SEX, VIOLENCE AND EXCHANGE:
WOMEN’S BODIES AND ENGLISH RENAISSANCE DRAMA
By Eden Rich
[bookmark: _Int_CQPydFy2]The woman’s body in English Renaissance drama is enshrouded in violence and is defined by a man’s sexual or sociopolitical or financial desire. The ever-present question, however, is why that is. Why is the woman’s body subject to these violent acts, even if the male character is equally as implicated? In this essay, I will use Shakespeare’s Othello and Measure for Measure, Ben Jonson’s Volpone and John Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore to posit answers to this ubiquitous question.
[bookmark: _Int_taIjArnz]Catharine A. MacKinnon said about male dominancy and hierarchy that “the male standpoint enforces woman’s definition, encircles her body, circumlocutes her speech, and describes her life”[footnoteRef:2] indicating the strong belief at the time that a woman was a man’s property. Women had little autonomy and the autonomy she had was defined by her male master’s biases and retention of his own image. If she was soiled, she was no longer his, no longer worth his time. Her life and her choices were inexplicably tied to him, his wants, his ego, his image. [2:  MacKinnon, Catharine A. ‘Feminism, Marxism, Method and the State: Toward Feminist Jurisprudence,’ Signs, Vol. 8 No. 4 (University of Chicago Press, 1983) < https://www.jstor.org/sici?=0097-9740%28198322%298%3A4%3C635%3AFMMATS%E2.0.CO%3B2-8> Accessed: Oct 10 2024  p. 636] 

[bookmark: _Int_yRoKIWo1]Even a woman with agency has her agency balance on the perception of the man’s repute. In Measure for Measure, novice Isabella takes the initiative to try to free her brother, Claudio, from death row. Yet, when Angelo demands her virginity for Claudio’s life, the violation of her body becomes twofold; First, Isabella’s body is reduced to a site of male negotiation, and secondly, if she would go through with the act, she would not only bring shame on herself, she would also bring shame to Claudio. In Act II Scene IV Isabella tells Angelo, “Better it were a brother died at once / Than a sister, by redeeming him, / Should die for ever.”[footnoteRef:3] Isabella is reduced to a sexual object. Even women with agency are the property of a man, or the pinnacle of a man’s own desire.  [3:  Shakespeare, William. Measure for Measure. Ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine. (Simon & Schuster, 2015)  Act ii Scene iv Lines 114 to 116 p. 83] 

Derek Cohen affirms that “female chastity is a cornerstone of patriarchy”, illustrating the societal importance of a sexless woman for the sake of male control[footnoteRef:4]; if the chaste woman is suddenly not chaste, be it by her own design or through rape or coercion, the man is most affected; there is no sympathy, no understanding to offer the woman. The woman is thus destined to die for the sake of her forsaken honour, even if that honour is never forsaken in the first place.  [4:  Cohen, Derek. Shakespeare’s Culture of Violence (London: St Martin’s Press, 1993) ] 

To breach the second part of this point, it is essential to return to Celia and Corvino in Ben Jonson’s Volpone. Corvino asserts his control over Celia through violence, namely by threatening violence against her as well as isolation from the rest of the world. In Act II Scene VI, Corvino says to Celia he will “chalk a line o’er which thou but chance to set thy desp’rate foot, more hell, more horror, more remorseless rage shall seize on thee” and “dissect thee mine own self,” both heavily implying, if not outright stating, if she strays out of line, if he perceives but a whiff of rebellion from her, he will meet her with violence and abuse[footnoteRef:5]. In Act III Scene VII, he even threatens to strike her for her refusal to lay with Volpone. Violence kept a wife, a sister, a daughter, docile to her male owner and he would keep her behind lock and chain to keep her chastity, her honour, for his own needs.  [5:  Jonson, Ben. “Volpone” English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed by David Bevington and others (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2002) Act ii Scene iv Lines 52 to 54 and 71 pp. 712-713] 

A second explanation for the brutalisation of the woman’s body in English Renaissance drama comes from the idea that the woman is a signifier of social, political, and/or financial prowess. As such, her horrific death symbolises the destruction of current political or civil unrest, that she becomes a martyr for a civilisation’s upheaval, and not her own individual self.
In tandem, men saw women as useful either to present babies or to form — or strengthen — political alliances amongst royalty or to ensure financial gain for both his and her families. Desdemona takes matters into her own hands, expresses her agency, by eloping with Othello, which has lingering consequences for herself and for her new husband. The men, upon discovering the elopement, at once jump to conclusions, that he must have sullied Desdemona’s chastity so that no longer can she be traded like cattle, that she is tied to one man for eternity. Her father considers her dead to him, that “she is abused, stolen from me, and corrupted” for marrying Othello, that no longer is she worth what she was before[footnoteRef:6]. That her body has lost value.  [6:  Shakespeare, William. Othello. Ed. Kenneth Muir, Intro by Tom McAlindon. (Penguin Books Ltd, 2015) Act i Scene iii Line 60, p 18] 

Karen Newman attests to the fact that women’s bodies were, as objects are, currency in which men could trade for better land, better commerce, a better title and for sex; women’s roles in patriarchal society were “that of wife and object of exchange in the circulation of male desire”[footnoteRef:7]. Yet, as seen in Othello, Desdemona rebels against this notion for her “violent” love of her husband, and in Measure for Measure, Isabella exerts her limited agency to become a nun and maintain her chastity, but their bodies are still extolled by the roles Newman asserts; Desdemona is still murdered by her husband, Isabella is still sexualised by Angelo. Volpone’s Celia and ‘Tis Pity’s’ Annabella are instead compounded by them.  [7:  Newman, Karen, Fashioning Femininity and English Renaissance Drama, (Chicago and London, 1991), pp.39-40 ] 

Throughout the play, Corvino demonstrates both his desire for Volpone’s wealth and his objectification, his lack of care and empathy, for his wife, it is little wonder that he offers her up to be raped for money. In Act II Scene VI, Corvino and Mosca talk about Volpone’s wants; a doctor offered up his daughter to aid Volpone, Corvino offers his wife: “The party you wot of / Shall be mine own wife, Mosca.”[footnoteRef:8] Celia’s body is reduced to a floor upon which men offer gold for satisfying sexual desire.  [8:  Jonson, Ben. “Volpone” English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed by David Bevington and others (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2002) Act ii Scene vi Line 82 p. 715] 

If we return to the idea of the female body representing the destruction of social order, Annabella’s story is most highlighted. Her incestuous, illicit love is positioned against the strict moral codes of the society around them, and while this society in and of itself is corrupt, the relationship between Annabella and brother Giovanni tips the scales. Against a backdrop of these rigid societal expectations, Annabella’s body, because of her sexual freedom, becomes a conduit of moral ambiguity, desire, and sin; Giovanni’s desecration of her body then implies the return of order and virtue. “[…] would make me stagger to perform this act, / Which I most glory in.”[footnoteRef:9] frames Annabella’s murder as justified, at least for Giovanni; he is proud to kill her for revenge. The violent destruction of Annabella’s body, of female character’s bodies, echoes, a deeper meditation on morality, social order, and the fragility of identity, with women becoming the instrument by which men assert their power over others, as well as women.  [9:  Ford, John. “’Tis Pity She’s a Whore” English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed by David Bevington and others (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2002) Act 5 Scene 5 Lines 90-91 p. 1963] 

[bookmark: _Int_C3LLE3Yg][bookmark: _Int_Mlw6H9m6]But why might it only be women who inhabit this brutal symbolism? Heather L. Welch suggested, “Patriarchy legitimised men to use violence in order to maintain hierarchy” and women who committed acts of violence were viewed as “unstable or out of control”[footnoteRef:10] in comparison. If we apply this logic to the topic at hand, female sexuality, and expressions of sex in the female body become harbingers of doom; female sexuality was “out of control” and “unstable” much like female violence. Much like violence, sex was considered inherently masculine; patriarchy gave man clemency for his sexual or violent deviation, he was normalised; the woman criminal, or whore, or strumpet, was a “social deviant.” Yet, the idea of a woman’s sexuality was alluring as it was equally feared and in need of control. The stage was thus a safe way to explore female sexuality while ensuring women were robbed of expressing it themselves. [10:  Welch, Heather L., “Introduction,” Unnatural Cruel Beasts in Women's Shapes: The Female Body in Early Modern England. Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2020. doi: https://doi.org/10.57709/17476043 p. 1] 

While it could be argued that the portrayal of female sexuality was less feared and more “celebrated”, the thought still becomes inconclusive when faced with a real, sexual woman on the stage. Lady Politic Would-Be is aware of what men want, of her sexuality, and she attempts to use this to her advantage to match up with the men around her[footnoteRef:11]. Often, her attempts are rebuffed. While she holds an element of power, it remains with the men. When the power is so greatly imbalanced, the wants of one cannot constitute the other, leaving Would-Be’s power effectively useless.  [11:  Jonson, Volpone. Act iv Scene ii pp. 738-741] 

Others may claim female sexuality is an equal part of these dramas and might be seen to stabilise civic order rather than threaten it. Angelo’s strict enforcement of Vienna’s laws may have stabilised aspects of the city, but he falls into his own hypocrisy when faced with Isabella. He goads Isabella, tries to blackmail Isabella, into abandoning her agency, the limited agency she has as a woman at the time, and having sex with him to save her brother, condemned to death for another sexual crime, and to satiate his own sexual appetite. The fear of Isabella being abstinent is threatening in equal measure as a woman with a voracious sexual appetite. Isabella’s story stands at the crossroads of personal and social conflict with her body becoming a battleground for competing moral obligations, as Angelo’s corruption illustrates that male regulation of the female body is about power and insecurity. Jacqueline Rose says, “the woman who refuses to meet [sexual] desire is as unsettling as the one who does so with excessive haste.”[footnoteRef:12] The wilfully chaste woman is just as much a threat to a man as a woman vibrant in her sexuality [12:  Rose, Jacqueline. ‘Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Measure for Measure’, Alternative Shakespeares, ed. John Drakakis (London, New York: Methuen, 1985; repr. Routledge, 1988) p. 95] 

“[W]omen, collectively oppressed under male domination,” says Kupfer, “cannot freely choose their lives, even if they say their choices are freely made”[footnoteRef:13] perfectly encapsulating the truth of the matter here: Lady Would-Be and Annabella, even Isabella, despite their perceived freedoms are still forced to adhere to the powerful strictures against them. [13:  Kupfer, Susan G., Autonomy and Community in Feminist Legal Thought, 22 Golden Gate U. L. Rev. (1992). p. 602] 

Finally, it is necessary to take into consideration religion and its role in the suppression of women, and thus the abuse of her body, typically at a male’s hands, in English Renaissance dramas. Christianity was the most major of the religions in England at the time, with various oppressed threads attached to it, and in Christianity, the original sin, and the damnation of man to sin can be traced back to the first woman: Eve. The idea of the woman bringing hellfire for her freedom of choice and opinion has its roots in Eve’s temptation, the qualities that defined a woman and therefore must be quenched. The consequence of sin serves as a nucleus for many Renaissance tragedies, and the female characters typically endure the most of this. In Malleus Maleficarum, Heinrich Kramer made a statement that, because God made her from a curved bone, Eve was “an unfinished animal” and therefore women are not only “an animal, but an unfinished one.”[footnoteRef:14] While the book concerns itself with witchcraft in the Early Modern period, it echoes religious beliefs in which women are the source of sin. [14:  Heinrich Kramer, The Malleus Maleficarum, Trans. P.G. Maxwell-Stuart, (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2007) p. 74] 

Even Isabella, whose virtues far outweigh her vices, adheres to the religious strictures placed upon women, as celibacy found its roots in the consequences of Eve. Melissa Hoffman surmises that, “A woman practicing chastity distanced herself from the negative qualities associated with women. Because of Eve’s sin, women were thought to be carnal and deceitful, easily susceptible to pride, loquacious, and the source of the world’s problems”[footnoteRef:15] and therefore, chastity was essential to keeping a woman valuable and virtuous. Isabella highlights the roles women had to uphold in the era. Her chastity, her honour, her kindness and valour, and her innocence in the perspective of sexuality and sexual desires. While the men show most sin in Measure for Measure, it too comes to define Isabella’s arc; to sin or not to sin, that is the question.  [15:  Hoffman, Melissa. Virginity And Chastity For Women In Late Antiquity, Anglo-Saxon England, And Late Medieval England: On The Continuity Of Idea. (2007) p. 2] 

Despite Annabella’s death holding the weight of moral and social disorder, her death mirror’s the role of the female scapegoat, its origins rooted in religious misogyny. It is not a coincidence that the Cardinal, a religious figure, signs the play and the final, brutal scene off with the quote, “Of one so young, so rich in nature’s store, / Who could not say, ‘Tis pity she’s a whore.”[footnoteRef:16] Where is the onus on Giovanni? Where is his share of blame in the disorder? Per the quote, Annabella becomes the scapegoat for male sin and sexual desire, as much as her own, when it was not only her involvement that brought about disorder.  [16:  Bevington, p. 1967] 

Desdemona, similarly, has her own love warped, and her own connection to Eve and the original sin established. However, this is not by herself. The men condemn her to Eve-dom and the desecration of women through Othello himself. “O, curse of marriage! / That we can call these delicate creatures ours, / And not their appetites!”[footnoteRef:17] Othello soliloquises, implying that women, like Eve, cannot control their desires and must have a man control them for her; Othello reduces Desdemona to another sinful reference.  [17:  Shakespeare. Othello, p. 68] 

English Renaissance drama exposes why the female body became a site of violence, exchange, and sexual desire amongst men, and how playwrights depicted these bodies as instruments of male egos, sociopolitical leverage, and religious atonement. These plays do not only entertain, but they underpin the fragility of the patriarchal society they’re built upon and denotes our journey to equality and understanding. 
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