An examination of gender in Middleton and Dekker's The Roaring Girl and using New Historicism as a critical method.

This essay will examine the representation of Gender in Middleton and Dekker's The Roaring Girl and explain why a new historicist method may not be the best form of criticism to take. However, historical criticism would be the best approach to use when critiquing this play. The essay will include a brief overview of the play and its authors and examine gender representation within the play that will mainly focus on the main character of Moll Cutpurse, who was based on a real person (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006, p.xx).
Middleton and Dekker wrote The Roaring Girl together in 1611 (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006, p. xvii). Thomas Dekker was an accomplished writer of plays. Born in 1572, he wrote five plays independently and played a part in writing forty-two others (Webster, 1995, p.312). Thomas Middleton, born in 1570, had published three books of verse by 1600. He learned to write plays through working with Thomas Dekker and others (Webster, 1995, p.760). 
The Roaring Girl was set in London in the 17th century (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006, p.xvii).  The play focuses on the character of Mary Frith, well known as Moll Cutpurse, a cross-dressing woman who assists a friend with his father's disapproval of his choice of bride. Sebastian is in love with Mary Fitzallard, but his father, Wengrave, will not allow the marriage because Fitzallard's dowry was too small. So Sebastian decides to trick his father into believing that he was actually in love with Mary Frith. However, he knew that his father would disapprove of Moll even more than Fitzallard. So he uses the fact that they both share the name Mary (coincidently, the author's wives also each have the name Mary (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006, p.xvii) to mislead his father into thinking his son was in love with the transvestite. He hopes that when his father finds out that it is Fitzallard that he is in love with and not Moll, his father will be so relieved that he will bless the marriage (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006).
When Wengrave learns that his son is planning to marry Moll, he hires Trapdoor to spy on her and catch her out by setting a trap for her. However, Moll discovers Trapdoor before the plan could be carried out, and Trapdoor switches to her side and swears to be faithful to her. Wengrave's plan fails, and after Sebastian returns from eloping with Fitzallard, he is upset because he believes he has married Moll. When it is discovered that he married Fitzallard, Wengrave is so relieved that he gives his blessing just as Sebastian had hoped (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006).
The character of Moll Cutpurse was based on the real Mary Frith, who did, in fact, dress as a man (Krantz, 1995 p.6). Frith was arrested for dressing as a man, and she used male objects such as a pipe and a short sword that made her appear more manly (Krantz, 1995 p.6). She wore a mix of male and female clothing despite it being prohibited at the time, and records show that she is not the only woman that was punished for doing so (Howard, 1998, p.418). There were rules in place for the way people could dress in England at this time; only certain people could wear purple, silk, spurs and jewels. These rules were there to keep society in its place. To challenge the rules was to challenge the way things were so (Howard, 1998, p.421). When Frith defied these rules, she appeared to be challenging society. 
Gender in The Roaring Girl is represented in several ways. First, there are the stereotypical male and female roles in the supporting characters and then the complicated character of Moll Cutpurse, who will be the focus of this essay. Moll is represented as male, female and ambiguous. The only ways in which she is represented as feminine are the way that other people address her as "Mistress" (II.i.339) and by wearing a saveguard (traditional female riding overskirt). However, she also wore a men's jacket at the same time (II.i.161).
When represented as male, Moll dresses in men's clothes and smokes a pipe as well as carrying a short sword (II.i.185). This is also shown in an image of Moll created for the play (Middleton, Dekker and Cook, 2006, p.1). At the time this was written, women were not allowed to smoke, it was just for men, and Moll was said to be the first woman to enjoy tobacco. (Rustici, 1999, p.163). Moll can also speak Thieves Cant, a coded language used among the criminals of the 17th century (Mikalachki, 1994, p.120). She speaks of having had "horn-thumbs" and "whipjacks" (V.i.123-130). She also appears to know more of this language than a man when she has to explain to him that "doxy" means "wench" (V.i.150-153).
Moll is addressed as a woman and referred to as a "she" by the other characters in the play (II.i.339). However, her attire is not ignored, as she is also referred to as a "thing" with people unsure precisely what she is (I.ii.128-134).
Historical criticism, also known as the historical-critical method, looks into the background of the literature. It takes many things into account, all relating to the time it was written, and what was happening when it was being written. In addition, historical criticism examines the person that wrote the text and what the author may have meant for his original audience (What is New Historicism: Literature - A Research Guide for Students, n.d). New historicism is a form of historical criticism. 
New Historicism is a criticism that evaluates the literature by looking deeply at the world around it, specifically the social and cultural events surrounding the event that was written about and how these events helped create the situation that was written about. By believing that the things that happened at the time of it being written were actually what caused it to happen and therefore could have been written about (What is New Historicism: Literature - A Research Guide for Students, n.d.). New historicism "Treats the document as a representation of historical forces" (Webster, 1995, p.806). This approach could be helpful for seeing how relevant this play was during its time to its original audience; however, to accurately examine it in its historical context, you need to know the historical context in great detail. 
In my considered opinion, historical criticism is the best method of criticism to use as an approach to The Roaring Girl. While many approaches could be taken, including feminist criticism, I believe that the historical approach would be best as it focuses on the time that the play was written and the events surrounding it. It looks at it in its historical context and the people that it was initially intended for and was written by the author for the people of that time. I believe that this is the best way to look at this piece of literature. Although much of the play is still relevant today, things have changed considerably since it was written. Transvestites, for example, are seen as more acceptable in society today. We still have some way to go in the inclusion and acceptance of the many different types of people, but we have come a long way in the centuries since Middleton and Dekker were writing. 
Historical criticism would be the best approach as it uses the moral values of the time period it was created in to judge the actions and thoughts within its historical context. We cannot apply our moral standards of today to a past time. It is wrong by today's moral standards to think that it is unacceptable for a woman to dress like a man. In the 17th century, though, it was not a done thing, and there were rules against it. In today's society breaking the rules is viewed as unacceptable; after all, rules are there for a reason, and they would have been there for a reason in the 17th century too. We cannot look back and judge the people for not accepting the way that Moll was dressing and behaving during their time as it was not seen as acceptable then. We need to look at the time and events happening and critique it from that perspective. In today's society in England, we are not allowed to smoke cannabis; if in a few centuries the rules are changed, and cannabis becomes an acceptable part of society, we will not be able to look back to today and judge the people that did not agree with smoking cannabis because these are the people that are following the rules today. We could use historical criticism and say that the people who were against smoking cannabis in the 21st century were following the rules of the time. We can disagree with what they thought and how they felt, but they were good people for following the rules for the time they existed. This applies to The Roaring Girl as Moll Cutpurse was judged for how she dressed and behaved, but the people of the time could see that she was breaking the rules that held their society together in a way that we cannot see from our modern-day perspective. 
This essay has examined the representation of gender in Middleton and Dekker's The Roaring Girl focussing on the complex character of Moll Cutpurse. I have explained why, in my opinion, Historical Criticism would be the best approach to take when critiquing this play because of the way it looks at it within its historical context (What is New Historicism: Literature - A Research Guide for Students, n.d.) however, New Historicism may not be the best method due to its restrictions of believing the events of the time influenced the event being written about (What is New Historicism: Literature - A Research Guide for Students, n.d.).  I have included a brief overview of the play's plot and Moll's involvement with the storyline, which showed what type of person Moll was despite her breaking the rules of attire at the time. I have explained why I believe that gender is represented in a way that accurately reflects the time it was written.
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