’ of the
King himself, as Pepys in June described the womanising; it was rumoured
that the King had been chasing moths with his ladies while the fleet burned
and that he was ‘at the command of any woman like a slave’.28 After chatting
one July night with a tipsy friend, Pepys recorded that Charles himself had
been ‘speaking of the Duke of York’s being mastered by his wife [and had]
said to some of the company by, that he would go no more abroad with
this Tom Otter’.29 Of all the guises and forms a woman might take, that of
dominatrix is most alarming, be she wife, King’s mistress or foreign power
for, ‘when the brawney Female disobeys, / [She] beats the Husband till for
peace he prays’.30

Admiration of attractive appearance, entertainment at the unusual, or else
alarm at dangerous social or political potential – these responses to female
‘ingenuity’ are not new and it is not particularly surprising that they should
recur.31 What is unusual is their pervasiveness in these anxious months; if the
sex comedies of the 1670s had their inception in the increasing fascination
with gender in the theatre after the plague – from 1667 – this fascination may
have had a political source in the rumoured antics at court. It is also quite
possible, however, that women were simply a dominating social presence at
this time; the 1660s was a peak period for men to leave England for the
colonies and as a consequence apparently as many as twenty-five per cent of
women did not marry.32 With the publication of Paradise Lost in August,
however, came further development of a view of female nature which, while
it may have been tempered by Milton’s own experiences and by centuries
of received opinion, as indicated above, was nevertheless ostensibly more
genuinely sympathetic. Despite her late-coming to creation and her inferior
intellectual status, natural Eve is here perceived as man’s ‘other self . . . Man-
like . . . Bone of [his bone . . . ] one flesh, one heart, one soul’. The measure
is still ‘Man’ although within the prevailing cultural and social parameters,
the male poet makes a serious and by no means unsympathetic attempt to
describe and to give a woman’s voice to the ingénue – here to essential,
pristine, innocence.33 Compared with the cynical fun which early Restoration
dramatists, particularly, were to have with ideas of female innocence,
Milton’s voice is one of humane moderation.

Restoration literature did not invent the state of nature as a literary topic. Its
representation goes back, of course, to ancient creation myths and to evoca-
tions of the Golden Age and of the Garden of Eden. Conversely, a radical,
and largely comic, re-visiting of the subject towards the end of the seven-
teenth century was not prompted simply by Thomas Hobbes’ contentious,
and much attacked, view of an existence in which men live with no other
security than their own strength, and of such a life as being ‘solitary, poor,
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nasty, brutish and short’.34 In Florio’s Montaigne of 1603 the life of savages
is in many respects purer than that of civilised societies – indeed with his
noble courage and natural sense of honour Montaigne’s savage is not so
different from Dryden’s heroic Montezuma of 1664. In other respects, how-
ever, the life of the ‘Caniballes’ is less than ideal; they fight their enemies,
exact revenge, practise cannibalism, and indulge in polygamy.35 Francis
Bacon’s prescriptions for the practical development of a colony include the
view that settlers should be on their guard with neighbouring savages, and
should not help them ‘to invade their enemies’.36 It is in The Tempest,
and with Caliban, however, that Earl Miner sees set forth the terms of the
seventeenth century’s encounter with the Wild Man in a state of nature.
Shakespeare is shown as combining ‘in varying proportions the cannibal of
unknown islands, the Wild Man of Europe, the exploited savage, and the
masses of subjected European peasants’.37 The figure of the isolated girl
which recurs in several different dramatic versions of a shipwreck story, all
staged in 1667, is not of this sort, however.38 She is a socialised and perfectly
articulate European; what is exploited for comic effect is the consciousness
of burgeoning sexuality with the arrival of eligible men.

Female inventiveness or ‘ingenuity’ may have been perceived as both fas-
cinating and dangerous, but the dramatic potential of the ingénue herself was
not lost on Restoration dramatists either, and in 1667 representing the inno-
cent female – as a child either within or without ‘civilisation’ – was not a new
idea in Restoration literature. The role may be exploited to expose the
duplicitous potential of the seeming innocent: Dryden’s Mrs. Christian is
instructed in its devious deployment in The Feigned Innocence or, Sir Martin
Mar-all in August 1667. She is taught how ‘to play the innocent just like a
Child’ and is an apt pupil – ‘What should I do with a Husband?’, she asks the
gull Sir John, who himself longs ‘to keep School, and teach the bigger Girls’.39

In contrast Dryden’s innocent children in the Prologue to The Indian Queen
of 1664 speak artlessly of their golden world, offering flattery to the ‘gentle’
invaders they espy beyond the forestage. Milton’s prelapsarian Eve is unself-
conscious in a way that Dryden’s Quevira is not although, of course, from
her first conscious moment her moral vulnerability is signalled by the ‘vain
desire’ with which she gazes on her own reflection, deaf and blind to the
beauty of the world with which she is surrounded. Her artlessness is empha-
sised by the comparison Milton draws later on with the ‘bought smile’ of har-
lots and wanton ‘court amours’; even if these passages had been composed
much earlier, they were nevertheless peculiarly topical in the year of publi-
cation.40 Davenant himself had used the role of a genuinely innocent little girl
as early as 1662 with the sprightly Viola in his Shakespeare adaptation The
Law against Lovers, and in The Tempest of November 1667 the ingénue fea-
tures as Dorinda, sister for Miranda, who is provided with an equally artless
mate in the innocent Hippolito.41 All have been brought up on the island
apart from, although not in entire ignorance of, the opposite sex.
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Dryden was to redeploy such a role to extract sympathy later on although
here the mode is one of ridicule; the comic potential in the re-doubling of the
ingenuous lovers themselves is clear from the pre-Restoration plays in which
such parts were first created and which were explicitly in the adapters’ minds
as they were writing in 1667. In his Preface to his version of The Tempest
Dryden points out that Fletcher had so valued Shakespeare’s play that he
made use of it for The Sea-Voyage of 1622 – revived successfully at the rival
theatre as The Storm as recently as late September 1667.42 Specifically, the
comic potential for sexual innuendo in the role of ‘the Woman who had never
seen a Man’ is already hinted at in Fletcher’s play in the comment of Crocale
as Clarinda touches Albert’s hand,

I see, that by instinct,
Though a young maid hath never seen a Man,
Touches have titillations, and inform her.

Crocale expects a storm with the appearance of Rosellia who shrieks
‘Un-hand this Monster’. ‘Monster, Mother?’, queries Clarinda artlessly.43 Sir
John Suckling, continues Dryden in the Preface to The Tempest, was also a
‘profess’d admirer’ of Shakespeare (along with Davenant, Fletcher and him-
self) and followed in his footsteps with The Goblins of about 1638, in which
Reginella is an ‘open imitation’ of Shakespeare’s Miranda. This play was
staged twice, again by the rival company, in the earlier part of 1667.44 For
one modern commentator The Goblins caught only the sensational and
showy from The Tempest, and with Reginella ‘innocence shades over into
undeniable simple-mindedness’.45 This simpleminded creature, who in III. iv
asks of Orsabrin,

Tell me what thou art first:
For such a creature
Mine eyes did never yet behold

is an eager pupil by IV.i: ‘Sure I should learne [love] Sir, if you would teach
it’, and by the last scene is a willing collaborator: ‘Any thing that you wou’d
aske me, sure I might grant’.46 While the comic potential of such a role is
clear in these earlier, but currently revived, versions, neither Clarinda nor
Reginella is painted with the exaggerated and hyperbolic responses of
Hippolito in the adapted version of The Tempest or with the determined
curiosity of Dorinda, his mate-to-be. The staging of these three plays this
year, along with The Feigned Innocence of August, suggests that speculation
about the moral nature of female innocence was at least as interesting and
topical as gossip about the political dangers of experienced women. In The
Tempest the role of the womanly innocent is much more subtly and wittily
portrayed than that of the manly termagant in Sauny the Scot, although in
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the end, through the role of the ‘principal boy’ Hippolito, played by a
woman, subordination is equally enforced.

Dorinda’s first meeting with a ‘proper’ man is expressed as an awakening
of physical self-awareness, culminating in absurd bathos:

Dor. At first it star’d upon me and seem’d wild,
And then I trembled, yet it look’d so lovely, that when
I would have fled away, my feet seem’d fasten’d to the ground,
Then it drew near, and with amazement askt
To touch my hand; which, as a ransom for my life,
I gave: but when he had it, with a furious gripe
He put it to his mouth so eagerly, I was afraid he
Would have swallow’d it. (T, III.33–4)

Dryden himself was to continue to play variations on this role, with women
not so much ostensibly inexperienced and unenlightened on account of their
youthfulness, but on account of some other social inhibition outside their
control.

In Marriage a la Mode of 1672 Leonidas and Palmyra have been brought up
far from the court, ‘in the neighbouring Hamlet / Amongst Fishers Cabins’.
Bemused by the courtly language of Argaleon, Palmyra reminisces with her
true love about the inception of her feelings for him, a moment of physical
proximity at a rural festival:

You kneel’d; and, in my lap, your head laid down.
I blush’d, and blush’d, and did the kiss delay . . . 
But when I gave the Crown, and then the kiss,
I scarce had breath to say, Take that – and this.47

Dryden’s Eve, innocent of the modes of courtship for quite a different
reason, is nevertheless equally responsive to the physical proximity of the
one admired, taking more than a hint from Milton:

And now a face peeps up, and now draws near,
With smiling looks, as pleased to see me here.
As I advance, so that advances too,
And seems to imitate whate’re I do:
When I begin to speak, the lips it moves;
Streams drown the voice, or it would say, it loves.48

The awakening self-awareness of Dorinda and Palmyra is in Eve represented
as complete narcissism; the lover and the beloved are one. Finally Emmeline,
in King Arthur of 1691, is ‘innocent’ because she is blind although she is nev-
ertheless equally conscious of her physical self and artlessly, but repetitively,
draws attention to the imagined sight of it:
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Emm. If you can see me so far and yet not touch,
I fear you may see my naked legs and feet
Quite through my clothes. Pray do not see so well.

Arth. Fear not sweet innocence.49

Dorinda is thus one of the earliest in the line of Dryden’s innocents ab
origine: all exhibit strong physical self-awareness, played in a range of regis-
ters from the absurd, in Dorinda, to the dignified, pathetic or artless. Common
to all, however, is the frank awareness and admission of physical reaction: ‘I
trembled’, ‘I blush’d’, ‘I advance’, ‘I fear’; in all the state of female innocence
is represented as susceptible, and yet physically self-aware and responsive.50 In
strong political contrast, but with a similar tableau effect, Marvell was
instructing his painter at this time to represent a royal male uncertainly con-
fronting a ‘sudden Shape with Virgin’s Face’. Here, however, the girl – an ‘airy
Picture’ of ‘England or the Peace’ – disappears from the King’s increasingly
amorous clutches and with her silent tears, secret anguish and throbbing heart
she is a seriously pitiable figure in a way that the available Dorinda is not. For
both poets, however, the picture of virginal female innocence is framed to
serve political ends; for Marvell she is a victim of, and for Dryden a willing
collaborator with, the importunities of aristocratic male desire.51

Indeed, giving the ingénue a strong physical self-awareness to express, as
Dryden does, may be a way in which to reassure a largely male and often
libertine audience that in this respect men and women are not so greatly
different. Such ostensible gender sameness is also signalled in the Prologue
to the adaptation where it is made clear that the part of the innocent and
untried male, Hippolito, would be played by a woman – ‘Man-like, but
different sex’ as Milton had recently said in quite a different mood. 

In his Preface to The Tempest Dryden stated that this part of young Hippolito
had been conceived by Davenant as such a ‘Counterpart’ to Shakespeare’s
plot of a woman (Miranda) who had never seen a man, ‘that by this means
those two Characters of Innocence and Love might the more illustrate and
commend each other’. For this illustration of the characteristics of love and
innocence to be satisfactorily concluded a prospective mate for Hippolito
then had to be supplied in the person of Dorinda. What the illustration then
interestingly reveals for the entertainment of a libertine court is the comic –
and thus reassuring – downside to love in the hyperbole of awakened desire,
and to innocence in its ignorant and vociferous curiosity; even pristine human
innocence is ripe for corruption. If Dorinda’s part reassuringly illustrates that
there is no such thing as virtuous female innocence anyway, Hippolito’s is
exploited to assure a libertine court that the notion of platonic love itself is
indeed ridiculous.52

Davenant had earlier devised a figure comparable to Hippolito in Gridonel
of The Platonic Lovers (acted in 1635).53 This son of an old courtier, brought

Literature & History third series 12/1

28



up uneducated and apart from women on account of a ‘peevish humour’ of
his father’s, appears in a sub-plot to a main action concerning two Dukes and
their sisters, with the complications caused to their courtship by the cult of pla-
tonic love, and by a love potion devised to try to restore natural relationships.
Having drunk the potion Gridonel is then, as it were, over-manned; he utters
lustfully possessive thoughts about any woman mentioned, even those dead or
newly born, until he has to be locked away. The play enacts the disruptive
effects caused on the one hand by the adoption of artificial and fashionable
behavioural constraints and on the other by the administration of an artificial
emotional stimulant, the effect of each then being parodied by the grotesque
Gridonel in the sub-plot. The play also explicitly exposes the problem of pop-
ulating a world dominated by the cult of platonic attachment and the actual
barrenness of it as a philosophy, despite the verbal fecundity with which its
devotees communicate. For Dryden and Davenant to take up this mode again
and to redeploy its anti-précieuse satire for a court whose philosophy of love
was anything but platonic, would seem an obvious step. That such satire is
intended in their version of The Tempest can be deduced from the similarity
with which the play’s two naif characters respond to their circumstances,
Dryden’s writing of this part receiving ‘daily [Davenant’s] amendments’.

In Act II Hippolito’s speculation about the nature of this, to him, unknown
creature (woman) is more fanciful than Gridonel’s although each is easily
assured that the manifestation is of a childishly simple supernatural form:
important angels have blue wings; sunbeams – the sun’s playful progeny –
wear their father’s clothes :

Grid. This is a rare sight. One of the Angels sure, and a great gallant
among ’em, had it but blue wings on the shoulders, it could not be of
less degree than an Angel.54

Hip. What thing is that? sure ’tis some Infant of the Sun, dress’d in his
Father’s gayest Beams, and comes to play with Birds. (T, II.29)

Having discovered his attraction to these fair creatures, Gridonel then devel-
ops a desire for them only a little less greedy than Hippolito’s monstrous
desire for all the fair women in the world:

Grid. The Turk! Is he platonically given?
Castr. Troth, sir, not much; he hath some seven hundred of those taff’ty

creatures you admire so in’s own house.
Grid. Would I were the great Turk but for one Month. (PL. IV. 404)

Hip. I will have all of that kind, if there be a hundred of ‘em . . . 
Ferd. Sir, if you love you must be ty’d to one . . . 
Hip. But, Sir, I find it is against my Nature.

I must love where I like, and I believe I may like all,
All that are fair. (T, III.50)
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The purpose of these innocents’ desire to own and to have so many women
is left unstated, but it is clear to the listeners. For the experienced Ferdinand,
by contrast, the relationship is less the fantasy of total male possession than
the realistic fact of restriction; the lover will be ‘ty’d’. Similarly, the earlier
play contains a passage in which a more experienced figure instructs another
in the knowledge necessary for a husband; here the extravagant Duke The-
ander is the pupil:

Theand. I prethee let’s dispute it bashfully; yet I would learn, is custom
grown so bold? first marry, Phylomont, and then to bed! (PL, IV.403)

Hip. to Ferdinand] Pray teach me quickly how Men and Women in your
World make love, I shall soon learn, I warrant you. (T, V.80)

After taking the love-potion the erstwhile platonic Duke now has a cautious
sense of modesty in the face of his need for knowledge, but his astonishment
at what may be entailed is comic; Hippolito is polite but unconstrained –
the urgent tone carries the comic effect.55 With Hippolito played by an
actress, however, these ‘masculine’ words are now being spoken by a woman,
and a new level of entertainment is thereby opened up in the disingenuous
ingenuity of the ingénue role.

By 1667 of course there was nothing new about professional actresses;
they had been introduced for the first time on the public stage within eight
months of the court’s return from exile.56 Thereafter cross-dressing itself was
to become standard practice; J. H. Wilson calculated that eighty-nine out of
three hundred and seventy-five plays between 1660 and 1700 had roles for
women dressed as men. Interestingly, of these only fourteen were for women
playing what was actually a man’s part, as with Hippolito; it was quite an
uncommon practice. Wilson sees the chief reason for casting women in lead-
ing roles written for men as capitalising on ‘their effectiveness in breeches
parts’ – an effectiveness subsisting in the display of shapely legs.57 Elizabeth
Howe notes such sexual exploitation of actresses, which often resulted in
the confirmation of traditional female stereotypes: women as chaste, passive,
sufferers, or as demonic, and punished, trespassers on male territory. In addi-
tion, though, she finds that in the outstanding plays of this period ‘the
sexual realism provided by the actress helped to promote a fresh, sensitive,
and occasionally even a radical consideration of female roles and relations
between the sexes’.58

Such ambivalence about the nature of the relationship between Restoration
audiences and actresses is further explored by more recent commentators. On
the one hand the actress is held to be reified, the focus of possessive male
gaze.59 On the other, however, she is seen as an emerging, and increasingly
respected, professional. Which view to accept? In 1995 Deborah C. Payne
offered an answer by outlining the history of these views, the first ‘an all too
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familiar tale of oppression [the second] an equally tired romance of feminine
skill triumphing against all odds’, and drew the two strands together as
‘mutually defining’. Her essay challenges the view of actresses as mere objects
by re-examining contemporary evidence in Prologue and Epilogue, and shows
how by the visual art of stage perspectivism, as well as by their professional-
ism, ‘perfectly ordinary women become simultaneously the object of collec-
tive attention and the practitioners of an “art”, a doubly powerful yet
circumscribed position’.60

The Prologue to the 1667 version of The Tempest is anxious to stress the
female body playing Hippolito’s role, and to invite the audience to imagine
it, ‘What e’re she was before the Play began, / All you shall see of her is
perfect man’; what is seen is a code for something else. Both the pronouns
and the gesture at off-stage reality serve from the very beginning to focus
attention on the female beneath the masculine clothes; breasts and long hair
are not going to be revealed at the end, and so elements in the audience are
going to have to be satisfied with a pair of glamorous legs in breeches, and
they are warned to make the necessary mental adjustments in advance. What
the role of Hippolito then offers is the sort of ‘gender hybridism’ identified
by Elizabeth D. Harvey in her discussion of Spenser.61 The sexual indetermi-
nacy is ostensibly baffling; is this a manly woman or a womanly man? Are
different parts of the audience to be entertained, horrified or even reassured
by the character’s expression of rampant sexual desire, the words heterosex-
ual, but the voice of lesbianism? Behind this role lies the whole myth of the
manly Amazons, with their Queen Hippolyta and their warlike and unnat-
ural customs – including self-mastectomy.62 Hippolito’s name is surely
intended as a key to the myth, and he is as sexually forward as anyone might
expect of an Amazon.63 Here, however, there is to be no sort of heroic
Theseus ex machina to take and tame this unruly figure. Gender difference is
finally established instead through the ingredients of the powerful symbol –
a mystic potion – by which the mortally wounded boy is to be revived from
his injury, and by which a crucial difference between women and men is
signalled and femaleness finally enforced. This herbal mixture offers an
orthodox reassurance about the gender status quo, exposing as it does the
basic physical and therefore moral fallibility of the most – nearly – manly
woman of this topsy-turvy year.64

At the beginning of Act V, as Prospero is about to summon Caliban to
execute Ferdinand for the killing of Hippolito, Ariel replies to his master’s
bemused questioning that he has procured the means for the resuscitation of
the dead youth. To achieve this he has circumnavigated Europe in search
of herbs while Hippolito’s equally energetic good angel has undertaken a
lunatic voyage (up ‘the circle of the Moon’) to draw remedial virtue from the
appropriate planets. As a result they have administered a potent reviving
cocktail to the patient, and Ariel has also procured a ‘sympathetic’ salve with
which to anoint the sword which wounded him.65 The herbs which Ariel
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collects are moly from the Hesperides, ‘trickling’ balm from Palestine
and the ‘purple Panacea’ from Britain. The first, moly, is the herb given by
Hermes (Mercury) to Odysseus as an antidote to the poisonous enchantment
of Circe.66 Gerard, in his Herbal of 1597, describes Homer’s moly as ‘the
Sorcerers Garlicke’ as it appears in The Odyssey, its root covered in a black-
ish skin and having ‘faire whitish floures’.67 For such early English herbalists
the property of the garlics is hot and Culpeper (1653) regards it as being
ruled by the planet Mars.68 The balm of Gilead, gathered near the Red Sea as
it trickles from the trees’ bark, is closely related to myrrh of mystic ritual,
which is hot and dry, says Culpeper, ‘in the second degree’.69 Purple panacea
from Britain must be the indigenous purple all-heal or valerian, ruled by
Mercury and hot in the fourth (or hottest) degree according to Culpeper; the
herbalists list nearly twenty ailments in which it is efficacious.70

All three of these plants were regarded as medicinally beneficial in many
ailments but the only property shared by garlic, myrrh and valerian in
Culpeper is that of ‘procuring the woman’s courses’ or menstruation, and it
is by this that role and actress are here differentiated.71 In addition all of these
herbs have heating properties and, apart from its mythic association with
Mercury, garlic is associated with Mars and valerian with Mercury by
Culpeper, and these are notoriously the most tempestuous and volatile of
planets. For contemporaries versed in medical or what Culpeper calls ‘astrol-
ogo-physical’ thinking – and knowledge of herbal use was widespread if the
sources of the recipes in Kenelm Digby’s Closet are to be trusted – an enter-
taining in-joke was being played with the fact that the figure to whom this
appropriately female ‘remedy’ was being administered was in fact a woman.72

However closely she may approximate to manliness, she will remain, and can
be medicined to remain, subject to the volatile emotions and to the distress-
ing monthly liability to turn ‘wine sour and sugar black, and [of] making
pickled meat go rancid’.73 A theoretical demonstration is made of the notion,
reassuring to many in 1667, that a woman cannot really play a man’s part;
she may mimic masculine autonomy, but her femaleness cedes it.

In the fiction, then, the innocent boy is to be revived and his wound
staunched by the administration of a mystic potion, but in theatrical reality,
for the highly experienced young woman playing the role, a debilitating and
noxious flow of blood would be caused by such a herbal concoction. The
man-woman Hippolito is a joke, not least in his pretension to spiritual
knowledge – the soul is ‘a small blew thing that runs about within us’ he pro-
nounces.74 This is a much subtler and wittier joke, however, than any others
made in 1667 on the subject of female nature, and certainly than the intro-
duction of the topically monstrous Sycorax, Caliban’s sister and ‘bigger than
. . . both’ of Prospero’s daughters. Hippolito is ridiculous both as fictional,
innocent and spiritually impressionable male and as the counterpart of a real,
experienced and physically susceptible female. 
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Women were represented elsewhere in that year, then, as speciously
attractive or as transgressing natural law in some entertaining or alarming
way, and thus as having the potential to pose a social, moral or even politi-
cal threat. On-stage the ‘ventriloquised’ female body may sometimes clearly
be objectified by the gaze, as the blind Emmeline (of 1691) certainly invites:
‘I fear you may see my naked legs and feet / Quite through my clothes. Pray
do not see so well’. Equally, the inexperienced female body is shown in
drama of this period to be physically susceptible to touch; this was a period
about which Lawrence Stone concludes that ‘casual physical contacts . . .
were acceptable to a wide variety of women’, and the 1667 audience of The
Tempest is certainly invited, if it so ‘fancies’ (or fantasises), to discover Hip-
polito’s sex ‘abed’.75 Sight or touch – they are faculties belonging to either sex
and may objectify or empower the gazer or the toucher, man or woman.
Behind the role of Hippolito, however, lies the fundamental physiological
difference between men and women as perceived in the seventeenth century;
women’s physical organs would be represented as internalised versions of the
male, and it is the womb, with its menstrual flow, which is thought of as sep-
arate and distinctive to womankind.76 In The Tempest and by means of a
drink which is at once real medicine and magic potion, a wound salve which
is at once serious chemistry and romantic hocus pocus, recovery and restora-
tion are won for a fairytale prince and physical limitation theoretically
enforced on the real woman who played him. It offers a witty demonstration
that women and men may share emotional responses but that where the
female might be most mistrusted – where she appears almost indistinguish-
ably male, most unnervingly like an Amazon – her gender can be reassuringly
affirmed and controlled.

The entertaining November play may have offered some consolation to
those who were either fearful of, or upbraided with, the unnatural political
influence of women in that anxious year. Literary and theatrical representa-
tions of women had been ostensibly diverse while, for male readers and audi-
ences at least, reassuringly orthodox. The entire mode of The Tempest may
here be comic but there is witty meaning and even some strategically politi-
cal subtlety on the part of these court supporters in giving this male role to a
woman, as there is not in the contemporary casting of an actress as the boy
Epicoene, nor in the other more predictable and numerous representations
of the female and her transgression of natural order in this dramatically
formative but unhappy year.
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