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Preface, 

My interest in early English plays was first apprec­

iably aroused by a course in the English Drama,given at the 

University of Kansas,by Dr.W.S.Johnson,in the fall of 1916. 

When it was suggested to me that I make a study of the treat­

ment of feminine character in the plays of Shakespeare's 

Predecessors,I accepted the suggestion with avidity. 

In this paper I have tried especially to present a 

comprehensive treatment of the women of Lyly,Peele,Maflov/e, 

and Greene,considering them both as women,and as factors in 

the development of plot. Though nothing in this paper may in­

dicate it,the study has been fascinating as well as very pro­

fitable to me. 

It is a pleasure to express my appreciation for the 

obligations I am under to the Department of English at the 

University of Kansas:to Dr.C.G.Dunlap,Head of the Department; 

to Dr.Josephine Burnham;to Miss Esther Swenson.To Dr,W.S. 

Johnson,who suggested the subject and whose assistance has been 

inestimable,! feel sincere gratitude. 

University of Kansas, 

May 15,1917. 

L.L.Mc. 
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THE TREATMENT OP PEMININE CHARACTER IN THE PLAYS 

OP SHAKESPEARE'S PREDECESSORS,WITH SPECIAL REPER-

ENCE TO LYLYtPEELE,MARLOWE, AND GREENE. 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

This study has for its purpose a presentation of 

the treatment of women in the English drama from its early 

days to the time of Shakespeare with special attention to 

the plays of Lyly,Peele ,Marlowe ,and Greene. Some thing more is 

sought than an isolated interpretation of the characters of 

the various women in the dramas.The aim,then,is to point out 

the development in dramatic writing of appreciation of women 

as factors in plays and the technical handling of them,as 

well as to indicate their personal characteristics. 

In order to understand and to appreciate the con­

tributions made by Lyly,Peele,Marlowe,Greene,Shakespeare• 

and others of their day,it is essential that one show the 

position of women in the early dramas of England.In view of 

the fact that the Miracle Play has been called the train-
I 

ing-school of drama,it eminently behooves one to examine 

I 
Bates,The English Religious Drama,p.55. 



the English Miracle© Plays to see what place women have in 

them.The Bible has women—many women— in its stories.So, 

when the Miracle Plays came to be built out of the Biblical 

narratives,of necessity women had to be given a place—a 

place,to be sure,but a very insignificant,dimly-lighted 

corner position.That there should be a lack of warmth, in the 

characters who emerge for a moment or two from the corner*s 

cool shadow is not surprising.For instance,Mary the Virgin 

in the Coventry Nativity Play does not betra$ even a hint of 

surprise at the annunciation,although she states that she is 
2 

"amazed".Amazement seems always to imply a flesh and blood 

reaction,but we are aware of no real emotion in Mary.Per­

haps there is a suggestion of weary patience in her reiter­

ation of her innocence to the wrathful accusations of Jo­

seph, but for the most part she is most humbly conventional 

and most conventionally humble and meek. 

Mary appears appreciably more human in the few 

simple,natural words she utters when she goes to the home of 

Elizabeth for a visit— 

"Elizabeth,myn awne cosyne, 

Me thoght I coveyte alway most 

To speke with the of all my kynne, 
3 

Therefore I comme thus in this hast." 

2 
The Coventry Nativity Play,Everyman Edition,p.79 ff. 

3.: 
The York Play,The Visit of Mary to Elizabeth,pp.IOQ-I01 
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So graciously and tenderly is she welcomed by Elizabeth, 

that one feels instantly that their/s has been an intimacy 

of many years. 

One of the most delightful domestic touches in all 

of the plays is in the York Plight into Egypt.Prom sheer 

weariness and fear for the safety of her child,Mary bursts 

out weeping.Joseph in husbandly solicitude,despite his pre­

vious grumbling at setting out on the journey,begs her not 

to weep,admonishes her to wrap the baby up warm and softly, 

and says— 

"And yf thou will ought ese thyne arme, 
4 

Gyf me hym,late me here hym awhile." 

Mary hands the child to Joseph,with the very motherly cau­

tion that he take good care of him. 

It is a curious characteristic of the Miracle 

Plays that,when a situation is effectively depicted at the 

outset,it is ruined by superficial and needless elabora­

tion .The Towneley Crucifixion Play illustrates this to a 
5 

remarkable degree. The anguish of Mary in her lament in the 

early part of the play is very real and heart rending.Then 

comes page after page of dialogue between Mary and John, 

4 
The York Play,The Plight into Egypt,p.I38 ff. 

5 
The Towneley Plajr,The Crucifixion,p.258 ff. 
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which not only is wearisome,but,in all senses of the word, 

is ludicrous.Most effectively is one's pity for Mary de­

stroyed by the senseless superfluity of words. 

If one can speak at all of real characterization 

of wpmen in the Miracle Plays,Mary Magdalene is as distinct­

ly, if not more distinctly,drawn than the Virgin.In The 

Three Maries,there is a noteworthy clash of personalities-

small though the incident is—in Mary Salome and Mary Mag­

dalene .As soon as the Angel has announced "Christ is risen", 

Mary Salome remarks-

"Hence go we to the city, 

And let lis say in every place 

As we have seen: 

That Jesus is risen, 

And from the tomb forth gone, 
6 

To heaven really." 

Mary Magdalene with prompt determination declares,-

"Never to the city shall I go, 

If I find not my lord, 
7 

Who was on the cross-tree", and go she does not till 

God has appeared before her and revealed his gaping wounds 

6C 
The Cornish Play,The Three Maries,p.132. 

7 
Ibid.,p.132. 


