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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the agency of women in the domestic tragedy of early modern 

England, focusing on plays about witchcraft and mariticide, the murder of one's husband. 

This thesis deals with four plays and their sources. Two are anonymous Elizabethan 

mariticide plays:  A Warning for Fair Women and  Arden of Faversham, and two are 

Jacobean witchcraft plays: Brome and Heywood's The Late Lancashire Witches and 

Dekker, Ford, and Rowley's The Witch of Edmonton. The sources for these plays are 

recounted in Golding's “A Briefe Discourse,” Holinshed's Chronicles, and Goodcole's 

“The Wonderfull Discoverie of Elizabeth Sawyer.”  The first chapter discusses the 

witchcraft plays in terms of the social mobility of the main female characters.  The way 

the other members of the community perceive of these women affects the agency each 

woman has as a witch.  The second chapter discusses the way in which the mariticide 

plays combine two different types of narrative readings found within the sources: a 

narrative of providence and divine will and a narrative of crime and punishment.

Professor Nova Myhill
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Introduction

I have always been drawn to the roles that female characters play in early modern 

drama.  As I began researching a possible topic for this thesis, I became interested in 

plays which purport to be based on actual events, because they draw on concrete 

examples from the society that produced them, rather than the completely fictional plots 

of other plays which treat the same concepts in more abstract forms.  This led me to 

domestic tragedy, which often features women as central figures and draws from English 

sources roughly contemporary to the playwrights.  The accounts depicted in domestic 

tragedy were also recounted in pamphlets and chronicles designed to record the deeds of 

those who were caught for the correction of others.  The centrality of female characters 

within this genre stands out because it is unusual in early modern drama.  Women's roles 

are frequently smaller or marginalized within any given early modern play because the 

prohibition of female actors on the pre-Restoration stage made the logistics of performing 

female roles difficult.  Within domestic tragedy, tales of women who kill their husbands 

or participate in witchcraft stand out as prime examples of women who opposed the 

social roles laid out for them by their society.  This thesis uses pamphlets and plays to 

explore how early modern society conceived of women who attempt to function outside 

of their predefined social roles.

In order to understand how witches and murderesses attempt to work against early 

modern confines for women, it is first important to understand what those traditional 

constraints are.  Varying constructions were available to women of early modern 

England:
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Scholars have demonstrated the contradictions and tensions within prescriptive 

discourses about love, sexuality, and marriage that construct wives as authorities 

and dependents, partners and subordinates, sometimes allied with their husbands 

and sometimes with the children and servants.1  

Pamphlets, which discussed moral and social dos and don'ts, often included women in 

their discussions whether their subjects were proper dress or the usefulness of seeing 

plays.  This time also saw the emergence of literature directed exclusively at women. 

Suzanne W. Hull's book, Chaste, Silent & Obedient: English Books for Women 1475-

1640, explains the function of this didactic literature: 

More than half (eighty-five) of all the books for women were practical, how-to-

do-it guides—though the advice was frequently general and philosophical.  They 

gain counsel or instructions on how to educate young girls, how to live as a wife, 

as a widow, or as a nun.2 

Her list goes on, branching out into specific activities perceived as womanly.  In 

describing two works from different ends of the temporal spectrum she is working with 

(La Tour-Landry's Book of the Knight of the Tower from 1484 and Du Boscq's Compleat  

Woman from 1639), she lists common elements from not only these two works, but other 

works from the time period with a similar emphasis: “Both emphasized qualities of 

character such as loyalty, virtue, devotion, and constancy.”3  As with all writing of the 

time period, instructional literature for women was a field dominated by men, creating a 

1 Frances E. Dolan, Dangerous Familiars: Representations of Domestic Crime in England, 1550-1700, 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP , 1994): 28.

2 Suzanne W. Hull, Chaste, Silent & Obedient: English Books for Women 1475-1640, (San Marion: 
1982): 31.

3 Hull, 31-2.
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masculine instructional voice for what female behavior should look like: 

From the beginning to the end of the period under study (1475-1640) all the 

practical guides except one appear to be written by men.  The books concerned 

themselves with female activities, and the assumption would be that women 

would know most about their own vocations.  Yet only one woman admitted in 

print to writing a female guide.4

The social restrictions were rather tight for the women of early modern England.  A 

women was under the guidance and protection of her father (as well as subject to his 

governance) until married, when this was transferred to her husband.  “Even Queen 

Elizabeth recognized the social, political, and the other subtle restraints she would face if 

married.  She was clever enough to evade marriage throughout her reign, perhaps at least 

in part, for these very reasons.”5  The important thing to note from all of this is that, 

during this time period, a woman's social position was constructed by the men in her life, 

whether that be her father or her husband.  If both were absent, as with Queen Elizabeth, 

the distinct lack of men became a woman's social marker.  

In the domestic tragedies discussed in this thesis, central female characters oppose 

their restrictive social roles, which in many cases means acting against the men in their 

lives who define them. Frances Dolan, whose book, Dangerous Familiars, focuses on 

many types of domestic tragedy and not just plays with active female roles, describes this 

in terms of agency: “The threat witches posed, like that murderous wives and servants 

posed, lay in their capacity for agency, again construed as wholly negative.”6  However, 

4 Hull, 34.
5 Hull, 48.
6 Dolan, 16.
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witchcraft and mariticide7 both also fall into the category of petty treason, which the 

Oxford English Dictionary defines as “the murder of one to whom the murderer owes 

allegiance, as of a master by his servant, a husband by his wife, etc.”8 Petty treason is 

seen as particularly socially disruptive because as the husband (or master) is the 

representative of the king within his own household, killing the family head is to kill an 

extension of the king.  In discussing Arden of Faversham, one of the plays which will be 

in my chapter on mariticide, Catherine Belsey looks at the murder of one's husband not as 

only an affront to a husband or a king but to the stability of social order itself: 

This “horribleness,” which identifies Alice Arden's domestic crime as belonging 

to the public arena of history, is not, I want to argue, a matter of the physical 

details of the murder, or even of the degree of premeditation involved. On the 

contrary, the scandal lies in Alice Arden's challenge to the institution of marriage, 

itself publicly in crisis in the period.9 

The crisis described by Belsey is part of the larger social flux of England becoming a 

newly Protestant country.  Witchcraft also fell under the heading of petty treason, as the 

Bible says, “For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft.”10  Discourse on this subject was 

also fluctuating during this time, as the newly formed Church of England attempted to 

define how supernatural phenomena interacted with the world.

Dolan succinctly describes literary reproductions of crimes as “constantly 

7 Mariticide is the murder of one's husband.  It comes from the Latin words maritus meaning “spouse.” 
Thus, mariticide is the murder of one's spouse.  However, because uxoricide, coming from the Latin 
word uxor (wife), means the murder of one's wife, mariticide comes to mean the murder of one's 
husband, by virtue of there being something more specific that means the opposite.  

8 “Petty treason, n.” under “Petty, adj.and n.” Mar. 2010, OED Online, 29 Apr. 2010, 
<http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50176869/>. 

9 Catherine Belsey, “Alice Arden's Crime,” Staging the Renaissance (New York: Routledge, 1991): 133.
10 1 Samuel 15:23 (KJV).
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changing, coalescing, and diverging in form.”  For her, “these include pamphlets 

(ranging, roughly, from from two to twenty-five pages), ballads, and plays based on 

actual crimes as well as published in trial transcripts, scaffold speeches, and 

confessions.”11 This thesis looks at both pamphlets and chronicles, in addition to the plays 

that are my focus.  Taking into consideration the motivation of the writer and the format 

of the genre, I am using pamphlets as a record of the events that the plays with which I 

am working depict.  The pamphlet is designed as a correctional tool; the pamphlets and 

chronicles tend to place a moralizing slant upon the crimes they describe and discuss. 

This does not mean, however, that they are not accurate accounts.  Dolan describes 

scholarly opinion on the usefulness of pamphlets: “Some historians who have compared 

such texts to assize indictments and other legal records have found them accurate; they 

have also depended on these sources for evidence about the legal process that would not 

otherwise be available.”12  Therefore, keeping in mind the authors' bias towards the 

moralization of the event and the correction of other, this thesis uses pamphlets to discuss 

the events, which are dramatized in the plays, that are otherwise inaccessible. 

Sandra Clark discusses pamphlets in terms of “news writing”; in doing so she 

describes early modern thought on such publications: 

The desire of a non-élite audience for the popular print, in such forms as 

chapbooks, news ballads and pamphlets, was generally considered as diseased 

appetite, greedy, undiscriminating and insatiable, characteristic of the unregulated 

body of the vulgar sort who were unable to recognize what was good for them.13  
11 Dolan, 2.
12 Ibid.
13 Sandre Clark, Women and Crime in Early Modern Street Literature. (New York: Palgrave Mcmillan, 

2003): 5-6.
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Yet the uneducated masses and elite were both captivated by plays describing the same 

events.  The play could do something that other accounts could not: visually represent the 

events.  While pamphlets often recounted confessions and gallows speeches, they lacked 

a body to present them.  Plays create the illusion of being able to see the person who 

committed the crime reenact it on stage, talk about it, and eventually offer a confession.

“True crime” plays were not the same as the classical tragedy, “sad stories of the 

death of kings.”14  Lena Orlin points out that this, however, was not as large of a 

distinction as a modern audience would expect: “The domestic tragedy looks less like 

state tragedy to us, living in an age in which the boundaries between private and public 

are differently drawn, than it would have done in its own time.”15  This is partially due to 

the analogy between the head of a household and the head of a country: 

Thus, the head in the body was like the father in his household was like the king 

in his kingdom was like Christ in his church. Analogical constructs incorporated 

the corporeal, the domestic, the political, and the divine in a single, satisfyingly 

complete world view, and an event in one sphere could be understood to resonate 

in all others.16 

Therefore, even though the characters in a domestic tragedy were not monarchs of 

kingdoms, the husband at least could be seen as the monarch of his household.  In early 

modern England, women who killed their husbands were guilty not just of murder but 

petty treason.  Orlin cites this as a reason for the disparaging difference between a 

modern audience's associations and early modern understanding of the relationship 
14 Shakespeare, Richard II, III.ii.159.
15 Lena Cowen Orlin, “Domestic Tragedy: Private Life on the Public Stage,” A Companion to 

Renaissance Drama, ed. Athur Kinney, (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2002): 374.
16 Orlin, 373.
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between domestic tragedy and classical tragedy: 

One landmark dividing the early modern from the modern was the year 1828, 

when the old statute of treasons was finally abolished.  The system of analogies 

had fallen away sufficiently that mariticides were thereafter understood to have 

committed murder, not petty treason.17    

Witchcraft plays are in many ways similar to mariticide plays. H.H. Adams  lumped them 

into the same category, calling them, “domestic and homiletic tragedies,” focusing on the 

moralizing tones that run through them. “The typical domestic tragedy followed a pattern, 

the sequence being: sin, discovery, repentance, punishment, and expectation of divine 

mercy.”18  Despite the fact these are both lumped into the modern term domestic tragedy, 

witchcraft plays were considered comedies or tragicomedies, while mariticide plays were 

always thought of as tragedies.  Within my thesis, I explore the efficacy of witches in 

witchcraft plays in terms of social mobility and individual agency.  In mariticide plays, I 

discuss female agency in terms of providence and narratives of crime and punishment.

The mariticide plays, Arden of Faversham and A Warning for Fair Women, which 

are Elizabethan plays and somewhat earlier than the witchcraft plays, revolve around the 

plot of a woman who, along with her lover, murders her husband.  The witchcraft plays, 

The Witch of Edmonton and The Late Lancashire Witches, follow a witch and a group of 

witches, respectively, as they use witchcraft on the community around them.  Each of 

these plays was inspired by actual events that were documented in pamphlets or 

chronicles.  Using pamphlet and chronicle accounts to discuss the choices the playwrights 

17 Orlin, 374.
18 H. H. Adams, English Domestic or, Homiletic Tragedy, 1575 to 1642, (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1943): 7.

7



made in adapting subversive events to be the subjects of their plays, this thesis explores 

the efficacy of the seemingly socially deviant or subversive roles in terms of the 

individual agency of the women centrally located in witchcraft plays and mariticide 

plays.  
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Chapter one: Witchcraft Plays

Pamphlets, poems, plays and other literature debated and changed perceptions of 

witchcraft throughout early modern England.  Of these, plays alone possessed a visual 

component; the lives of women known to be witches were dramatized on the stage in 

such a way as to construct the fantasy of direct access to the witches themselves.  Each 

play was involved in the contemporary dialogue about witchcraft, both being influenced 

by popular thought and informing it.  Witchcraft plays oscillated between depictions of 

witches as strong agents with their own designs and as victims incapable of avoiding their 

fate.  These differing portrayals of witches play out in their positions within the social 

structures that surround them in the plays.  Witchcraft, in The Witch of Edmonton, cannot 

be separated from the community around it.  Witchcraft is part of a larger system of 

supernatural phenomena and is derived from the community around it, playing out in its 

members.  The supernatural world that is intertwined with the community gives Elizabeth 

Sawyer an outlet for her revenge in the form of witchcraft, but this comes with its own 

limitations and constraints.  Thus Sawyer, the witch, is created from and constrained by 

the social structures that she is trying to undermine with her witchcraft.  The witches of 

The Late Lancashire Witches, on the other hand, bring witchcraft into their community, 

which has no other supernatural connections.  As wives, maids and old women, these 

characters can, and do, function within the play as part of their society.  Yet, as witches, 

because of the otherwise complete lack of supernatural activity, these women are 

distinctly separate from their community.  They weave in and out it, inflicting their 

witchcraft on those around them.
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The individual social agency of a witch, apart from her witchcraft, dictates how 

effective that witchcraft will be.  Thus in The Witch of Edmonton the lack of agency 

afforded to Sawyer by her antagonistic neighbors, seen before her access to witchcraft, 

once again leaves her dependent upon the whims of others after she becomes a witch.  In 

contrast, the witches of The Late Lancashire Witches use their social mobility to assert 

their witchcraft, escaping all repercussions until the very end of the play.

First performed in 1621, The Witch of Edmonton recounts the transformation of a 

woman, Elizabeth Sawyer, into a witch, beginning with a presentation of Sawyer as a 

helpless, friendless old woman and following through to her execution.  The first part of 

the play is marked by the abuse she receives from those around her; she is beaten and 

called a witch, even though at the time she is not one.  Later, she gives this abuse as a 

reason for her swift transformation into a witch.  The play follows Sawyer and her new-

found witchcraft through all of her successes and failures, ending with her arrest for 

witchcraft and resulting in her offstage execution.  This play also includes a parallel 

narrative about a young man, Frank Thorney, who marries two different women—

Winnifred, the woman he loves, and Susan Carter, the woman his father wants him to 

marry.  In an attempt to escape this predicament, he kills Susan with a aid of the devil-

dog, who is also the source of Elizabeth Sawyer's witchcraft.  At the end of the play, he is 

led off to be executed at the same time as Sawyer.  This play draws from Henry 

Goodcole's “The Wonderfull discoverie of Elizabeth Sawyer, a witch, late of Edmonton, 

her conviction and condemnation and Death,” published the same year as the play, for its 

witchcraft plot.  Goodcole's pamphlet describes Elizabeth Sawyer's trial, condemnation, 
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confession and execution.  Goodcole, a minister to those in jail, is known for his 

moralizing pamphlets which draw on the downfalls of those to whom he ministered for 

the edification of his readers. It focuses on supplying ample proof that Sawyer was a 

witch, such as marks upon her body where the devil (in the form of a dog) sucked her 

blood, as well as her own confession, which details her activities as a witch and how the 

devil caught her cursing in order to make her become a witch.   

The later play, The Late Lancashire Witches, first performed in 1634, shows a 

group of women in socially stable roles, who practice witchcraft together in secret, 

wreaking havoc on those around them.  As their pranks increasingly disrupt social order 

within the play, they begin to expose their witchcraft more openly to the people around 

them.  In one such prank, things go wrong and one woman loses her hand, which later 

leads to her public exposure as a witch.  Ultimately, they are all arrested and the play ends 

with the hope that justice will be swift to follow. 

Frances Dolan, in Dangerous Familiars, discusses the ways that society 

constructs witches: “Witches are culturally positioned both as victims of their social and 

economic conditions and as victimizing others.”19  In the play, Sawyer constructs herself 

along similar lines of division: first, she can only see herself as the victim of Old Banks, a 

prominent  member of the community, and others like him.  On sealing her pact with the 

devil-dog, she begins to construct herself as an agent of her own revenge.  Yet, Sawyer's 

assertion of new-found agency is not supportable.  Through the course of the play it 

becomes clear that she has not changed from victim to agent but rather moved from one 

restrictive social position to another.  She escapes being a victim of Old Banks and the 

19 Dolan, 171.
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society he represents, and becomes the victim of a devil-dog who at first promises her 

power and, only after sealing the pact with her, reveals the strict limitations of that so-

called power.

Elizabeth Sawyer's social constraints force the role of victim on her, which she 

has taken up at the beginning of the play.  Sawyer opens Act II, the first time we see the 

title character, by explaining the construction of victim in which she is situated:

'Cause I am poor, deformed and ignorant, 

And like a bow buckled and bent together

By some more strong in mischiefs than myself,

Must I for that be made a common sink

For all the filth and rubbish of men's tongues

To fall and run into?20  

The “bent” old woman in the play comes straight from Goodcole's description of 

Elizabeth Sawyer in his pamphlet.  However, Goodcole's pamphlet does not blame the 

“envious world,” (II.i.1) for Sawyer's struggles, as her opening speech does. Instead, 

Goodcole's pamphlet points to Sawyer's vice, cursing, as the cause of her witchcraft. 

This transformations from individual faults to broader social faults in the transition from 

pamphlet to play suggests that the ills in which the community as a whole participates do 

not just act on but are internalized by the individual members of the community.  This, 

then, is the cause of Sawyer's witchcraft.  The construction of witch, which she will later 

attempt to use to her advantage, is in this first scene one of the abuses laid on her as part 

20 Thomas Dekker, John Ford, and William Rowley, The Witch of Edmonton, in Three Jacobean 
Witchcraft Plays, ed. Peter Corbin and Douglas Sedge, (NewYork: Manchester University Press, 1986): 
II,i,3-8.  All subsequent citation in the text. 
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of her victimization:

And, being ignorant of myself, they go

About to teach me how to be one [a witch], urging 

That my bad tongue, by their bad usage made so,

Forspeaks their cattle, doth bewitch their corn,

Themselves, their servants and their babes at nurse. (II.i.9-13)

Those, such as Old Banks, who accuse her of being a witch, are in her opinion worse than 

she is.  In her mind, their crime is that they accuse her of evils that she has not yet 

committed.  Sawyer provides us with the first suggestion that there is a possibility within 

the play for differing constructions of what constitutes a witch.  Sawyer sets up witchcraft 

as something created by proper speech and acquired knowledge, putting responsibility for 

her descent into witchcraft on those around her.

Sawyer accurately predicts in her opening speech how she will become a witch 

later in the scene. For it is by her cursing those who misuse her that the devil, in the form 

of a dog, snares her.  Though the devil-dog gives Sawyer the unhappy ultimatum of “if 

thou deniest / I'll tear thy body in a thousand pieces”  (II.i.136-7), it is on account of the 

abuses she has received that Sawyer is encouraged to seal her covenant with the devil-

dog: “I know not where to seek relief.  But shall I, / After such covenants sealed, see full 

revenge / On all that wrong me?” (II.i.138-40)  Sawyer's lack of choice serves to move 

her from a sort of social constraint to a spiritual one, but both are seemingly born out of 

the same acts of oppression.  David Nicol, in “Interrogating the Devil: Social and 

Demonic Pressure in The Witch of Edmonton,” not only sees this focus on social 
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constraints as the cause of her witchcraft, but, in doing so, deemphasizes the spiritual 

attacks of the devil-dog: “Despite the presence of a devil in the play, the playwrights 

place considerable emphasis on the coercive power of rural poverty and the scapegoating 

of marginal figures by small communities.”21  But such a separation does not allow the 

demonic, as Nicol calls it, to be seen as working with the community scapegoating.  The 

demonic, however, is not opposed to the social but is connected irrevocably to it.  In 

“Naming and Social Disintegration in The Witch of Edmonton,” Richard W. Grinnell 

explains this link by looking at the two characters who represent of the different types of 

victimization Sawyer falls into: “The language of the play juxtaposes the black dog of 

society (with [Old] Banks as the referent) with the black dog of the devil and equates 

them.  For The Witch of Edmonton the two dogs are the same.”22  

Elizabeth Sawyer believes that the change in Act II Scene i consists of a gained 

power with which she can avenge herself on those who have wronged her. However, this 

change is not so great as the dog leads her to believe when he says: “command me / Do 

any mischief unto man or beast, / And I'll effect it” (II.i.130-2).  While the form of her 

cursing changes with the appearance of the dog, it does not gain much added 

effectiveness.  At the beginning of this scene, before she is a witch, she rails and curses at 

those who abuse her, but to no effect: “Dost strike me, slave, curmudgeon! Now thy 

bones ache, thy joints cramp, and convulsions stretch and crack thy sinews” (II.i.27). 

These curses are not actions of attack but mere words and so point all the more to her 

helpless victimization.  The devil-dog gives Sawyer an alternate means of cursing in the 
21 David Nicol, "Interrogating the Devil: Social and Demonic Pressure in The Witch of Edmonton," 

Comparative Drama 38 (2004): 427.
22 Richard W. Grinnell, "Naming and Social Disintegration in The Witch of Edmonton," Essays in  

Theatre/Etudes Théâtrales 16 (1998): 219.
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form of a demonic prayer. He gives her this explanation with the prayer: “When thou 

wishest ill, / Corn, man or beast would spoil or kill, / Turn back thy back to the the sun / 

And mumble this short orison” (II.i.171-4).  Despite the fact that this prayer should allow 

Sawyer to more effectively practice her new found witchcraft, it too has no effect.  What 

here should be, and could be, seen as very active language, which when wielded 

appropriately is supposed to produce specific and deadly effects, is completely 

undermined by Sawyer's inability to wield it.  The original phrase the devil-dog gives her 

is “If thou to death or shame pursue 'em / Sanctibicetur nomen tuum” (II.i.175-6), the last 

part being a play on the Lord's Prayer. But despite Sawyer's musing that she has 

command over the language without being schooled: “I am an expert scholar, / Speak 

Latin, or I know not well what language, / As well as the best of 'em” (II.i.181-2),  she 

obviously does not. In fact, she actually inverts the meaning of the phrase, when she 

attempts to use it, saying, “Contaminetur nomen tuum” (II.i.181).  Contaminare means 

“To corrupt, defile, pollute, stain, taint”23 as opposed to sanctificare, the word the devil-

dog plays off in his chant: “to sanctify, treat as holy.”24  In this way, Sawyer becomes a 

stumbling block to her own agency.  

Despite the devil-dog's assurance that she will gain this new power to affect those 

she hates by becoming a witch: “For proof, command me. Instantly I'll run / To any 

mischief” (II.i.148-9), he undermines that same so-called proof by refusing her first order 

to kill Old Banks.  Sawyer learns that there are limitations to what the dog can do only 

after her forced compact with him.  The devil-dog states this limitation plainly: “Until I 

23 Charlton T. Lewis, An Elementary Latin Dictionary. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969): 180.
24 Fredrick M. Wheelock, Wheelock's Latin 6th Edition, Revised, rev. Richard A. LaFleur, (New York: 

Harper Collins Publishers, 2005): 486.
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take him as I late found thee, / Cursing and swearing, I have no power to touch” (164-5). 

Instead of Old Banks, Sawyer is for a time forced to focus her malice on Old Bank's 

cattle instead and thus still lacks the agency to directly affect those around her.   

The witches of The Late Lancashire Witches present themselves in a very different 

light from that of Sawyer.  This sets them firmly outside of their community and different 

from the other characters in the play when they act as witches.  Unlike Sawyer, these 

women also have places in their society apart from their witchcraft.  These witches do not 

suffer from community persecution, because they are not labeled witches at the outset of 

the play.  They are all wives, widows, maids, lovers or in some way grounded in the 

community, which gives them the mobility in their society.  

Another difference between these witches and Elizabeth Sawyer comes from the 

fact that the witches of The Late Lancashire Witches are plural; even the spirits which aid 

and accompany them are numerous.  The stage direction for line 538 states, “Enter foure 

Spirits.”25  The Lancashire witches can talk to one another, while Sawyer only has herself 

and the devil-dog.  Dolan provides insight into the relationship between witches and their 

communities, inevitably working differently in both plays.  “Witches were thus 

understood as persons separate from or outside of their victims, yet simultaneously inside 

of them.”26  Dolan is discussing witchcraft that allows for manipulation of a victim's 

body, taking over or infecting to whatever desired effect.  This idea of being separate yet 

within applies not only to individual instances of witchcraft, but also to the larger relation 

of witches to their communities.  Sawyer is contained within her community and yet 

25 Richard Brome, and Thomas Heywood, The Late Lancashire Witches, ed. Laird H. Barber, (New York: 
Garland Publishing inc., 1979): II,i,538   All subsequent citation in the text. 

26 Dolan, 184.
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forced to remain separate from it, while the Lancashire witches work from outside their 

community while being able to move freely within it.  These differences between the 

witches of Lancashire and Elizabeth Sawyer create differences in the structures of the 

plays.  

The construction of witchcraft in The Late Lancashire Witches happens primarily 

through the interactions of the witches with each other, instead of being constructed 

through soliloquy as in The Witch of Edmonton.  When the witches first appear in The 

Late Lancashire Witches, they seem concerned mostly with pranks, which is 

demonstrated in their concern for placating their familiars:

We must a little laugh and thank

Our feat familiars for the prank

They playd us last ...

Or they will miss

Us in our next plot, if for this 

They find not their reward.  (II.i.531-6)

Their interest in taking proper care of their familiars stems from their amusement at the 

trickery of their familiars and concern that without proper treatment their familiars will 

no longer assist them.  The tone of this type of witchcraft is very different from the 

vengeful malice of Sawyer's. In the one instance where the Lancashire witches see death 

or serious injury as a possible consequence for their witchcraft, it is still contained within 

the realm of comedic triviality: 

Then we will lead their Dogs a course, 
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And every man and every horse; 

Until they breake their necks and say ...

The Devil on Dun is rid this ways.  (II.i.587-90)

The broken necks imagined by the witches of Lancashire have no actual effect on the 

people perceived to receive them, since afterward it is imagined that they will speak.  The 

lack of lasting effects characterizes their witchcraft as a victimless pastime.  Though the 

witches pit servant against master and set lovers at odds, make phantom noises in old 

mills and disturb wedding celebrations, no physical harm befalls any of their targets.

Unlike the Lancashire witches whose craft is not destructive, only disruptive, 

Elizabeth Sawyer requests someone's death for her first display of power: “There's an old 

churl, / One Banks... I'd be revenged on him... Go touch his life”  (II.i.150-3).  Despite 

this, Sawyer does not see the targets of her craft as victims.  Rather, she sees herself as a 

sort of unholy avenger, righting the wrongs done to her, on the person she feels has 

wronged her or someone close to his or her. In the case of Cuddy Banks, she says “The 

father's wrongs I'll wreak upon the son” (II.i.270).  Sawyer sees only herself as a victim. 

This is due, to a large extent, to the fact that she is completely isolated in the world of the 

play. The most kindness shown to her in the play is that of the mild curiosity which the 

Justice shows Sawyer when he uses law, first to stop the countrymen from attacking her 

and then to question her in respect to the claim brought against her that she is a witch 

(IV.i.270). This is a distinct change from Goodcole's account in his pamphlet, when he 

asks Sawyer: “why you did not reveale it to your husband, or to some other friend?”27 

27 Henry Goodcole, “The Wonderfull Discoverie of Elizabeth Sawyer, a Witch, Late of Edmonton, her 
Conviction, Condemnations and Death,” (London : 1621), C4.
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The curious mention here of a support group shows that Sawyer was not as alone in the 

real world as she is in the play.  Goodcole's portrayal, however, does not give her an 

outlet to use that supposed support.  Sawyer's fear of the devil-dog creates a separation 

between herself and those around her: “I did not tell anybody thereof, that the Divel came 

unto me, neither I durst not; for the Divell charged me that I should not, and said, That if 

I did tell it to anybody,  at his next comming to me, then would teare me in pieces.”28  It 

is this feeling of isolation that the play exaggerates in order to explain her sense of 

victimization and desire for vengeance.  

The witches of The Late Lancashire Witches, by contrast, are not vengeful. 

Vengeance is not mentioned at all in this play.  They rather use their craft for pranks and 

bullying, saying that they practice witchcraft “More for our myrth then our gaine” 

(II.i.527).  They are not interested in justifying their craft in the way that Sawyer seeks to. 

In fact, they are uninterested in justifying it at all.  Likewise, the origin of their witchcraft 

predates the beginning of the play and is therefore unknown to the audience.  The play 

has no concern for the hows and whys of witchcraft and focuses on displaying witchcraft 

and perceptions of it as held by its characters.  

While the witches' conference apart from the rest of the community, in The Late 

Lancashire Witches, characterizes them and their witchcraft, the interactions that they 

have with the other characters in the play exaggerates their departure from the 

community.  Even their personal roles within the community, which they use when 

interacting with other people, get subverted by their witchcraft.  Mal unnerves her lover, 

Robin, with her witchcraft when she uses it to help him with his work.  He says 

28 Goodcole, C4.
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afterward: “I must not speak of her lest I be divell-torne.” (III.i.1214) This fear does not 

come from anything Mal says; rather, her practice itself encourages this fear.  When 

Robin is with Mal, he seems to compliment her craft: “Thou art a witty rogue and thinkst 

to make me believe any thing, because I saw thee make thy broome sweepe the house 

without hands t' other day” (I.i.985-7). However, these seeming compliments eventually 

point to his apprehension of her craft.  Upon seeing a pail cross the room unaided by 

human hands, Robin says: “I do thinke there is so much of the Divell in't as will turne all 

the milke shall come in't these seven years” (II.i.1007-9).  

The perceptions of witchcraft which come out of the social interactions within 

these two plays follow two distinct sets of divisions.  Dolan sets up the first, saying:

Popular and elite belief conjoined to construct witches as agents and hold them 

accountable for their actions.  In contrast, those who held a skeptical view of 

witches and witchcraft, and thus sought to protect women from persecution, 

insisted that the accused were victims of false charges or delusion.29

The characters of The Late Lancashire Witches discuss witchcraft in these terms, going 

from the extreme denial of witchcraft to the definitive assertion of its existence.  David 

Nicol puts this second mode of looking at witchcraft succinctly in terms of a continuum: 

“most early modern demonology is concerned with deciding the limits of demonic power, 

rather than with debating its existence.”30  The characters in The Witch of Edmonton never 

entertain the idea that witchcraft might not exist.  Instead, the play's characters, and the 

tone of the play itself, question the power and appearance of witchcraft.  These differing 

29 Dolan, 194.
30 Nicol, 433.
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systems for the way witchcraft works reinforce or undermine the agency of the witches 

depending on the situation.  Throughout the two plays, characters react differently to 

witches, witchcraft and the word “witch.”  Yet, even when the circumstances are similar 

between the plays, the reactions in each play serve to further the discourse they are 

working within.  Lancashire goes from one extreme to another, one character insisting 

that every ill happening is the work of a witch while another flatly refuses to believe that 

there are any witches.  Reactions ranging from a seemingly irrational preoccupation with 

witches to complete skepticism are established before the witches even appear on stage 

for the first time.  Then, as the  witches' work becomes apparent, reactions such as 

Robin's begin to rise to the forefront.  This variety of reactions to witchcraft, in 

Lancashire, shows not only how witchcraft is perceived in the play, but the range of 

reactions also shows the distinct differences between the world of Lancashire and the 

world of Edmonton, which does not even consider skepticism a possibility.  In Edmonton, 

everyone, from Old Banks to the Morris Dancers, believes that Sawyer is a witch, and 

therefore by extension witchcraft is seen as an ever present threat.  The only person who 

seems to doubt any part of this is the Justice.  He comes the closest to asking whether 

witches exist or not, and yet his question does not ask this at all: “Are you a witch or no?” 

(VI.i.73)  Even this question does not concern itself with the doubt about witchcraft, only 

Sawyer's association with it.  

In both plays the word “witch” is used in the process of name calling, both 

evoking and stripping it of the context of witchcraft. In The Witch of Edmonton, Old 

Banks, Sawyer's most prominent antagonist, uses “witch” to describe a social position, 
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not a essential state of being.  Banks' words insist that calling her a witch is an act of 

hatred: “worse I would [call you], knew I a name more hateful” (II.i.18-9).  This subverts 

the meaningful proclamation of what she actually is: 

Banks transforms Sawyer from a bent old woman into a witch by naming her. But 

Banks's definition is not based upon an understanding of Sawyer's essential self, 

or upon an understanding of the relationship between name and named.  It is 

based upon hate, and upon the arbitrary attempt to use a name as a way to control 

and punish.31 

Old Banks thus denies that Sawyer could have any agency as a witch, turning his 

declaration of “witch” into nothing more than elaborate name-calling.  For Old Banks, 

when he makes witch into an empty name, it is still a negative thing, demonstrating that 

“witch” is always bad.  This is not the case in The Late Lancashire Witches.  Bantam's 

use of witch as appellation is an off-hand compliment rather than a deliberate insult: “I 

think you are a Witch Master Whetstone.” (I.i.108).  Whetstone has correctly guessed the 

three men's plans, which has prompted this exclamation. It is rather an affirmation of the 

correctness of his guess. Though Bantam is not using this word to accuse him, Whetstone 

refuses to let go of the connotations associated with it. Whetstone responds, “How? A 

Witch Gentlemen? I hope you do not mean to abuse me” (I.i.109-10).

The frivolous usage of “witch” is a continual theme for Bantam and Whetstone. 

Whetstone calls his own mother a witch, saying of her: “for [witches] are for the most 

part ugly old Beldams, but she was a lusty young Lasse, and by her owne report, by her 

beauty and faire looks bewitcht my Father” (I.i.119-22).  Bantam, this time, corrects him, 

31 Grinnell, 216.
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stating that this is a difference between “wench” and “witch” (I.i.124). The amusing 

conflation, however, takes on a serious note when Sawyer makes a similar comparison in 

act IV scene i of The Witch of Edmonton.  While Whetstone conflates “witch” and 

“wench” to trivialize both, Sawyer wants to put “witch” and “painted thing” in opposition 

in an attempt to show the injustice of condemning witchcraft over adultery:

A witch! Who is not?

Hold not that universal name in scorn then.

What are your painted things in princes' courts,

Upon whose eyelids lust sits, blowing fires

To burn men's souls in sensual hot desires,

Upon whose naked paps a lecher's thought 

Acts sin in fouler shapes than can be wrought? (IV.i.127-30)

This serious treatment of the witch/wench conflation is dismissed by the response: “But 

those work not as you do” (IV.i.134-5).  Sir Arthur and the Justice do not deny the 

immorality of the people Sawyer describes, only pointing out that their evils are different 

from that of a witch, not bothering to elaborate on that distinction.  However, the play 

itself  agrees with Sawyer.  Sir Arthur, it is revealed, has had an affair with Winnifred and 

convinced Frank Thorney, who also loves her, to marry the woman who has already 

become pregnant with Sir Arthur's child at the beginning of the play. When Sawyer asks 

the devil dog to make Sir Arthur the next victim of her craft, the Devil-dog assures her, 

“there's a dog already biting's conscience.” (IV.i.267) In this scene, the dog also kills the 

one person in the play on whom Sawyer actually gets to use her witchcraft, Anne 
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Ratcliffe.  The dog's limitation from Act II scene i: “Now men / That, as he, love 

goodness, though in smallest measure, / live without compass of our reach” (II.i.160-2) 

calls into question the character of Anne Ratcliffe.  These two examples, both from the 

same scene, show a world populated by people affected and influenced by the Devil. 

This construct furthers Sawyer's inefficacy as it demonstrates her inability use her 

witchcraft without the aid of her devil-dog.  

From this point through the rest of the play, there is an expansion of the theme 

expressed in Goodcole's pamphlet that lesser evils are the traps the Devil uses to drag his 

prey into darker sins.  Goodcole breaks the pamphlet's question/answer structure to warn 

his audience against the evils of misused language, which Sawyer has already explained 

is the thing the Devil used to trap her: “The tongue of man is the glory of man ... but 

worse then beasts they are, who have a tongue, as well as men, that there with they at one 

both blesse and curse.”32 In another of the devil-dog's mischievous snares, Frank Thorney, 

who first sleeps with Winifred and then keeps their hasty marriage a secret in order to 

marry Susan Carter, whom his father prefers, becomes an example of how the Devil sets 

traps: “Thorney's metaphoric loss of soul at his marriage to Susan Carter connects him 

with the witchcraft that is the subplot of the play.”33  Just as Sawyer's social immobility 

left her cursing for the devil-dog to find and ensnare, Frank Thorney's financial 

dependance on his father's matchmaking skills sets him in a position that slips from lust 

to bigamy to murder,when he kills his second wife, Susan Carter, with the provocation of 

the devil-dog.  

32 Goodcole, C1.
33 Grinnell, 212.
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The mockery of the idea or definition of witch leads to a mockery of witchcraft 

itself in both plays.  At the wedding in The Late Lancashire Witches, where many things 

go wrong, Doughtey mockingly responds to an assertion that the ill fortune of the married 

couple is the result of witchcraft, with: “Art thou mad to dreame of Witchcraft?” 

(III.i.1375)  For Doughtey is it absurd even in the midst of chaotic events to consider 

witchcraft as a possible explanation.  This type of doubt is completely absent in The 

Witch of Edmonton. The mockery in Edmonton, as opposed to being aimed at the belief in 

the existence of witches, is aimed at those accused of being witches.  Immediately after 

Old Banks' first encounter with Sawyer, he leaves the stage, and his son comes on with 

the Morris Dancers, who upon seeing Sawyer chant “Away with the Witch of Edmonton,” 

(II.i.98).  The stage direction accompanying that line is “Ex[eunt] in strange postur[es].” 

There is still that concern about witchcraft in the mocking gestures of the Morris 

Dancers; they flee from the witch's presence immediately upon seeing her.  These strange 

poses themselves, however, mock the witch they are shunning, showing a disregard for 

Sawyer's ability.  

The disregard for and dismissal of witchcraft in The Late Lancashire Witches  

allow the witches to move through the community uninhibited for much of the play, 

while the constant suspicion of witchcraft in The Witch of Edmonton makes Sawyer's 

participation the social sphere all the more difficult.  This distinction plays a more 

important part in each play as it draws to a close and focuses more on how to prove 

whether someone is a witch.  The demand for proof within the plays dramatizes the same 

types and modes of proof that the pamphlets describe.  Pamphlets on witchcraft justify 

25



their own existence by pointing that they catalog the means by which a woman can be 

proven to be a witch, and how to avoid those women: “it is necessary for men to know 

and understande the meanes whereby they worke mischiefe, the hidden misteries of their 

divelish and wicked Inchauntmentes, Charmes and Sorceries, the better to prevent and 

avoyde the danger that may ensue.”34  The characters in both Lancashire and Edmonton 

become extremely concerned about producing proof according to the conventions of their 

society in order to “prove” the women of their plays to be witches.  The proof of 

witchcraft in Lancashire takes the form of providing evidence that witches exsist at all, 

while proof in Edmonton consists only of demonstrating that Elizabeth Sawyer is herself 

a witch.  

The first instances in both plays which include thoughts of proof simultaneously 

demonstrate the problem of proving witchcraft, while placing this idea of proof at the 

forefront of the play.  The Late Lancashire Witches opens with Arthur's concern for 

witchcraft during a hunting party.  His overly dramatic exclamations, such as “A Hare? a 

Witch, or rather a Divell I think” (I.i.27), lend a comical feel to this beginning of the play. 

Yet, while the scene is comical, his concern is not.  Others in his hunting party joke about 

his fervor, which leads him to begin attempting to justify his fears: “be you of your own 

faith, but what I see / And is to me apparent... to that I will give credit” (II.i.48-51). 

Arthur relies on his own interpretation of events, realizing that he cannot give any 

tangible proof for what he thinks to be apparitions.  Arthur's reliance on personal 

understanding in the absence of proof does not come up in The Witch of Edmonton, where 
34 Potts, Thomas. “The Wonderfull Discoverie of witches in the countie of Lancashire with the 

Arraignment and Triall of Nineteene Notorious Witches, at the Assizes and General Gaole Deliverie, 
Holden at the Castle of Lancaster, upon Munday, the seventeenth of August last, 1612.” (London :
1613),  B2.
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all of the characters think that Sawyer is a witch and are interested, instead, in the 

physical proof of her witchcraft.  In Act IV, proof comes in the form of superstitions: 

Hamluc and the countrymen burn thatch from Sawyer's roof, which he claims proves her 

to be a witch if she appears. She does appear, in response to which the countrymen attack 

her at once.  The Justice, however, calls this “Ridiculous!” (IV.i.41)  Still unclear as to 

what constitutes proof, the countrymen now know what does not constitute proof, as the 

Justice warns them: “Unless your proofs come better armed, instead of turning her into a 

witch, you'll prove yourselves stark fools” (IV.i.42-3).  

The plays are interested in different kinds of proof, stemming from the way that 

witchcraft is perceived as working within each play.  This perception also has a 

correlation to the kinds of work the witches themselves do.  In The Witch of Edmonton, it 

is Sawyer's one attack upon a member of society that is used against her as proof of her 

witchcraft.  Anne Ratcliffe's dying words - “the devil, the witch, the witch, the devil” 

(IV.i.209-10) - become the proof that condemns Sawyer.  The firm belief in her witchcraft 

throughout the play makes this accusation and the sight of their interaction just before 

Ratcliffe's death enough to condemn her.  Proof in The Late Lancashire Witches is much 

more concrete.  Physical evidence is used prove witches are working in the play: a 

severed hand  accompanied by the eyewitness account of witchcraft proves that Mrs. 

Generous, who at the end of the play is missing an hand, is a witch (V.i.2438).  

Yet the proofs and presentations of witches and witchcraft function not only 

within the plot of the plays but also as visual proof for the audience.  The time frame in 

which these plays were produced creates a relationship between the proof of witches 
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within the play and the idea of visual evidence created by a play.  In The Late Lancashire 

Witches, the audience gets to see many of the witches' conferences. Their handiwork is 

seen played out just as they say they will, visually presenting the descriptions provided 

by Potts' pamphlet about the Lancashire witches.  In The Witch of Edmonton, the 

audience knows Elizabeth Sawyer to be a witch from the moment she becomes one; this 

moment is acted out on stage for all to see.  The devil dog that goes back and forth from 

being seen by the other characters in the play and not being seen by them, appears in 

Sawyer's one moment of effective witchcraft to be unseen by the other characters in the 

play, leaving the audience alone to witness Mother Sawyer say “Touch her” to the devil-

dog (IV.i.189).  

Both plays were written within a year of the incidents described within them, but 

in the case of The Late Lancashire Witches, the play was written even before the 

executions of the women around whom the play revolves.  The epilogue alludes to this: 

“What of their storie, further shall ensue, / We must referre to time, ourselves to you” 

(2819-20).  Therefore, the play's obsession with proving the existence of witches serves 

as proof that the real-life women on whose lives the play is based, are witches.  “Now 

while the Witches must expect their due / by lawfull justice, we appeale to you / for 

favourable censure” (2803-5).  The declarative statement encompassed by the word 

“must” implies a shared understanding between the playwrights and the audience, which 

would allow both to agree with such a remark.  Yet the structure of the line implores the 

audience to agree rather than dictating agreement.  The enjambment breaks up the 

sentence to put the “appeale” to the audience closer to the idea of “justice” for the 
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witches, displacing the request for a “favourable” reception onto the next line, making it 

an afterthought.

These final representations of witches grow out of the constructions of personal 

agency built upon throughout the plays.  These depictions of witches created by the 

playwrights then feed into the larger discourse on witchcraft.  The witches of The Late 

Lancashire Witches start the play as witches who baffle hunting parties and stir up 

domestic relationships.  At the end of the play, they are witches still trying to summon 

unresponsive familiars that will not come as they are dragged off to “the hand of justice” 

(V.i.2532).  This unrelenting presentation of witches who work a highly effective craft 

right under the noses of their husbands and neighbors works to create in the audience a 

desire for the executions of the witches on trial with cautionary depictions of what 

witches left unchecked can do, while trumpeting the power of a judicial system which 

can disrupt this power, asking the audience to trust in the judges to punish the witches. 

The Witch of Edmonton depicts how social conditions allow for the introduction of 

demonic influences, only to condemn those trapped by them.  The play creates sympathy 

for Sawyer by supporting her claim that she is a victim of society.  This does not create a 

world that condones witchcraft, but rather one in which witches should be pitied for their 

inescapable predicament, just as others who commit other mortal sins should be pitied for 

their inescapable fates.  The caution of this play is to avoid whatever leads a person into 

sin, because once the devil has his foot in the door there is no escape.
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Chapter two: Mariticide plays

A Warning for Fair Women and Arden of Faversham, two plays whose central 

theme is mariticide, conceive in different ways how domestic unrest leads to petty 

treason, pitting themes of providence against those of crime and punishment.  Various 

pamphlets and chronicles depict the circumstances surrounding the two women each the 

central figures of a play, and the murders of their husbands.  The crime and punishment 

narrative focuses on the details surrounding a murder and the executions of the 

murderers.  This narrative is chiefly interested in the agency of the characters perpetrating 

the crime, without which no crime could be committed.  The providence narrative, on the 

other hand, is interested in the benefit to the larger community, which then constructs the 

murder as the manifestation of divine will.  This narrative mode looks at the 

shortcomings of a man who is murdered and uses them to explain why his death was 

providentially necessary.  This sort of reading, however, denies the murderers any agency, 

because their will is continually subverted to the greater will of God.  Within the plays, 

these conflicting narratives are combined into one narrative of social conservation.  The 

plays dramatize the stories, using details from pamphlets and chronicles in such a way as 

to create a seemingly consistent and coherent narrative.  The synthesis of these two types 

of narratives within each play represents the murders as necessary for reestablishing 

social stability, while the murderers themselves must be punished for social order to 

return.  

Just as the authors of these two plays are unknown, the dates in which they were 

first produced is unclear.  Arden of Faversham is believed to have been produced around 
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1590 and A Warning for Fair Women is believed to have been first produced in the late 

1590's.  The sources for these plays are two real-life murders dating 1551 and 1573, 

respectively.  A Warning for Fair Women begins with a gentleman named George Brown 

falling in love with Anne Sanders, the wife of George Sanders.  Brown becomes so taken 

with Anne Sanders that he enlists the aid of her friend, Anne Drury, to form a romantic 

relationship.  A series of dumb shows catalogs the progression of their relationship, which 

leads to Brown ambushing Sanders, killing him and another man.  It is discovered that 

Brown is guilty of Sanders' murder, so Anne Sanders, Anne Drury, Drury's man Roger, 

and Brown are all arrested and sentenced to death for Sanders' murder.  There is a 

relatively lengthy dramatization of their trial, featuring both private and public 

confessions. Arden of Faversham follows the plots of Thomas Arden's wife Alice Arden 

and her lover, Mosby, who try to kill Arden in order to further their love affair.  Both 

Alice Arden and Mosby enlist numerous accomplices, and after several unsuccessful 

attempts on his life, they kill Arden in his own home and hide the body on a piece of land 

which Arden had acquired to the detriment of others.  Immediately after the death of 

Arden, all involved in the plot begin to suspect the secrecy of their co-conspirators. 

Alice's grief forces her to confess when she is confronted with her husband's bloody body 

before the Mayor.  The play ends with a quick description of the various punishments and 

deaths which await each of them.

A Warning for Fair Women and Arden of Faversham present their individual 

reproductions of social stability differently.  Each play constructs the murder as an 

amalgamation of the crime and punishment narrative and providence narrative, but they 
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do not stress them equally.  This imbalance then affects the way the two murdered 

husbands are constructed; the providential narrative is linked to the husband, because it is 

within the husband that the social upheaval can initially be found.  It is this upheaval 

which the providence narrative suggests that divine will wishes to correct, achieving this 

through murder.  Because of the prominence of God's will, the providence narrative 

undermines the personal agency of the individual murderers by subsuming their will 

within the larger divine will at work.  This importance placed on the providence narrative 

stems from the dissimilarity between the sources for the two plays.  In the source for 

Arden of Faversham, a murder recorded in Holinshed's Chronicle, the character of the 

murdered husband is described in detail which places him in a questionable light, 

splitting his characterization between loving husband and land-grabbing gentleman. The 

source for A Warning for Fair Women, Golding's pamphlet, A Brief Discourse, includes a 

much more limited description of the man who was murdered, focusing instead on his 

murderers and their wrong-doings and punishments.  

Holinshed sets up the providential narrative for Arden's murder by dwelling on 

details of Arden's life, which are seemingly irrelevant to the murder.  He describes Arden 

in terms of his great love for his wife, while accompanying this with descriptions of 

Arden's avarice, marked by the unsavory acquisition of Abbey land.  Holinshed 's 

description of Arden centers on superlative claims about his nature, rather than using his 

actions to indicate his character.  This dependency on characterization rather than action 

grows out of a particular lack of action on Arden's part in this narrative.  After all, Arden 

is a rather passive participant in his murder.  Invocation of Arden's great love for his wife, 
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which accentuates the evils of Alice Arden, also serves to punctuate that Arden does not 

deserve his ill fate: “Thus this wicked woman,with hir complice, most shamefullie 

murdered hir owne husband, who most entirelie loved hir all his life time.”35    Catherine 

Belsey points out, however, the problems which arise from placing this image of Arden 

next to the description of Arden's land-grabbing exploits:

But running through Holinshed's narrative is another account of the murder not 

wholly consistent with this view of Arden as innocent victim, which emphasizes 

God's vengeance on his greed for property. In this account Arden's avarice, 

repeatedly referred to in the story, is finally his undoing.36 

Arden's recent acquisition of Abbey land is repeatedly commented on throughout the 

description of his murder in Holinshed.  At the end of Holinshed's account, after the 

descriptions of the murderers' fates, Holinshed returns to the description of the disputed 

land to complete the depiction of the murder as divine justice for Arden's wickedness. He 

describes a strange phenomenon surrounding the aftermath of the murder: “in the place 

where he was laid, being dead, all the proportion of his bodie might be seene two years 

after and more, so plaine as could be, for the grasse did not grow where his bodie had 

touched.”37 After his murder, Arden's body was dumped on the land that he had obtained 

legally but without regard for the people who were being slighted by the deal.  The mark 

that his corpse leaves behind, described here by Holinshed, constructs his death as a 

divine punishment for his behavior towards his fellow man.   

35 Raphaell Holinshed, The Third volume of Chronicles, beginning at duke William the Norman,  
commonlie called the Conqueror; and descending by degrees of yeeres to all the kings and queenes of  
England in their orderlie successions, (London: 1586):  1065.

36 Belsey, 135.
37 Holinshed, 1066.
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In contrast to the Holinshed, Arden of Faversham is much less concerned with 

Arden outside of the domestic sphere, marginalizing the discussion of the acquired land 

in favor of displaying Arden in terms of his relationship to his wife.  As Belsey points 

out: “These two versions of Arden—as loving husband and as rapacious landlord—

coexist equally uneasily in the play.”38  In an attempt to reconcile them, the play 

constructs Arden differently in different parts.  At the beginning, the play deemphasizes 

the importance of Arden's financial arrangements.  Characters wronged by Arden do not 

appear in the play until after Arden's relationship with his wife has been firmly 

established.  The focus, then, is on Arden's failures as a husband rather than the social 

injustices done to his benefit, suggesting the mismanagement of his household as the 

catalyst for his murder.  Only after the construction establishes this mode of 

understanding for the audience does the play retroactively present the mismanagement of 

Arden's land as a possible alternative justification for murder. This alternate reading, 

however, is presented as a shift in view from the first rather than a completely 

independent reading.

The personal unrest of Arden's character, established within the first scene of the 

play, is the first way the social upheaval surrounding him is framed.  Arden is 

characterized by impulsive rages in the first scene: he first confides to Franklin that he 

wants to kill Mosby, then, later in the same scene, brandishes Mosby's own sword against 

him.  Even Alice Arden understands other people's actions in terms of her husband's 

displays of anger: “I know he [Mosby] loves me well but dares not come / Because my 

38 Holinshed, 1066.
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husband is so jealous.”39  This is in response to a message that Mosby sends Alice Arden, 

telling her that she is not to see him.  Adam, the messenger who brings the letter, presents 

this message as a product of some displeasure Alice has caused Mosby.  Therefore, it is 

Alice Arden's conception of her husband's temper that prompts this rewriting of the 

message, not anything within the message itself.  Because the wife is an analogical 

extension of the self, this lack of self-control on Arden's part alludes to the lack of control 

he has over his wife.

His raging passion is not the only way in which the mismanagement of Arden's 

household is seen: Arden's inability to use others' advice in a beneficial way displays 

larger mismanagement within his life.  His friend, Franklin, offers advice to Arden in the 

first scene.  Although it can be seen as level-headed and prudent to the audience which 

has not yet seen Alice Arden, this advice is given on the assumption that Alice Arden will 

do what “women” do:

Be patient, gentle friend, and learn of me

To ease thy grief and save her chastity. 

…

And lie with me at London all this term;

For women when they may will not, 

But being kept back, straight forward grow outrageous. (i.44-53)

However, the advice's actual efficacy can never be tested, because it is never put into 

practice as suggested.  Arden takes this advice blindly, not thinking for himself whether 

39 Martin White, ed, Arden of Faversham, (London: A & C Black Publishers Limited, 2007): i,133-4,  All 
subsequent citation in the text. 
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this would truly work for him.  He actually says in response to the advice given: “Though 

this abhors from reason, yet I'll try it” (i.54), emphasizing the poor judgment with which 

he will implement the advice.  After a fight that has broken out in the middle of scene i 

between Arden and Mosby and ended in a somewhat forced reconciliation, Franklin tells 

Mosby to “forbear [Arden's] house” (i.348).  Arden, however, responds: “Forbear it! Nay, 

rather frequent it more” (i.349) and “I will lie at London all this term / To let [gossips] see 

how light I weigh their words” (i.358-9).  Here he takes the advice that Franklin has 

given him but uses it to completely opposite ends.  While Franklin's advice encouraged 

him to leave his wife at home when he went to London, it also said that this would shame 

her into being devoted to her husband because it demonstrated that he trusted her.  This is 

clearly not the way he uses his trip.  He, instead, is interested in ignoring society's 

interpretation of what is going on within his household, to the point of allowing it to 

continue rather than look foolish.  This inability to use what could have been helpful 

advice in a constructive manner is a new addition to the narrative in the play.  However, 

Arden's willful misinterpretation of the relationship between Alice Arden and Mosby is 

not.  Holinshed tells us that Arden allows his wife to do what she pleases because “he 

would not offend her and so lose the benefit which he hoped to gain at some of her 

friends hands in bearing with her lewdness, which he might have lost if he should have 

fallen out with her.”40  This continues the theme of redirecting Arden's willful greed to 

willful ignorance, in the transference from chronicled account to published play.  

After the domestic unrest has been established, the play brings in the land deal 

described in Holinshed.  Early on, however, it is not presented as very important but as 

40 Holinshed, 1062.
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the play moves on each mention of it increases its prominence within the plot. Mosby 

first mentions it in scene i, as a means of goading Arden: 

Master Arden, being at London yesternight, 

The Abbey lands whereof you are now possessed 

Were offered me on some occasion 

By Greene, one of Sir Anthony Ager's men. (i.292-5)  

This quote insinuates that Arden is an unfit landlord who cannot manage his own lands. 

It succeeds in provoking Arden, but is not presented as an ill-gotten piece of land: “As for 

the lands, Mosby, they are mine / By letters patents from his majesty” (i.300-1).  Arden's 

explanation for his recent acquisition does not alert the audience to any problems 

concerning his manner of attaining the land at this point in the play.  He also does not 

respond to the accusation of mismanagement implicit in Mosby's speech.

The appearance of Greene in the play is the first inkling the playwright gives that 

this discussion of Arden's newly acquired land may have specific bearing on the 

impending murder.  Holinshed's account uses severe language in regards to Arden, 

making it clear that animosity against Arden exists because of the Abbey land:

but Arden for his owne privat lucre & covetous gaine had this present yeare 

procured [the fair] to be wholie kept within the abbeie ground which he had 

purchased; & so reaping all the gaines to himselfe, and bereaving the towne of 

that portion which was wont to come to the inhabitants, got manie a bitter 

cursse.41

The land to which Holinshed is referring is where the St. Valentine's fair was held in the 

41 Holinshed, 1065.
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community.  This fair had previously created income for all who held a claim to it.  When 

Arden obtained exclusive rights to the land, he deprived all others of that income.  The 

curses which are heaped on Arden do not serve to excuse those who are accomplices in 

his murder on account of this land, though it is used to explain Greene's interest in the 

murder: “from which Greene maister Arden has wrested a piece of ground on the 

backside of the abbeie of Faversham, and there had blowes and great threats passed 

betwixt them about the matter.”42  This representation of Greene in Holinshed is of a man 

extremely invested in the murder for his own profit.  However in the play,  Alice Arden 

“began to practice with [Greene] how to make [Arden] away.”43  The character Greene is 

more of an accomplice duped into murder with lies.  Alice Arden gives a speech about 

her own mistreatment at her husband's hands to Greene, whom she knows has been 

mistreated by Arden on account of the Abbey land.  Greene replies rhetorically to her 

speech, saying: “Why, Mistress Arden can the Crabbed Churl / Use you unkindly?” 

(i.488-9)  Greene's certainty of the abuse he has received at Arden's hand leads him, 

within the play, to believe Alice Arden's accusations against her husband.  Thus, 

narratively speaking, Alice Arden's fictitious abuses supplant the wrongs done to Greene.

One character within the play succeeds in making an accusation against Arden 

that portrays him as emphatically in the wrong.  Richard Reede, who does not appear 

until scene xiii, confronts Arden in connection to the land, insisting that Arden's 

possession is wrong on account of the poverty bought to members of the community: 

“Yet will [the income from the land] help my wife and children, / Which here I leave in 

42 Holinshed, 1063.
43 Ibid.
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Faversham, God knows, / Needy and bare.  For Christ's sake, let them have it” ( xiii.15-

17).  Reede does not ask for pity for himself but for his family, made destitute by Arden's 

acquisition.  Yet Arden maintains that he acquired the land legally: “That which he craves 

I dearly bought of him / Although the rent of it was ever mine” (xiii.19-20).  These 

protestations, although by the letter of the law correct, still serve to demonize Arden, who 

follows these lines with a threat:

If...

Thou rail on me as I have heard thou dost,

I'll lay thee up so close a twelve month's day

As thou shalt neither see sun nor moon. (xiii.22-25)

This scene presents the land acquisition in the same manner that Holinshed does.  The 

striking thing here is the manner in which Arden hides behind the law.  He does not need 

to feel guilty about whether this man's family is suffering from his gain, because the law 

is on his side, and if that man pushes the issue, the law again is on Arden's side to lock 

Reede away so that the issue will be dropped.  Therefore, it is not only his 

mismanagement of his household, but also his misuse of the law which are presented as 

his capital offenses within the play.

While a providential narrative runs through A Warning for Fair Women, it is only 

marginally focused on a murdered husband for its construction, focusing primarily on the 

divine punishment of the murderers, through allegorical explanation.  A Warning for Fair 

Women, from the very start of the play, sets itself apart from Arden of Faversham by its 

use of a chorus, which terms itself Tragedie.  Tragedie recounts the story of Anne 

39



Sanders, narrating a variety of dumb shows as well as delivering the prologue and 

epilogue. Tragedie drives Comedie and Hystorie from the stage in the opening scene, not 

admitting their return until the conclusion of the play. This presentational move serves to 

focus the audience in terms of generic mode, framing the play in terms of the providential 

narrative.  Tragedie uses her speeches to invoke a providential reading of the narrative, 

describing the murder as a “damned deed.”44 (iv.782).  It is not just what Tragedie says 

that constructs the narrative in these terms, but also what the character of Tragedie does 

to the narrative as a whole: Tragedie breaks up the flow of the plot with several dumb 

shows which include not only the characters of the play, but also allegorical figures such 

as Lust, Chastitie, and Murther, to name a few.  Dieter Mehl in his book, The Elizabethan 

Dumb Show, demonstrates how integral these dumb show are: “What is so new about this 

pantomime is the way in which an event which is decisive for the advance of the plot is 

only represented in the form of an allegorical mime.”45  The initiation of the romance 

between George Brown and Anne Sanders as well as the plotting and fallout of the 

murder exist exclusively within this frame work, forcing the audience to understand the 

play within the terms set out by this narrator:

Prevailing Sinne having by three degrees,

Made his ascension to forbidden deedes,

...

Now she unvailes their sight, and lets them see

The horror of their foule immanities

44 Charles Dale Cannon, ed, A Warning for Fair Women (Paris: Moulton and Co., 1975): iv,782. All 
subsequent citations in the text. 

45 Dieter Mehl, The Elizabethan Dumb Show (Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 91.
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...

So that the rest was promist, now appears

Unrest, and deepe affliction of the soule, 

Delight prooves danger, confidence dispaire. (xiii.1783-97)  

Tragedie's speech comes after the murder has taken place; during this scene Justice comes 

on stage to arbitrate and punish.  This dumb show and the punishment here described 

come before and are completely separate from the court scenes which are later 

performed, without the aid of Tragedie's moralization.  This shows divine justice as more 

swift and exacting than the legal justice that comes later, which will serve only as a 

reflection of this already defined fate.  Tragedie, then, acts as interpreter between the play 

and the audience, telling the audience how to think of the murderers' plot rather than 

actually showing these murderers set the plot. This use of allegorical figures as 

characters, who act and move around the stage, is an exaggeration of the language 

Golding uses to describe the providence of this murder: “[God] rayseth [sinners] by their 

overthowe, amendeth them by their wickednesse, and revyveth them by their death, in 

suche wise blotting out the stayne of their former filth, that theyr darknesse is turned to 

lighte, and theyr terrour to their comforte.”46 These straightforward assertions about sin 

and sinners within Golding's pamphlet serve as a moralizing conclusion.

Golding's lack of description in regards to Sanders in his pamphlet does not stop 

the playwright of A Warning for Fair Women from depicting the shortcomings of the 

victim within the play.  There, George Sanders' disregard for the domestic sphere leads to 

46 Arthur Golding., “A briefe discourse of the late murther of master George Sanders, a worshipful Citizen 
of London: and of the apprehension, arreignement, and execution of the principall and accessaries of the 
same.” (London: 1577): B,iiii.
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his providential downfall. This domestic sphere includes the house and household affairs 

but also his wife.  Throughout his interactions with his wife, George Sanders' speech 

demonstrates a concern only for the production of domestic space not the space or 

occupants themselves:  “Sanders subordinates the Home (female, private, and 'trifling') to 

the Exchange (male, public, and 'great').”47 In scene ii, Anne Sanders waits by the door 

for her husband to come home from the Exchange.  However, his dismissal of her when 

he finally arrives stands in stark contrast to the lavish attention that her suitor, George 

Browne, gives her only lines before.  Dolan suggests that the problem is the Exchange: 

“If Browne's wealth permits him to be a dissolute predator, the demands of Sanders's life 

as a merchant prevent him from protecting his own domestic interests.”48  Yet, in this 

scene when he does come home, he invites danger in, rather than protecting his 

household, as Dolan suggests he might have if at leisure.  George Sanders greets his wife, 

saying “How now sweet Nan, sitst thou here all alone” (ii.401), following it up a few 

lines later with “is supper ready?”  (ii.406).  He quickly moves on to asking about the 

dinner guests and recommending some since his wife has not provided for that already. 

This contrasts with the arrival of George Browne, who spends the first ten lines 

describing his love for Anne Sanders before addressing her.  Yet, his first remark is very 

similar to that of her husband: “God save ye mistris Sanders, al alone?” (ii.354).  It is his 

speech both before and after that marks the great difference between his approach to 

Anne Sanders and her husband's, where he speaks in wooing language.  “let not my 

accesse / Be meanes to drive you from your doore so soone: / I would be loath to 

47 Frances Dolan, “Gender, Moral Agency, and Dramatic Form in A Warning for Fair Women,” Studies in 
English Literature, 1500-1900, 29 (1989): 204.

48 Dolan, 203.
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prejudice your pleasure” (ii.374-6).

While the plays themselves present the providential narrative running through, 

other characters within the plays also attempt to portray the death of the husbands as 

providential.  For example, Anne Drury in A Warning for Fair Women, upon being 

contracted by George Browne to persuade Anne Sanders to accept his affection, draws 

upon her reputation as one who can divine the will of God to cryptically tell Anne 

Sanders that her husband is fated to die.  Having just witnessed Anne Sanders' 

humiliation because her husband has refused to let the servant pay for her fabrics and 

materials for the domestic sphere, Drury describes George Sanders as an obstacle to a 

smooth working community and his death as a God ordained gift to Anne Sanders:

I see disciphered, 

Within this palme of yours, to quite that evil, 

Faire signs of better fortune to ensue, 

Cheere up your heart, you shortly shalbe free 

From al your troubles. (iv.675-9)

Despite the fact that her statement is clearly fictive, the placement of it at the beginning 

of the play determines the overall tone of the narrative.  Drury appropriates the 

providence narrative of George Sanders' murder for her own gain, forcing this reading on 

the rest of the play.

Drury states that George Sanders' murder, and Anne Sanders' affair, can be seen in 

beneficial terms, whereas Alice Arden's love affair with Mosby is, to everyone but 

herself, seen as contrary to the divine order of the world.  Holinshed's Chronicle presents 
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the relationship between Arden and his wife as being correct on several levels, while 

Alice Arden's relationship with Mosby is constructed as an affront to that.  The account 

dwells on the correctness of the social match between Arden and his wife as well as the 

physical equality of the couple: 

This Arden was a man of a tall and comelie personage, and 

matched in marriage with a gentlewoman, young, tall and well 

favoured of shape and countenance, who chanc[ed] to fall in 

familiarity with one Mosby, a tailor by occupation, a black swart 

man, servant to the Lord North.49  

The parallel structure used to describe both Thomas Arden and Alice Arden places them 

in complete opposition to the terms used to describe Mosby.  Mosby's “black swart” 

appearance is meant to stand out against Arden's “tall and comely personage” and the 

description of Alice Arden as “young, tall and well favored.”  Although this physical 

description appears to be the main subject of comparison, the manner in which Holinshed 

discusses the physical difference between Mosby and the Ardens serves to accentuate 

their social differences.  While it is not mentioned here, less than ten lines earlier, when 

Arden is first introduced, Holinshed calls him a gentleman before he even says his name: 

“there was at Feversham in Kent a gentleman named Arden.”50 Likewise, Alice Arden's 

social status is the first thing mentioned about her.  In fact, her name isn't even mentioned 

in this description of her.  Alice Arden and her husband by this description are, as 

Holinshed says, “matched in marriage.”  Mosby, however, in addition to his unfavorable 

49 Holinshed, 1062.
50 Ibid.
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physical description, receives two descriptions of his status: first, that he is a tailor and 

second that he is a servant.  This accentuates Alice Arden's choice of Mosby as her lover 

as contrary to nature. 

The play chooses to exaggerate social distinctions between Arden and Mosby. 

When Arden responds to Franklin's inquiry as to the type of man Mosby is, his 

description takes Holinshed's account a step further: 

A botcher, and no better at the first,

Who, by base brokage getting some small stock,

Crept into the service of a nobleman,

And by his servile flattery and fawning

Is now become the steward of his house,

And bravely jets it in his silken gown.

(i.25-30) 

Arden's account of Mosby uses extremely demeaning language to explain his position.  It 

not only fleshes out Holinshed's description, but also gives the audience a glimpse at the 

apparent distastefulness of Alice Arden's inferior choice.  The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines a botcher as “a mender, repairer, or patcher.”51 So, Mosby is not a craftsman who 

makes his own clothing, but only mends clothes made by others, according to Arden, 

giving him even lower status than what Holinshed suggests.  Yet this is not all Mosby 

does.  To Arden's mind, the truly terrible thing about Mosby is his position of service, 

which Arden suggests was perhaps attained through deceit: “by base brokage.... crept into 

51 “Botcher, n.” The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. 1989, OED Online, Oxford University Press, 29 
Apr. 2010 <http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50025592>.
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service of a nobleman.”  Descriptors such as “base” and “servile” drive home the point 

Arden is making about  Mosby's climb in status.  This is an important thing for Arden to 

worry about, since Mosby's affair with his wife could be seen as an attempt to further his 

status. 

 Alice Arden, however, attempts to convince others of the correctness of her 

husband's death and her affair with Mosby.  As previously discussed, she persuades 

Greene to join the plot by suggesting that her husband abuses her.  As Dolan puts it: 

“Arden of Faversham presents Alice Arden, the murderous wife, not only as a character 

in a story of petty treason but also as a skillful performer who manipulates possible 

versions of the murderous wife narrative.”52  Throughout her speech on the subject, she 

attempts to justify the murder of her husband before it happens, not only to these 

accomplices but also when she is alone.  Her speeches produce a straightforward view of 

murder that she has already decided to commit before the beginning of the play:  that her 

marriage is contrary to divine will and killing her husband corrects the proper order of 

things.  She states plainly her preference for her lover over her husband, in terms which 

rhetorically nullify her marriage in favor of love, demonstrating the providence within the 

second match which outweighs the first: 

Sweet Mosby is the man that hath my heart,  

And he [Arden] usurps it, having nought but this-- 

That I am tied to him in Marriage. 

Love is a god, and marriage is but words, 

And therefore Mosby's title is best. (i.98-102)

52 Dolan, 52.
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To define love as a god and love's tendencies as divine will shows Alice Arden's attempt 

to exert her own will over divine institutions.  This insistence on her part of producing 

her own meaning for her actions is actually a resistance of the providential narrative, 

moving her more towards the narrative of crime and punishment, which capitalizes on 

the level of agency the perpetrators are able to produce. 

As narratives of crime and punishment, these two plays can be summed up by the 

direction the Mayor gives at the end of Arden of Faversham:  “To speedy execution with 

them all.” (xviii.39)  However, everyone dying is the most commonplace part of this type 

of narrative, which focuses foremost on the details of the crime, agency of the murderers 

and the administering of just punishment.  “Accounts of petty treason represent married 

women's subjectivity both as agency—words and deeds in the world and accountability 

for them—and as self-awareness.”53  Arden of Faversham stays very concerned about the 

crime until the very end, pushing any explanation of the punishments to the final scene 

and epilogue.  Alice Arden is extremely aware of her actions and while her agency is not 

questioned by the play, her efficacy is.  On the other hand, A Warning for Fair Women 

depicts a lengthy trial process played out upon the stage, which proceeds from a 

relatively inaccessible depiction of the crime. This inaccessibility comes from Tragedie's 

narration of dumb shows which tell the audience what has passed between Anne Sanders, 

Browne and Drury, while the audience can only see the figurative representations of it. 

The conspirators do not ever plot the murder in scenes which are not contained in the 

dumb shows.  Because in these scenes Anne Sanders and George Browne are both 

pushed back and forth by Lust and Chastitie, the audience's understanding of their agency 

53 Dolan, 57.
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and, in the case of Anne Sanders, even knowledge of the murder is deferred to scenes of 

social interaction for Anne Sanders which have no direct bearing the murder itself.  The 

audience has no access to Anne Sanders through the dumb shows or otherwise, that 

indicates that she even knows about plans to murder her husband or had a hand in it.

Crime and punishment in Arden of Faversham is constructed in all of the specific 

detail of planning the murder.  The play goes through each step of the process, collecting 

evidence against Alice Arden and her accomplices, from letters to poisons to blood 

splatters.  One way that evidence works in this play is in terms of visual presentation to 

the audience: the play presents a visual record of exchanges and failed attempts to the 

audience for cataloging.  Through this, the audience can understand Alice Arden's guilt in 

a more complete way than even the Mayor, whose evidence and access to it is 

incomplete, even though the evidence that he does have is enough to condemn her.  The 

ultimate proof against Alice Arden is, for the Mayor, her husband's body, while for the 

audience it is Alice Arden's straightforward speech about her intentions that condemn 

her: “As surely shall he die / As I abhor him and love only thee” (i.140-1).  Not only does 

her speech show that she clearly wants her husband dead, but also shows her ability to 

have preference, one over the other.

In A Warning for Fair Women, the access the audience has to Anne Sanders prior 

to the murder does not present her at all like a woman actively seeking her husband's 

death.  The only scenes outside of the dumb shows which provide a few glimpses into 

Anne Sanders' character before the murderare scenes where domestic and social spheres 

collide.  In these instances, Anne Sanders is portrayed as a diligent wife, trying to be 
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what she thinks a good wife should be.  The first glimpse into Anne Sanders' character 

comes in scene ii; Anne Sanders, waiting at home with her son for George Sanders to 

come home, repels the advances of George Browne, telling him: “I give small regard / 

Who comes, or goes, my husband I attend” (ii.356-7).  Yet, her husband is not so 

attentive to her as she to him. As soon as he enters the scene, he asks for dinner 

companions: “None to sup with us? Send one for Nan Drewry.”  Then, in scene iii, when 

Anne cannot pay her debts because her husband needs all their money to settle his own 

accounts, she reasons out her response: 

I am a woman, and in that respect,

Am well content my husband shal controule me, 

But that my man [servant] should over-awe me too,

And in the sight of strangers, mistris Drurie, 

I tell you true, do's grieve me to the heart. (ii.655-9)

Both scenes in which Anne Sanders attempts fulfill her role as wife serve chiefly to show 

the fruitlessness of her attempts.  This is primarily caused by the invocation in each scene 

of Drury, who has arranged with Browne to obtain Anne Sanders as a lover for him.  

The vast difference between the Golding account and A Warning for Fair Women 

in regards to the characterization of Anne Sanders is the amount of agency she possesses 

in the pamphlet as opposed to the play.  In his Brief Discourse, Golding has set up Anne 

Sanders as an agent of her own will, with sway over others.  This difference between the 

Golding and Warning can be seen most clearly at the end of the narrative, as Sanders tries 

to prove her innocence.  Golding's account describes Anne Sanders' encounter with a 
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minister who offers to pay the dowry for Anne Drury's daughter in exchange for a 

testimony that Anne Sanders had nothing to do with her husband's death.  According to 

Golding, The minister "was so blinded wyth hir solemne asseverations and protestations 

of innocencie, that notwithstanding he had heard hir inditement. ... he perswaded himself 

that she was utterly cleere, and thereuppon [fall] in love with her."54  In the play, Browne 

offers the dowry to Drury in exchange for help in wooing Anne Sanders and the Minister, 

while present in the play, never talks to Anne Sanders on stage.  Instead, he enters the 

scene talking with a character named Master James, who insists that the only reason the 

Minister affirms her innocence is because of his hope of marrying her should she be 

released:

Do not I know, that if you could prevaile,

By this far fetcht insinuation,

And mistris Sanders pardon thus obtainde,

That your intent is then to marry her?

And thus you have abused her poore soule,

In trusting to so weake and vaine a hope. (xix.2509-14)

The language differs greatly between these two accounts.  In Golding, Anne Sanders is 

the active agent, blinding and persuading, whereas, this account, in which Master James 

implies that the Minister has led Anne Sanders astray, has completely stripped her of that 

agency in the play.  Here once again any chance to view Anne Sanders in terms of agency 

is denied to the audience by the dramatic framework.  The closest we get to 

understanding Anne Sanders' involvement in her husband's murder is her first speech 

54 Golding.
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after learning that he is dead: “What tell you me? is not my husband slaine? / Are not we 

guiltie of his cruel murder?” (x.1540-1)  But neither this speech, nor any other, is the 

admission which would conclusively state her part in the murder plot.  While she admits 

that her husband's murder falls on her head, her speech is more about regret than guilt: 

“Fie on this pride of mine, this pamperd flesh, / I will revenge me on these tising eies, / 

And teare them out for being amourous” (x.1559-61).

Both of these plays conflate the providence narrative and crime and punishment 

narrative to produce a final message of social stabilization.  This is done through the 

details and actions of the crime and punishment reading being usurped by the 

providential narrative.  Adams defines providence as 

a specific power of God which employs signs, portents, coincidences, seeming 

accidents, plagues, natural or unnatural phenomena, or minor miracles to dispense 

rewards and punishments according to His laws, either through His direct action 

or through His agents.55

Any event which can be read as part of a crime and punishment narrative can by this 

definition be recontextualized by the presence of any expectation of God's hand in any 

part of the narrative.  Clarke, who is chiefly interested in pamphlets, thinks this break 

down the divisions between the two narratives in each play in the context of their 

sources:

In the play Golding's strong and unified moral emphasis is diffused and disrupted, 

partly because of the twofold style of the dramaturgy, and partly because of its 

opening up of the roles of Anne Drury and her side-kick trusty Roger, and partly 

55 Adams, 18.
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because of its ambivalent representation of the wife's role within the early modern 

household.56

Because of the purpose and structure of pamphlets as a medium, both the Holinshed and 

the Golding focus on the divine justice aspects which are brought to the murder.  Thus 

thinking about the breakdown of the narrative modes within these two plays, in the terms 

laid out by the sources, necessitates starting with the providential mode: “The weight of 

any providentialist reading must rest on Arden and his fate, as Franklin's epilogue 

stresses.”57

In the character of Franklin, the complicated coexistence of these two narratives 

begins to blur.  One of the few characters not taken from Holinshed, Franklin is the sole 

friend Arden has within the play.  He is given the first and last lines, making it his 

distinctive narrative voice which frames the play.  His status as narrator in the epilogue 

brings forth Arden's narrative of providence, which the play skirts around, while still 

focusing on the facts of the crime and punishment narrative.  Upon entering to deliver the 

epilogue he announces: “Thus you have seen the truth of Arden's death” (xiv.1).  This 

curious line ultimately feeds into this reading of the play.  For the OED defines truth not 

only as: “Conformity with fact; agreement with reality; accuracy, correctness, verity (of 

statement or thought)”58  but also as:  “Conduct in accordance with the divine standard; 

spirituality of life and behaviour.”59  The religious tone with which this final speech 

narrates Arden's death concludes with the striking phenomenon taken from Holinshed: 

56 Clark, 124.
57 Clark, 121.
58 “Truth n.” The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. 1989, OED Online, Oxford University Press, 29 Apr. 

2010, <http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50259150>.
59 Ibid.
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Arden lay murdered in that plot of ground

Which he by force and violence held from Reede;

And in the grass his body's print was seen

Two years and more after the deed was done. (xiv.10-3)  

This description of the body's imprint, placed at the end of a list of executions of the 

conspirators, transforms into simply one more item on the list of facts about the crime 

and punishment narrative.

In A Warning for Fair Women, Anne Sanders' final confession to her children, 

who suffer for her crime, allows them to forgive her before her execution, which mirrors 

the way that she will be divinely forgiven afterward.  We can see the judicial system as 

fulfilling a providential function by executing the murderess who can only receive divine 

forgiveness through punishment for her crime.  Golding recounts this divine function of 

the court in Anne Sanders' confession:

And I thank God with my whole hart, he hathe not suffered me to have the reigne 

and bridle of sinning gyven me at my will, to the daunger of my eternall 

damnation, but that he hath founde out my sin, and brought me to punishment in 

this world, by his fatherly correction, to amend, to spare, and save me in the world 

to come.60  

The two ideologically separate narrative readings weave in and out of one another.  

This inability to separate one reading from the other is seen most clearly in 

Arden's body.  Upon being confronted with it after the murder, Alice Arden cries:  

Arden, sweet husband, what shall I say?

60 Golding.
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The more I sound his name the more he bleeds.

This blood condemns me, and in gushing forth

Speaks as it falls and asks me why I did it. (xvi.3-6)

As discussed earlier, Arden's body is the biggest single piece of evidence against Alice 

Arden.  However, her interpretation, while a confession, which is again a piece of 

evidence for the crime and punishment narrative, situates the body in the providential 

narrative.  To Alice Arden, the blood from her husband's body is supernaturally 

responding to her as the murderer.  

The providence narrative and the crime and punishment narrative thus mix 

individual agency and divine will in order to demonstrate the manner in which the 

everyday crimes of ordinary women work to better society along with a judicial system 

that works as an extension of God's hand.  A Warning for Fair Women produces a 

narrator, Tragedie, who strives to explain ways in which Anne Sanders can be guilty of 

her husband's death, and therefore deserving of the punishment she receives at the order 

of the court, while the play itself does not show her as possessing individual agency. 

Arden of Faversham tempers Alice Arden's assertion of individual preference, seen in the 

descriptions and interactions between her and Mosby as particularly scandalous, with a 

presentation of portents of divine will, which provide a larger context for the murder. The 

conservative narratives of society produced by these two plays strive to maintain readings 

of these events which fall comfortably in the center of two extremes: Warning shows how 

a woman, despite her level of uninvolvement, cannot be completely guiltless of her 

husband's murder.  This makes her execution something that can be understood in terms 

54



of other sins such as lust, if not directly of plotting her husband's murder, while Arden 

produces a way of understanding a woman's seemingly unnatural preference of another 

man over her husband in terms of divine will, which has a greater purpose in mind than 

each individual event.
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Conclusion

Witchcraft and mariticide, while two very different activities, are actually similar 

in several ways.  Witchcraft, as in the case of Elizabeth Sawyer, often involves murder. 

More interestingly, both murderesses and witches engage in socially subversive acts.  In 

these narratives, divine will and social construction are allied in opposition to individual 

desires and agency, which are seen as wholly negative attributes within the women at the 

heart of these plays. 

This thesis has been interested in agency as represented in historical popular texts 

and domestic tragedies.  The opposition to agency in these plays is both societal and 

divine, and the ways in which agency is or is not achieved within any given play is at best 

uncertain. Borrowing from Dolan's approach to true crime narratives, I have attempted 

through this thesis to understand early modern thought on female agency through these 

sources:

Operating on the assumption that accounts of domestic crime should be read as 

both evidence and artifacts, I value them not as records of particular crimes but as 

evidence of the processes of cultural formation and transformation, in which they 

participated.61 

Though I have been able to say with my thesis that this play over here demonstrates 

women with agency while that one does not, I am at a loss at this time to say why these 

are so.  Dolan also sees the attempts for agency in domestic tragedy as a difficult subject: 

“Turning to accounts of domestic violence as one set of scripts in which women could be 

cast as agents, albeit in problematic terms, I focus on how such extreme cases force the 

61 Dolan, 3.
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contradictions within and between the available constructions of subjectivity into 

visibility.”62

I started this thesis wanting to discuss strong women who participated in breaking 

out of their predefined gender roles.  In the very beginning, I wanted to look at the cross-

dressing women of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, but found that they only 

succeeded in dressing as boys, which only have a greater unsupervised mobility 

throughout society, but not really an increased social position because boys do not have 

all of the freedoms that men had in Renaissance society.  Yet even with the witches and 

murderesses which populate my thesis chapters now, I do not feel that I have succeeded 

in finding what I was looking for. Even when actively working against the social roles 

laid out for them, are still subject to social or religious pressures.  However, saying that 

women alone have this problem would not be accurate.  People of either gender seem 

equally at a loss to act as independent agents within domestic tragedy.  For instance, in 

The Witch of Edmonton, Frank Thorney is just as trapped by society and the devil-dog as 

Elizabeth Sawyer.  This does not mean that, by supposing men and women have similar 

levels of agency in domestic tragedy, there is any more potential for agency for women, 

only that all people who inhabit the plays which I have discussed in this thesis seem to be 

limited by the social structures surrounding them.

62 Dolan, 5.
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