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Chapter III 

. ;~ .. L----
~~ works 
~ women of Lyly 1 s ~ are not all Cc1St in one 

mold, ~lmost all have one thing in common: they are 

educated members of a refined society. This y;as th"' basis 

upon which Lyly built his feminine ch "racterization. As 

individuc:tls, Lyly's women range from shrews to~aidens, 

from intellectuals to ante-chamber gossipers, but none is 

a yrench . There are only two serving girls in his writings , 

but they are such obviously stock characters, play such 

minor roles, and are so ch'-tr; .. cteristically unlike the 

majority of Lyly' s v,omen th::1 t they hardly deserve treatment 

in this study. 

None of Lyly's \omen occupies a subordinate position to 

m.::..n in conversation. Many of the v.omen~,ctually guide and 

rule the men, but there is no feminine ch<""~acter in all of 

Lyly' s v;-orks v:ho feels herself an inferior in conversing 

with men . l;Iach of this ~ is no doubt due to the atmos-, ttr: 
phere of the Renc.issance ~h;:;,d made convers;:;.ti on a fine 

art. The emphasis upon conversation had created a corres-

pending emphasis upon the mec11.!-\,nic;:;.l me::\.ns of conversing: 

vrords, choice of phn •. ses, elegEmt and florid methods of 

expression. Euphuism, therefore, YTJ.S the ideal verbal 

Vehicle for conversation, and the "Euphuis tic ladies of 
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Lyly's draw•.s 11@ ·were particuletrly representr-J.tive of the 

upper-c'\Jss 1vomen of the age . It is significRnt to note 

th8.. t l'li ss Gagen uses the term "lc..di e s 11 rather t l1an "',or.!en 11 

to describe Lyly' s feminine c 1-J.<:.racters . 

The ..::..yli an woman J. s a lso representc:ttive of the \voman 

in n.en~.issance literatL<re in ti-J.at she likES d debate the 

lnd eed, it is this topic~ fe.scinc-ttes to_t.;ic of love • 

.Lyly's c ,_. L<rtly h.dies - - c:-.nd also his co;...r tiers . ~lAr:gues 

emrloyed love and love-making a s the c"YJ.ief su.bject of con-

versation , "the underlying motive and wainspring of social 

intercoLTse. @ This description is also applic~ ble to 

Lyly's rlays , for tlley are , in a sense, attem1-ts to rerroduce 

the success of ~U1hU~§..!.. 

In Lyly's writings t he social st.atus of his vron1en is 

prt:deterr ,ined . T'ley\ger.c;;rR . ..Lly represent that group of 

si·(#: tec;nthcentury v.omen who were alive to the lr.test influences 

in edL<chtion , social customs, and lit er;.~.tL e. But using this 

1redetcn>ined stat up as a basis, "Lyly; . f"' ccs the mystery of 

human personality. @ Sapho , Sophronia , Ceres, 3!1d l'articularly 

- -~ · · l d . Th ,Jd t t - , t Cynthi""A 'rc Lyly's p,oct elt..V;cted a J.es. 6.r \ emons re:t e ',.tla 

the v.ell-trained ~ .. omc:m c un become, in t"YJ.is follo,rrine; tl;e best 

C) c.1."P,1;le of the r ... ge: ((.ueen Elizabeth herself. Sarho is regal 

but relatively pc::.ssive , blAt Cynt:1.L", Ceres, Rnd SorYJ.-·onia 

convey c.. sen....-e of ro er :=tnd e:~.t~t :or· i ty over tl-J.e dr.~mA.tic or lds 
-rt:r 

Y.hiei'i t!'le \ inh::;.bit. The rer .. der feels L1,Nt eacl1. lw.s c.. cu.prwity -------'----" 
~,.,gen ' r . 88 . 
_3 o nd , I , p • 161. 
Knight , p . 157 . 



for ruling and managing consistent with her royal :position. 

This group of Lylian l ad i es is l':ise, "faire," and exalted . 

A more gener~1-l class of Lylian ladies is the group 

~ are consistent ch;:,_racters, though perhaps rc.,ther 

colorless. Certainly t ":1ey c:"re all t ·u:oreticul vvomen of the 

age , but none has those p<,rticularly notable personalities 

or social pos itions~mark the rest of Ly ly's ladies . 

Serena is a fine example of this type of woman , and, in 

their own w=ddenly- ays , so are Phillida, Gallctthea , I.ady 

FrSt.uncis , evnd C;:•.milla. This t:Sroup of laclies is not c:dvva,ys 

vlise P.,nc1 witty, but ahvays educ ted . \ie should call these 

l ad ies vli se or educ r ted ano "faire. " 

But Lyly ' s most lively and notu,ble group of lFt,dies 

con._.ists of Jilkileta , Suavia , Livia, Celia , Eisa, cmd Niobe . 

This grour is ·Fise and "faire , 11 but~,r:;;-;.,-i tty, impude n t, 

obstinate , bold , ;:,nd caustic . These women n.,ve traditiona,lly 

been c _·nsidered the s ources for such Shakespearian heroines 

' as Katherine, Rosalind, and Beatrice, for "elles possedent 

en commun le babil etourdissant, la verve cruelle, la 

moquerie lancinante, et surtout cet art de diriger contre 
_/\ I 

les hommes empetre.s dans leur :xaour les resources d 1 un~-

cervaus f&'minin rompu aux espj_eglieres sentimentales .' 
< 

Cam:paspe should be added to this group , for the _£Rrly Campaspe , 

at leas t, has the same characteristics. The s O::Phi sti ca ted , 

educco.,ted, and clever shr8wishness of these lo,dies 'Nas one 

of Ly~ s really R,maz ing contributions to tl-J.e dra.ma if ·we 
~ :Reui llerat, p . 489 . 
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consider the rov0y nnd 
;-z;/_ 

~hysicn.J buffoonery~ pc-.ssed 

or humor a t tJ.e ti .. e . 

vnly ~ fevv of the v.omen in I..yly ' s works f ·1ll outside 

the re:,lm of these three classific··tions: 

The wi se, "Faire, " 3.nd exFtltecL 1. 
2 . 
~ 

'l'he sit"_ ly vise or educ ted -.nd " fu.ire. " 
u o The ·v:ise , 11 f r ir~;:;," ·;.i tty, irnpLtdent, and C~l.Ustic . 

Jne exception to t1cse Cl'-.ssific'l.tions is the sensL<CJlly 

pase-.ion~ te 'l'ellL.s. \tenus is a m;:m- hu!lting villa inePs. 

Lucilla, of ~!:U::.b.~§. , is also a villain~ss in a sense , 

£.1 though she is R.lmos t too vnpid to 1D1JiihiY.Jililili:'JD~ m:J<e 
~ 

the reader 8, t first c omrle te ly r -.,-;:1.:::-e of t 11i ~". .n.l tl-J. ou gh 

Sem~le might seem to au~Jify for cl ss t~ree, she is 

actually too deter inedly an~ boringly shrewish to be 

rJnked with the cle v er ~ileta dnd Livin . Silena, the simple -

minded g irl, as V'i th I,yly ' s two servinc; sirls , seems too 

clearly a stock chu:::acter to be considered c l<"r~-c~eristic lly 

Ly..Lian ... .tilld the tv;o encl-1; ntress-flg ...... ces in Lyly ' s lays, 

l ii.LO"L 1er l3ombie and Di~s~s, seem more p ·rsonl f i cCJ.t ions of 

fol~lore fi g ures than real people . Bomb ie is completely 

charo.cterle ss , and Dipsas serve s chiefly as a sor t of sc2..pe-

goc:..t for Lyly ' s attack on witchcraft, "that detest.ed 

wicl{edne ss. " 

?andora of The \1oman in tae hioone must be studied 

se~arately. I n t he f i rst place she i s not a c ons i s tent 

drumatic character, but rather a sort of allegor ica l repre-

sentation of '\l)n~ankincl at its v;orst . ~.e can asc ri be no 

pd.rticular C'1<:.racter to .Pandorn. bec<:...use she is no more t11an 
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a composite . This pl~y does not necessnrily prove Lyly a 

wor.,an- h;Lter . In his ...-revious work he h<.t.d creH.ted a series of 

adruir~cble , intelligent, R,nd. v,itty women v;ho ',.ere Ll.SU8,lly 

more rnemor::..ble t 1 n their male p·,_rtner~. Inste:::;.,d, The ";o~ 

in t~e L1oone is Lyly ' s contribt..tion t·J the n.U..sogynous tr;:~(ht l ')n 

of the 3enaissance . It is not ren.lly dr:tmatic ano shows 

littL. of t~e ir:spiration :ctnd dn.mmatic moverrent of plays 

like Lau.P<~spe and f:nci_1nion.~~ ~:.o 1.an .!_g the ::oon£_ , il_-=-@1!9 6 

like r-o!:_11er l3ombie , a~-L-'e8-rs to be ::,yly's pc::...r'ticu1qr version of 

a opul,Lr literary tr>tdi ti on . 
~.t 

'l'1lis does not meun , h,";,ever , that Lyly's ';arks a:.:-L ~ 

·Fi thout cr:bt ici sm of v.on,en . This criticism , though, must 

be stt~died in the context in which it :=q;.pe'l.rs . Courtiers 

criticize the fickleness and vanity of women -- bt...t Lyly 

b;:..lances this y;ith his courtly ladies' criticism of Y'len . T:1i ? 

~ all :p~trt of the love d bate, ~ vn.s not necessarily 

sincere . Indeed, if ~e are to believe t~e sixteenth centLry 

S' tirists like .. ~R.rston Rnd ::Jonne , hy:rocrisy •:ms ~.n invalu..,ble 

courtly attribt.te • .n major porti on of the love debate WR.S 

given to decldine yrhether mPr or v Jw.an loved best , v1hic,1 of 

the tY.iO "£.s more trustworthy~In the course of the!"e 

love discussions , cri ticisr of t ile OL. osi te s ~.-x1~s hc..!'dly 

11:0 _t.. thc..n r 11eto:-icc-,l , ~~ lent somC> fire to t'1e tedium 

of d lhting ?etr;:J.rch.,n qno ne o-Plg,tonic .Dhlloso::. hy , a social 
-tl:;l-

conventior:~ i n itself, seems sul'erfic i Rl. 

It is obvious , ho,::eve:, that Lyly hn.d a rosi tive attitude 

towR.ro \'Joeen . Bonri SrJ.ys , "C onsiderin~ I.,yly ' s d::-~te and the 



condition of dramatic art~\ 

a single ci2.ss . 6 

11 

me1y Sf'e'"'k of his v,or1en ---Thin is ft rue • :..:r ly ' s 
~ ..... !1...~-

p·.:r f30mtl develorrt"-..nt in the field of feminine ch· r~ct Tiz~tion, 

beginnins -.-'d tYJ. the bland Lucilla of ~t-,rbtt.s nnrl flO\.ering 

i n the outstandi!lg women of his ph:.ys , overrode all 

7 
previous works i n this field and s~rved as a creat iLfluence . 

t \.S a drc.,m~-~tist in gemeral J__,yly v·as sorHething of a :9:::·ce-

th_c. tricetlly interestin_s , ;:;,ncl his c"l!'i!'L.cters arr- not 

often rlra\·.n w.i t rJ gre ,~,t d erth, bu ) con siderine; the c ond i tl on 

of the t-:1.e;:.1.tre '.':nen LylJ bee;:=m ''ritine;, "lis overall achievements 

are l)r;.J,i sev ortl-J.y . T'1ere cnn hardly ne rtny resc rv~ ti ons 

i 1 sr-L.~tking of LylJ ' s lacHes , hm. ever . Tney are rerl1~ .rk:,ble 

crec..t-ions . 

t.Gte: te , v~ise , clever , frtir , a bright conversationa.list, ;::md 

a olsed socia.l anin1al . Lyly ' s 11gentlewomen ," vr"lcthc..r 11 \>lse ," 
~ 

11 newfaLgled, " or "vpstr rt ," introduced the Ren:,,issc::.nce.~to 

the ~nglish ~...E' •. ID®tX. literary r.nrl dr~'=tm~tic ,,orld . L~rly ' s 

d~wnas seem so "l'JUch more civili:zed XX e.nd 1olished if e 
-u.e 

cmJ.:_:;;:.,re .~ brittle v·it of Niohe or Lileta ann tr'le ~-~ 

re Sl e ctRble c onvers~ ti onR.l powc..rs of Camilla. and CPmpR.spe 

1i th the rhysic:=dly motivated anrl f".rcica.l hUr>1or of G;:;.mmer 

Gurton . 

On tl1.e v:hole Lyly is most successful 'rhen he is 
dra\·ing 'PoFen , v·hich ':.as only ~.s it should be, if v:e 
allo\v t 1f~t th--- feminine element is tl-J.e very pivot of 
true coffierly. This he s·~, 8ll~ it is bcc·use he was 
ths first to realise it and to gr:.,pple ',i tl-J. the 
difficulties i t ent8..ired t-1~ t t·1e title of father 
of ::..:11:;llsh coredy n·y he c;i~n 
reserve or hesi t· ti on •••• " \Y 

--,:~ ,II~f'~~~ 
\A;~ ..b t)l 

t r U ( 

~li 1 -.;itholAt the lt-ast 
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In his {Lyly's) plays v:omen meet men on equal 
terms, and it is only vhen such a relation h~s been 
established between the seyes t~~comedy of the 
higher type can come into being~ ~ 

Lyly was the first writer in :Znglis~shovv*- that 

intellect, too, was a pRrt of the feminine organism, and his 

noble queens, refined maidens, Ptnd witty c ourtesl'ms marked 

the emergence of the represent8,tive woman in English literature 

and \\ere the forerunners n of-only of Shakespeare ' s heroines 
~~ 

bu\ of Congreve ' and of tleridi th ~. 

lY~~-/6 
7--1~-~ 
~ )_,~-'7~ 
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