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 In addition to their gender and eminent martyrological titles (at least in their own 

respective religious circles), Joan and Protestant martyred women shared some rather odd 

similarities with respect to their particular situations and actions. Like Joan, who 

contravened contemporary gender norms, both in the position she assumed as a military 

captain and in her display of exceptional physical prowess, a number of Protestant female 

martyrs from Foxe’s Actes and Monuments acted in ways that were directly at odds with 

contemporary expectations of female behaviour. In the accounts of these particular 

women, one of the things that jumps out immediately as having some analogous parallel 

to Joan is the way in which they confronted, and handled, the physical torture that 

Catholics employed as a way of either correcting their religious heterodoxy altogether or, 

at least, of mitigating its societal contagion.  

 Protestant women whose religious beliefs spilled over into the public realm 

during the sixteenth-century, either by way of verbal proselytizing or active public 

involvement, usually found themselves having to account for their actions before 

indignant and disgruntled members of the Catholic hierarchy. For those who were called 

to answer such accusations, and who were willing to lessen the sonority of their public 

dissent, if not retract their beliefs altogether, their confrontation with Catholic officials 

resulted merely in a period of questioning and severe verbal rebuke. Within this context, 

individuals would be questioned until the full picture of their dissent was disclosed, and 

once some kind of negotiation was reached, they would be released with a promise that 

their actions would be closely monitored in the future. For those who exercised less 

discretion and were unwilling to compromise in any way, however, not only were they 

submitted to a more intense, demeaning, and demoralizing interrogation procedure, but 

they were also subjected to forms of corporeal punishment that could range anywhere 

from being placed in the unhealthy confines of sixteenth-century prisons without 

sufficient nourishment and clothing to being physically abused in whatever form Catholic 

overseers thought necessary. In the most extreme cases, of which there were many for 

both Catholics and Protestants alike, individuals experienced an even more devastating 

consequence: execution-- an act that could be enacted in a number of different ways 

including burning, beheading, starvation, or an overly excessive amount of physical 

torture.  

 With respect to the more acute measures employed by Catholics, Protestant 

women posed a particularly unsettling problem. For the majority, if not the entirety, of 

early moderns, women were seen as being severely weak in both their physical 

constitutions. According to Thomas Freeman, “the belief in the natural inherent 

inferiority—mental, physical and spiritual—of women was one of the legacies of the 

classical world that. . . .was accepted as an undisputed medical truth in early modern 

Europe, even by female medical practitioners” (Freeman 186-187). But, it was not just 

the classical period that handed down this philosophical conception—it was also deeply 
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rooted in Christian culture. In fact, the term that most embodied, and helped to 

communicate, the perception of the physical inferiority of women during the sixteenth-

century more than any other (“the weaker vessel”) originated with William Tyndale’s 

translation of the New Testament into English in 1526---specifically, in St. Paul’s epistle 

to the Ephesians, where he urges husbands to “ give hounour unto the wife, as unto the 

weaker vessel” (1 Peter 3: 7). As John Fletcher has observed, the phrase “weaker vessel” 

was commonly employed by both Protestants and Catholics from the early part of the 

1500s to the middle of the seventeenth-century, designating both the physical and the 

intellectual deficiencies that women were said to possess (Fletcher 60).  

 Within this intellectual framework, the physical torture and execution of 

Protestant women could be, and was, conceived of as deeply disturbing. According to the 

logic of the time, the high susceptibility of women to intellectual/religious error, coupled 

with their incapacity not only to carry out great feats of strength, but to endure incredible 

physical tortures, made the application of any kind of severe corporal punishment 

(including death) disproportionate, and hence, unjust. In his Book of Martyrs, Foxe makes 

this very point, when, in his diatribe against Catholic officials, he states,  

 What heart wil not lamEt the murdering mischief of these men, who for wAt of 

 worke, do so wreke their time on seely pore women, whose weake imbecilitie the 

 more strEgth it lacketh by natural imperfection, the more it ought to be helped, or 

 at least pitied, and not oppressed of men Pt be stronger, and especially of Priests 

 that should be charitable” (p. 1980—1583).  

Though one might argue that such an opinion might involve an intrusion of religious 

partiality on Foxe’s part, Catholics—while having less incentive for such a position—

were not without their own similar appeals. As Anne Dillion has observed, for instance, 

Richard Harpsfield’s attempt at a sympathetic portrayal of the physical torture and 

execution of the female Catholic martyr Margaret Clitherowe depends almost exclusively 

upon calling attention to the inferiority and weakness of her sex (Dillon 282). While 

Catholics might have refrained from acknowledging Foxe’s arguments and discourse 

during times when Protestant women were being killed, this sole instance of similar 

argumentative tactics employed by Harpsfield shows that their silence did not necessarily 

mean disagreement.  

 The prevalence of the belief in women’s deficiencies, in their ‘weaker vessel’ 

natures, particularly with respect to their bodies, is an important context for 

understanding the gender transgression of both Joan and Protestant female martyrs, and 

in addition, for gauging the degree to which Joan’s portrayal in Henry VI, Part I may 

have been received by early modern English audiences. For Protestant writers (most 

notably, those mentioned earlier--Hall and Holinshed), the philosophical notion of 

women having weak and fragile bodies was at the root of their refusal to acknowledge in 

Joan anything other than a demonic influence. In their minds, Joan’s successes in the 

military realm were so contrary to the physical capacities of women-- so at odds with 

their feminine nature-- that the only possible explanation for her feats of strength was that 

she must have received a supra-natural power from Satan himself. The fact that her 

actions defied not only societal norms, but also what appeared to be both divine and 

natural laws—the way in which women were “created”—made it inconceivable that she 

could ever have been motivated and supported by divine grace. In spite of strong Catholic 

disagreement, particularly from French Catholics, this largely Protestant argument had a 
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certain degree of reasonability working in its favour. For, according to Christian teaching 

and tradition during the time, it was Satan that was more interested in defying and 

overturning nature—not God. Who else would turn a woman into a man, especially in 

such a masculine and horrifying arena as a battlefield, but the Devil? At the same time 

that it appears more logically sound, however, Hall, Holinshed, and what would later 

become, Henry VI, Part 1’s argument about Joan’s demonic complicity would have run 

up against some fairly difficult and perplexing problems for audiences at the end of the 

sixteenth-century. The problems that it would have met with did not concern Catholics 

who were opposed to such reasoning, or even Catholics who were vehemently supportive 

of Joan’s religious claims— they concerned the sufferings and deaths that their own 

female martyrs experienced and their own martyrologists documented. For those 

Protestant martyred women that not only endured, but accepted and embraced their 

excruciating physical tortures and deaths, the very same question and argument about the 

deficiencies of the female sex, and their impossibility of carrying out physically 

demanding acts of strength, was equally as applicable. Could not Protestant women’s 

physical bravery and heroic-like fortitude, in other words, have been equally as 

attributable to Satan’s influence? Since their threshold for physical suffering greatly 

surpassed what women were thought capable of, should not one also conclude that their 

power was also similarly demonic? Such physical strength, after all, even in its passive 

form, was just as much of an aberration of feminine nature as was Joan’s military 

exploits. Although the latter was certainly much more extraordinary and represented a 

greater degree of fortitude than the former, they both defied contemporary gender norms, 

as well as philosophical conceptions of the capacities of women, all the same.  

 The problem with the argumentative positions of the dramatists’ of Henry VI, 

Part I, Hall and Holinshed, with respect to Joan’s strength, however, was not simply the 

applicability of these same arguments to Protestant martyred women. The complexity of 

the issue was actually much deeper. It was the fact that Protestant martyrologists had 

taken the many instances of unnatural physical strength displayed in their own women 

and reworked them as evidence, or signs, of the authenticity of their martyr statuses and 

overall religious virtue. In other words, what was stigmatized by Hall, Holinshed, and the 

dramatists of Henry VI, Part I in Joan as self-evident proof of an underlying demonic 

presence was for Protestant martyrologists (though, in its passive form) an obvious 

manifestation of the workings of divine grace in female martyrs.  

 The first time this type of martyrological discourse was used in the sixteenth-

century, if not in the entire Protestant tradition, was in John Bale’s account of Anne 

Askew, which was first published in 1547. In this account, which is an amalgamation of 

Askew’s own first person narrative of her ordeal and of the author’s commentary and 

elucidation, Bale goes to great lengths to emphasize Askew’s extraordinary endurance of 

physical suffering. He calls attention to the harsh conditions of the prison where she was 

held for weeks on end with little food and drink to sustain her; he singles out her implied 

physical abuse by Catholic officials during her imprisonment, which on one occasion 

resulted in being brought out in a chair because of her inability to stand for interrogation; 

and, finally, he points out how after all the agony she had already endured, she gracefully 

and heroically embraced her final cross of being burned at the stake alongside of two 

other male Protestants, for whom he notes, she was a model of both patience and courage 

(211). Throughout all of these instances of physical suffering, Bale puts forth for his 
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reader a subtle, yet simple, argument to help discern the true character and status of 

Askew: being a women, and therefore weak and fragile in body, Askew should not have 

been able to passively endure, let alone, joyfully accept, such torture; but given the fact 

that she did—that she displayed a preponderance of physical strength that was contrary 

not only to societal expectations, but also to divine and natural law—she must have been 

supported and approved by God, and she must, therefore, be a true martyr. At the end of 

her account, as if to more firmly place the entire previous narration in its proper, or 

desired, light, Bale closes with a clearer and bolder affirmation of his argument. He says: 

. . . . . . . .(Ref?—I still have to locate this quote!) This strength-within-weakness 

paradigm, to use Susannah Monta’s term (Monta 8), is given further expression 

subsequent to the account, in a poem that Bale decided to reproduce, which was 

supposedly written by Askew while she was imprisoned by Catholic officials and 

awaiting her sentence. At the beginning of the poem, in the first person, she states:  

 Appointed to the field, 

 with this world will I fight, 

 And Christ shall be my shield. 

 Faith is that weapon strong, 

 which will not fail at need” (233).  

Although not explicitly mentioned here, Bale’s argument can still be seen as operative on 

some level. Working in tandem with the narrative that proceeded it, these first couple of 

lines, as well as the rest of the poem, draw attention, or allude to, the striking paradox 

that it was a woman, a ‘weak vessel’, that proclaimed, and later, exercised such powerful 

strength (i.e. “will I fight” & “Faith is that weapon strong, /  which will not fail at need”) 

when the nature of her sex should have made it impossible for her to accomplish such 

feats. In other words, it helps emphasize, for Bale, that Askew’s solidier-like fortitude 

must have been from God, since it could not have been drawn from her own femininity, 

which was deficient by nature.  

 What began with Bale’s account of Askew as a novel argumentative tactic for 

validating the torture and death of female martyrs became a common-place strategy by 

the late 1500s with the first, and subsequent, publications of John Foxe’s Book of 

Martyrs, which had the more daunting task of attempting to authenticate the suffering of 

over fifty-three martyred Protestant women. Because Foxe was dealing with a greater 

number of Protestant female martyrs, one the ways he choose to disseminate Bale’s 

strength-within-weakness logic, with regards to the physical prowess of women, was to 

present readers with a more general argument outside of any individual account, which, 

in turn, could be applied to all of the women mentioned and celebrated in his work. In the 

1583 edition, which would have been more familiar to early modern audiences of Henry 

VI, Part 1, this particular discourse emerges in the later ‘Books’ and takes place just 

before the accounts of the Marian martyrs. After noting, as mentioned previous, that any 

kind of corporal punishment used upon women was in all cases disproportionate, and 

unjust—because of their weak natures--Foxe states:  

 blessed be the Lord Omnipotent, who supernaturally, hathe indued from above 

 such weak creatures with such manly stomacke and fortitude, so constantly to 

 withstand the uttermost extremitie of these pitilesse persecutors: as he did before 

 strengthen the mother of the 7. sons in the Machabees, & as he hath done since  
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 with divers & sundry other godly womE in these our later daies, partly before 

 mentioned, & partly to be mEtioned hereafter. . .” (p. 1980).  

In emphasizing the common contemporary belief that women were “weak creatures”, and 

by simultaneously asserting that their strength—or, “manly stomake and fortitude”—was 

supernaturally “indued” by the “Lord Omnipotent”, Foxe’s statement secures a type of 

reasonable “proof” for readers who either already believed that these women were 

authentic martyrs or who were uncertain about, or all-out opposed, to their purported 

religious characters. What he argues is essentially the same as what Bale had argued for 

Askew: according to their fragile and deficient natures, these women should never have 

been able to endure such cruel physical abuse and death, unless God’s grace had in some 

way intervened and superimposed upon their constitutions a strength that was more 

masculine in character—a “manly stomake and fortitude”. In offering these two 

propositions together –that women were incapable of strenuous passive suffering and that 

only God could cause this to occur—Foxe effectively directs, if not forces, his readers to 

accept only one possible conclusion: that, in spite of Catholic dissent, these women were 

in fact true martyrs, who gave up their lives for the sake of Christ’s true church, and are 

therefore worthy of being celebrated by the Protestant community.  

 In addition to this more general dissemination of Bale’s logic, Foxe also 

incorporates this same argument into many of the individual accounts of Protestant 

martyred women, who had exhibited an incredible degree of passive strength. In his 

account of Agnes Prest, for instance, Prest is described not only as a conduit of God’s 

supernatural grace, but as an exceptional woman of strength that deserves to be emulated 

even by Protestant men. He says:  

 Almightye God is highly to be praysed, working so mightily in such a weake 

 vessel: so men of stronger and stouter nature, have also to take example how to 

 stand in like case: whE as we see this poore woman, how manfully she went 

 through with such constancy and pacience (2051).  

Prest’s endurance is perhaps even more astonishing because in addition to reminding 

readers of her “weak vessel’ status, the account also goes further in its description of the 

full extent of her frailty. At the beginning of the account, readers are informed that not 

only was Prest “as simple a womA to see to as any man might beholde,” and “of a very 

little & short stature, somewhat thicke,” but that she was also around 54 yeares of age—

an additional factor that made her extremely unfit for any kind of physical chastisement. 

In the case of the two female martyrs, Agnes Potten and Joan Trunchfield, who were 

executed together, female endurance is similarly couched in masculine terms as a sign of 

the intervention and superimposition of Gods grace: 

  Their constancie worthily was to be wondered at,” Foxe writes, “who beyng so 

 simple women so manfully stoode to the confession and testimony of Gods worde 

 and veritie. . . .continuyng in the torment of fire, they held up their handes and 

 called unto God constantly, so long as lyfe did endure” (1893).  

Here, the word “stoode” serves to underline that it was not just their persistence in 

reaffirming their beliefs that made them exceptional examples of unnatural strength, but, 

rather, their astonishing endurance of extreme physical suffering, and eventually death—

a death which saw them calling out to God even in their last breaths. In other cases, 

where documents concerning the actual suffering of female martyrs were absent, Foxe 

focuses solely on the endurance and acceptance of martyrdom itself as a manifestation of 
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unnatural strength. In the account of Joan Sole, for instance, whose narrative is rather 

short in comparison with others, Sole’s embracement of being burned alive is explained 

in terms of God’s grace and spirit “mightily working in her.” When she was “brought by 

the Sheriffes to the stake wt the other fower,” the reader is told, Joan Sole “sustained the 

like martyrdome. . . .through the assistance of Gods holy grace and spirite mightily 

working in her, to the glorye of his name, and confirmation of his truth” (1859). This 

same interpretation also arises in the description of the executions of both Agnes Bongeor 

and Margaret Thurston. At the end of their account, Foxe says that both women “were 

brought to the place in Colchester where they should suffer the 17. Day of September” 

and notes that before their deaths they made their “humble prayers unto the Lord” and 

then “rose and went to the stake ioyfully,” where they gave up their lives to God “with 

great ioy and glorious triumph.” After this description, Foxe closes the account with a 

simple interpretational gesture: “Thus (gentle Reader) God chooseth the weake things of 

the world, to confound mighty things” (2021). Though not specially rehearsed in detail, 

as in the previous accounts, this final statement, on the part of Foxe, serves the exact 

same function. The result of placing this comment after the vivid description of their 

“glorious” and “triumphant” executions is that both Bongeor and Thruston are presented 

as miraculous exceptions to their sex. In other words, the reader is encouraged to believe 

that they are in fact true martyrs on the basis that their demeanours in the face of such a 

horrendous death would not be possible without the simultaneous support and assistance 

of God’s power and grace.  

 Although he had already established this “strength-within-weakness” argument in 

a general fashion prior to his treatment of these female Marian martyrs--making these 

more specific applications seemingly redundant-- Foxe knew well enough that the 

majority of people from both Protestant and Catholic traditions did not necessarily read 

martyrologies from cover to cover, like they did with common works of literature, such 

as drama or prose; on the contrary, as David Hoades (132) has shown, most early modern 

Christians read martyrological works in a sporadic fashion, like they did the Bible—

meaning that they would read whatever account, story, or event, interested them most, 

depending upon the particular day and the particular situations they were experiencing at 

that moment, with little concern for overall narrative, or chronology. The function of 

reading religious works such as the Bible and martyrologies was to improve the devotion 

of the particular reader, and for this purpose, knowing what came before and after each 

story, or event, mattered little in the full scope of things. In this light, Foxe’s specific 

application of his already established general logic was essential in attempting to publicly 

authenticate and defend the reputations of Protestant female martyrs. While it did not find 

its way into every single female account, it was adequately dispersed throughout a 

sufficient number of them so that even if one did not read prior sections, or even of every 

female martyr, they were still bound to encounter it either in its general form, which 

served as the preface to the female Marian martyrs, or in its specific application in the 

accounts of one of the many women in which it appeared. 

 As important as it was, unnatural physical strength was not the only, nor the most 

significant, form of gender transgression that served to place martyred Protestant women 

in an analogous relation to Joan in the early 1590s. In addition to contravening 

expectations of feminine strength, Protestant female martyrs, like Joan, also transgressed 

contemporary gender norms by appropriating positions that were not only reserved for 
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men, but were also held to be outside the natural capacities, or power, of women. The 

role that these women adopted in the latter part of their lives, particularly at the time of 

their interrogations, and even at the moment of their deaths, was actually quite different 

from Joan’s. It was not an extension of any kind of physical prowess; nor was it 

connected in any way with military, or political, affairs. On the contrary, it was a 

religious role, and it had more to do with the intellect than it did with the body. 

According to early modern standards, at least, the position that these women appropriated 

(intentional or not) was what early moderns referred to as a Theologian, or Doctor of 

theology.  

 In both Protestant and Catholic traditions, the position of a theologian was clearly 

demarcated both by educational systems and curriculums in the universities and by the 

practices and traditions of the churches themselves. In addition to actually obtaining a 

university degree of theology (which did not always accompany those who were either 

considered to be or act like a  “Doctor”), the skill-set of a theologian usually consisted of 

a strong knowledge and understanding of both scripture and theology, as well as an 

ability to apply this knowledge in conversations and arguments in a way that exhibited 

both intellectual keenness and spiritual acuity. These skills, of course, were traditionally 

obtained in the university setting, especially within Catholicism; but with the advent of 

the Reformation, however, there was more of an allowance that men (as it was 

customarily decreed by both Protestants and Catholics) could acquire these strengths by 

the combination of independent study and the assistance of divine grace, which, as it 

came to be said, was indiscriminate of both class and blood. Although the criteria of what 

made someone a “Doctor” may have differed among Protestants and Catholics, both were 

in relative agreement to its primary goals. In contradistinction to both the opinions of 

many early moderns and the practices of theologians themselves, the sole function of a 

Theologian in the sixteenth-century was, not to acquire and cultivate their own 

intellectual showcase, but to understand the tenets of their faith with the purpose of 

communicating and expounding them to the rest of the faithful and of defending these 

beliefs from the “heretical” onslaughts of competing religious factions. In short, its 

purpose was to assist in both the transmission and maintenance of “true” Christian 

doctrine.  

 Although the role of a theologian was a far cry from Joan’s position, in that it 

pertained more to the mind than the body and was of a religious nature, rather than of a 

political, or military one, it is important to note that it was nevertheless quite analogous in 

the sense that not only was it also categorized as an exclusive male role, but it was also 

similarly held to be far outside the range of the natural capacities of women.  The 

assumptions that helped to keep women from the position of a Theologian, and to foster 

and maintain the belief that it was impossible for them to acquire and exercise its 

prerogatives in anyway, was a partly result of the sixteenth-century’s inheritance of and 

dependence upon, classical medical and philosophical theories. In the writings of such 

ancient authors as Galen, Aristotle, and others—all of whom were received by early 

moderns in the sixteenth-century with high esteem---women were consistently portrayed 

as being quite intellectually deficient. The foundation for these conceptions usually began 

with what many accepted as a “scientific” understanding of the female body. Within this 

interpretative framework, women were seen as possessing a number of physical 

deficiencies, some of which included colder and moister humours, menstration, and the 
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womb and its concomitant diseases (Maclean 41). In turn, these characteristics, which 

helped to construct the female body as more of a privation, than a substance per se, also 

had serious implications for the way in which their intellect, or mind, was conceived. 

According to Maclean, for both the ancients and early moderns, these assumed physical 

qualities meant that women were the epitome of “changeability”, which was thought to 

manifest itself not only “in deceit, inconstancy, a lack of stamina, infidelity [and] higher 

incidences of violence and passion”, but also in a severely weakened rationality (Maclean 

42). While still prominent in Roman epistemologies, Greek theories of knowledge, as 

Flecher has observed, even went so far as to associate women “symbolically with what 

reason was supposed to have left behind, above all with nature” (Fletcher 68). In short, 

for antiquity, as well as for the sixteenth-century, the female mind was held to be nothing 

other than a conglomeration of mankind’s weaknesses: while it still served to rank 

women above the animal kingdom, it was far from having any kind of close resemblance, 

or affiliation with, man, who was considered to be much more stable and intellectually 

sound.  

 In addition to relying upon classical works from both Roman and Greek writers to 

derive and help maintain their beliefs about the intellectual weakness of women, early 

moderns also heavily depended upon their own Christian traditions and doctrines. For the 

majority of early modern Christians, there were essentially two stories from Scripture to 

help support their views about gender: the creation of Adam and Eve, and the temptation 

and fall of mankind from grace in the garden of Eden. In the first of these, theologians 

and philosophers argued that Adam was the pinnacle, or apex, of all created things, 

endowed with the highest powers of both body and mind, and resembling God in all 

things except for matter; and that Eve was created a weaker human being in both respects 

since she had been formed in an intermediary fashion out of the rib of Adam as his 

helper, and was therefore more of an image of man rather than of God. On the basis of 

this interpretation, it was thought that while Adam could communicate, and come to 

know God directly, within out any kind of mediation, Eve was more dependent upon 

Adam for achieving and maintaining any kind of spiritual growth. In the second story, 

Christianity propagated the view that since it was Eve who had succumb to Satan’s 

temptation in the garden of Eden—and Adam only subsequently by her false arguments 

and carnal appeal—women were by nature not only less moral and stable human beings, 

but also less rational and more given to passionate proclivities than men (Charlotte F. 

Otten 354).  As the second part of the Elizabethan Book of Homilies stated, which was 

founded upon these and other biblical stories: “the woman is a weake creature, not indued 

with like strength and constancie of minde, therefore they be sooner disquieted, and they 

be the more prone to all weake affections and disposition of mind then men bee, and 

lighter they bee, and more vaine in their fantasies and opinions” (qtd. in Freeman 192; 

PhD).  For early moderns, then, the stories of creation and the fall in the garden of Eden, 

coupled with St. Paul’s perennial references to women being the “weaker vessels” in the 

New Testament, were a sufficient basis for seeing in women a rationality that, while 

present and operative, was little more than a broken instrument.  

 As a result of the assimilation and acceptance of these beliefs, the sixteenth-

century designated a number of different activities and positions for which women were 

considered highly unsuited. They were allowed to attend school and to learn math, 

languages and reading skills; but they were only ever permitted into the elementary 
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levels, where such subjects were taught in their basic forms. Grammar schools, where 

these subjects were developed in more detail, in preparation for either social occupations 

or university, were entirely male dominated, with little openness for the possibility of 

female enrollment--even from such liberal educational thinkers as Erasmus Desiderius, 

Roger Ascham, and Richard Mulcaster. Any high-end military roles (which in addition to 

strength, also required a certain degree of intellectual keenness for strategy purposes) 

were always considered unsuitable for women. Mercantilism, which demanded astute 

mathematical, geographical, and negotiating skills, was certainly outside of their natural 

abilities. And, all Political positions were also equally seen as unfeminine--- so much so 

that when Elizabeth I was Queen, as John Fletcher observes, she always placed herself in 

the same category as were the rest of her sex, emphasizing her frailty and weaknesses by 

nature, but claimed, in the end, that she was an “exception”, since God himself had 

elected her to such a role and given her the ‘manly’ strength required to succeed. While 

all of these social activities (and positions) embodied, and were constructed upon, these 

conceptions of the female mind, however, no activity in the sixteenth-century was held to 

be farther from the intellectual capacities of women as was theology. In his Politics, 

Aristotle, who, despite opinions by some modern critics to the contrary, was still heavily 

revered by early modern English citizens during the sixteenth-century, considered 

theology, or as he termed it, an understanding and contemplation of God, to be the 

highest form of intellectual truth available to mankind. Plato, another classical figure 

equally esteemed in the period, was of a similar mindset. Although diverging from 

Aristotle, with respect to the immanence of nature (i.e., Forms), he taught that the process 

of searching for and discovering truth should eventually arrive, if successful, at a 

knowledge and understanding of the ultimate Form, or truth: the Form of the Good---

which, for many Neoplatonists (most notably, Plotinus) came to be identified with 

Parmenides’ transcendent absolute One, and eventually, by later Christians, as God 

himself.  

 Within sixteenth-century Christian traditions—both Protestant and Catholic—the 

idea of theology as the highest form of intellectual activity was just as predominant. The 

simple truth of the matter was that every other form of intellectual practice, whether it 

was military, political, mercantile, or what have you, concerned the here and now, the 

secular world—a mode of existence that was not only restricted by the limitations of 

matter, time and space, but was also severely weakened by the consequences of the sin of 

both Adam and Eve. The truths of theology, on the other hand, however, concerned the 

life to come and God himself—both of which were considered immaterial, unchangeable, 

perfect and eternal. They involved the deepest mysteries not only of God, but of 

humankind, and it was only by an intimate knowledge of philosophy, Scripture, and 

Revelation, coupled with faith, that they could be known and communicated. In short, 

they represented the fruition of the human mind itself—things which were difficult to 

know, but perfectly satisfying when learned and understood. 

 Against this particular backdrop, Foxe’s Actes and Monuments afforded early 

modern readers a number of different astonishing examples of women, who were not 

only represented as successfully engaging in theological matters, but were also portrayed 

as formidable and, often times, overpowering opponents for their Catholic male 

counterparts--men who, in fact, actually held the official title of Doctor, or Theologian 

during the time. One of the most shocking instances of this kind of intellectual activity in 
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Foxe’s work can be found in the account of Lady Jane Grey. In the rather lengthy 

description of her later life, Grey is depicted as perhaps the most theologically astute of 

all Protestant martyred women: not only did she hold her ground in a debate on Christian 

Doctrine with John Feckenham (a Doctor, who was sent by Queen Mary to dissuade Grey 

from her heterodox beliefs), but she also defeated him on a number of key theological 

points of controversy (1419-1420); she wrote a letter to her father (reproduced in her 

account), who had recently converted to Catholicism, wherein she had discussed the 

truths of the Protestant faith in such an astute manner that he was instantly “reduce[d] to 

repentaunce, and to take better holde againe for the health and wealth of his owne soul” 

(1420); and she also admonished the leading Catholic controversialist during the period, 

Thomas Harding, in letter, or what came to be seen more as a “sermon”, in which she 

employed a myriad of Scriptural passages and theological arguments in an attempt to re-

convert him to the “true” fold of Christ (421). While Grey was not so fortunate in 

winning Harpsfield back to the faith as she was with her father, Foxe nevertheless urges 

the reader throughout the margins of her replicated letter to acknowledge her thoughts 

and arguments as examples of superior theological discourse—praising both her choices 

of scripture and her discussions of doctrine.  

 Another woman that was presented as possessing similar skills and power in 

Foxe’s work was Elizabeth Young. Throughout her interrogations, which lasted a few 

weeks, and included being questioned by half-a-dozen different Catholic Doctors, Young 

is portrayed as successfully refuting a range of different Catholic dogma, some of which 

include purgatory (2068), praying for the dead (2068), the number of official sacraments 

(2068), the proper manner of administering and receiving the sacraments (2067-2068), 

the validity of the Pope (2069), the legitimacy of taking oaths, and the true presence of 

the Eucharist (2067). And, as if this was not enough, she is also depicted as courageously 

upholding important points of Protestant doctrine. Although most of her intellectual 

energies is exhausted in seemingly demonstrating the reasonability of the symbolic 

signification of the Eucharist (2067-2070), she also spends a good amount of time 

“upholding” beliefs concerning faith in the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, which fell under 

the sin of presumption for Catholics (2068), the existence of only two Sacraments—

Baptism and the Eucharist (2068), and the sole importance of Scripture (2069). Young’s 

willingness to engage in any and every theological controversy is so prominent in her 

interrogations that during her fifth Examination, the Bishop of London’s Chancellor, 

Thomas Darbyshire (who, though, standing in opposition to Young, is portrayed by Foxe 

as a naïve buffoon), at one point exclaims in astonishment: “why, ye willl not be ashamed 

to flee vnto the highest mysterie, even to the Sacrament at the first dashe, and ye are not 

afrayd to argue with the best doctour in the lande” (2068). Although Darbyshire implies, 

here, that Young could never aspire to such lofty intellectual heights, as God’s mysteries, 

Foxe, whose marginal interjections constantly applaud Young throughout, reconfigures 

his words as nothing more than signs of the deep-rooted pride of Catholic Theologians 

who think that their university degrees have entitled them to a complete monopoly of 

divine truths.  

 While not engaging in quite so many issues, nor demonstrating as much 

flamboyancy and versatility as both Grey and Young, there were many other women 

within the pages of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs that were represented in a similar theological 

light. Agnes Potten and Joan Trunchfield, for example, argue strongly with their 
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interrogators about the symbolic signification of the Eucharist, insisting at one point that 

“Iesus Christ is ascended up into heaven, and is on the right hand of God the father, 

according to the Scriptures, and not in the Sacrament, as he was borne of the Virgin 

Mary” (1893). Joyce Lewes proves herself, in Foxe’s narrative at least, a formidable 

opponent for Ralph Bayne, the Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, in refuting Catholic 

dogma concerning the validity and use of Holy water and the importance of Tradition for 

matters of faith (2012). Alice Driuer, whose hears were later cut off for her obstinate 

beliefs, engages in a overly in depth argument about the true nature of the Eucharist with 

George Gascoingne, who, as Foxe points out from the margin, was so overwhelmed by 

her words that he was utterly unable to respond (i.e. “Gascoynes mouth stopped”) (2048). 

And Agnes Prest is likewise represented as having an upper hand in a subtle and detailed 

debate about the Eucharist with two of the Doctors examining her, although her 

theological engagement also extends into a fierce argument over her decision to abandon 

both her husband and children for the sake of religious freedom—a decision, which she 

argued to her interrogators, could be justified on the basis of both Scripture and 

theological principles (2050-2051).  

 The examples of these women, along with the myriad of other female martyrs that 

were portrayed exercising superior theological skills in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, 

presented for early modern audiences a rather strong and ironic parallel to Joan’s own 

situation. As mentioned earlier, Foxe’s female martyrs resembled Joan by their 

appropriation of a role that was not only forbidden to women during the sixteenth-

century, but was also considered to be supremely outside their scope of natural abilities. 

But, the parallel between these women actually extends beyond the mere nature of the 

positions they adopted. In addition to the role they assumed, the contexts within which 

Protestant female martyrs were represented as engaging in theological controversies, and 

defeating their Catholic opponents, was also quite similar to Joan’s. Like Joan, Protestant 

women assumed their positions, not in isolation, nor in a co-ed setting, but in a clearly 

visible male dominated venue. Although many of these women, to be sure, enacted, or 

lived out, their role in more private contexts during their lifetime, such as their own 

households, or small public gatherings with men and women of their own faith, Foxe’s 

accounts portrayed them almost exclusively within the confines of male controlled 

interrogation procedures, which were overseen and carried out by a range of different 

Catholic theological officials, from Bishops to Chancellors, to priests and biblical 

scholars. The settings of their examinations may have differed in terms of their locations, 

but in every instance the context was the same: a judicial-like gathering of Catholic 

doctors and theologians who not only sought to discern the true nature and extent of a 

woman’s religious heterodoxy, but also to engage these individuals in what developed 

into intense theological controversies, in the hope that they either would be dissuaded 

from their beliefs altogether, and won over to the side of Catholic doctrine, or, at the very 

least, agree to keep their faith and opinions to themselves, without letting them spill over 

into the public realm, as was the case with Joyce Lewes.  

 In addition to their exclusive masculine associations, the contexts within which 

martyred Protestant women performed their theological roles was also similar to Joan’s in 

the sense that they were equally as hostile and confrontational. While they did not 

involve hand-to-hand combat, or even any kind of physical interchange between 

opposing parties, they did include verbal exchanges that were similar (in an analogous 
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fashion) to the military battles that Joan engaged in during the war between France and 

England. In fact, when Protestant women debated important points of Christian doctrine 

with male Catholic officials, during their interrogation procedures and examinations, both 

sides engaged in a kind of verbal discourse that was, in many ways, equally as 

combative: their were personal assaults on character; harsh and vulgar words thrown back 

and forth; name calling; head-to-head hostile debates; group intimidation and the 

attempted defeat of vulnerable individuals; and a plethora of different arguments, which 

were always employed with an eye to one goal alone: to embarrass, demoralize, and 

ultimately conquer their opponent. And, like military battles, these verbal wars also had a 

similar moral and religious code that hovered over the procedures in a way that 

conscientiously demanded respect and adherence but was oftentimes dismissed and 

thrown out for the sake of achieving some kind of victory in the end. The most important 

parallel to Joan, however, amongst all of these others, was the fact that not only were 

Protestant women portrayed in roles that were considered at odds with, and outside, 

female intellectual capacities, but they were also depicted as defeating men, who, 

according to contemporary beliefs, should have been perfectly able to handle, let alone 

overcome, the “weak” onslaughts of the female mind. In fact, in defeating Catholic 

Doctors in their own arena, with skills over which these men were supposed to have a 

complete monopoly, Protestant martyred women were, in many ways, not simply as 

astonishing as Joan—they were much more of a miracle. For, although Joan’s feats were 

quite astounding, they were, in the end, only physical accomplishments; and, as Aristotle 

and many other classical, as well as contemporary religious authors, emphasized, the 

physical constitution of a person was not what made them strictly and distinguishably 

human—this, they shared with both the plant and animal kingdoms. On the contrary, it 

was solely their minds that both embodied and helped communicate their human natures. 

Within this conceptual framework, the actions of Protestant martyred women, then, were 

not just analogous to Joan’s—they were much more extraordinary. In their dealings with 

Catholic male Doctors, they did not carry out just any old ‘manly’ feats---they carried out 

the most lofty and sublime of all intellectual, and therefore, strictly human, activities: 

theology-- the truths of which, during the sixteenth-century, were held to be both the first 

cause and final end of all arts and sciences. 

 While all of the Protestant female martyrs, who were represented as defeating 

male Doctors in theological controversies, could be taken as analogues of Joan (in the 

ways just described, and even beyond), there were five women in particular who helped 

to establish, and cement, this analogous relationship more than the rest: Alice Driver, 

Agnes Prest, Agnes Potten, Joane Trunchfield, and Elizabeth Young. Effectively, what 

makes these Protestant women resemble Joan more than any of the others in Foxe’s 

martyrology is the fact that each of them came from a relatively low socio-economic 

background.  In spite of the fact that much of the information on the backgrounds of these 

individuals failed to be included in their accounts, and was never passed down from the 

period, Foxe does provide at least some basis for placing them in the lower classes of 

sixteenth-century society. Driver, for example, is described as the “poore” wife of a 

husbandmen, who was burned alongside an equally poor man named Alexander Gouch, 

who was a “Weaver of shreeding Couerlets” (2048); Prest is also referred to as a “poore” 

woman, who, after leaving both her husband and children for the sake of religious 

freedom, became much more impoverished as she had to seek “her lyuing by labor & 
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spinning as well as she could, here & there for a time” (2050); Agnes Potten, we are told, 

was the wife of Robert Potten, who was a humble brewer (1893); Joane Trunchfield was 

married to Michaell Trunchfield, a Shoemaker by trade; and Elizabeth Young, who, 

because she continually refused to answer her interrogator’s inquiries concerning her 

class, has been reasonably assumed by critics also to have descended from humble 

origins (2065; See Monta, 9). Why is this so important? Well, simply put, the relatively 

low economic backgrounds of these particular women, who also engaged quite heavily in 

theological debates with Catholic officials in their accounts, essentially create a more 

heuristic and symmetrical analogy between Protestant female martyrs and Joan. For 

protestant writers, it was not simply Joan’s gender that seemed to intimate an underlying 

demonic influence (although this was perhaps the most important factor redounding to 

Protestant polemic); it was also her lower class status as a shepherdess in fifteenth-

century France. The reason why this particular social position bothered writers, such as 

Holinshed and Hall, so immensely was not so much that they had anything particularly 

against shepherdess themselves, but, rather, that it made Joan’s later military and physical 

accomplishments all the more incredible, and therefore, for them, all the more Satanic. 

According to their logic, the vocation of a shepherdess was the farthest thing from the 

occupation of a military captain, let alone any other subordinate soldier position: it was 

lived and carried out in a strictly pastoral setting; it involved caring for, and relating, with 

animals, rather than human beings; it required no education, except for maybe how to 

handle, and sustain, both sheep and cattle; and it certainly did not involve any kind of 

physical strength or prowess that was equal, or even close, to what was demanded of 

military officials and soldiers. It was, in many ways, the antipode to anything military--

concerned much more with tranquility and calm, as many contemporary poets wrote, than 

with the anger, aggression and confrontation that was ubiquitous on the battlefield.  

 Although the aforementioned Protestant female martyrs appropriated different 

masculine roles than Joan, their relatively low class statuses and backgrounds had an 

equal, if not more powerful, effect on the incredibleness of their particular theological 

achievements and activities. The female mind, of course, as already discussed, was 

not expected, in the least, to be able to successfully engage in theological controversies at 

all during the time; but that did not mean that women were provided with the same 

opportunities in sixteenth-century England to develop what intellectual abilities were said 

to be afforded to them by nature. On the contrary, contemporary English society, while 

both insisting on their potential for minimal achievements and forbidding them from 

actualizing anything beyond, allowed for a variant degree of intellectual growth that was 

directly contingent upon the class of which one was apart. For women who descended 

from and lived in relatively low economic settings, the possibility for pursuing 

intellectual goals was pretty much non-existent. However, for those women who either 

descended from noble blood or came to inherit a noble name through marriage, 

intellectual study was something that was not only allowed, but also encouraged. While 

there were other social venues during the time in which this occurred, the court was 

perhaps the most likely and frequent public place where women were permitted to 

cultivate and express their intellectual capabilities (Margaret P. Hannay 8). In the middle 

of the sixteenth century, for example, William Harrison observed that court women were 

involved in “continuall reading. . .of histories of our own or forren nations about us” and 

that they were also well versed in Greek and Latin, and “no less skilfull in the Spanish, 
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Italian, and French [tongues]” (qtd. Hannay 8). Although noblewomen were sometimes 

just as ignorant as lower class women, they were, in the end, much more likely in the full 

scope of their opportunities in society to become educated and even praised and 

supported in their study by other male scholars who were willing to grant them patronage 

for their accomplishments. In addition to educational subjects, such as history and 

languages, sixteenth-century English gentlewomen were also given greater opportunities 

to pursue religious studies. One of the things that was granted to them, within this 

category, that was not granted to their lower class counter-parts (male or female), was a 

license and freedom to read and study Scripture. In the 1543 Act for the Advancement of 

True Religion and for the Abolishment of the contrary, this particular freedom was spelt 

out in very clear and explicit terms. As Foxe, who reproduced the Act in each of the 

editions of his “Book of Martyrs”, wrote: the Act “provided that the text of the new 

Testament or of the Bible, being prohibited to all women, artificers, prentises, iouneimen, 

servingmen, yeomen, husbandmen, and laborers, yet [it] was permitted notwithstanding 

to noble men and gentlemen, & gentlewomen, to read and peruse, to their edifying so that 

they did it quietly without arguing, discussing, or expounding upon the Scripture” (1230; 

See also Susan Wabuda, 42). While this statement of the 1543 act of parliament did not 

condone any kind of equal intellectual (spiritually speaking) capacity for women, it did 

acknowledge that noblewomen, because of either their own educational background or 

their associations with male scholars, were, at the very least, capable of reading Scripture 

in a way that did not compromise its inherent meaning and moral and spiritual teachings. 

Another area of religious study, or scholarship, that was open to women at the time, 

besides the Bible, was devotional literature. In addition to being encouraged to use their 

finances to assist in, and help promote, the religious scholarship of men, women were 

also permitted to translate the works of other male writers and, on some occasions, even 

to produce their own devotional writings. With regard to the latter, and more rare, 

prereogative, Sir Thomas’ More’s daughter, Margaret Roper, was perhaps the most 

famous, as she acquired a name for herself not only by translating sections of the Bible 

and other devotional works with the sole use of her own skills, but also by correcting 

parts of Erasmus’s translation of the New Testament. Although women were permitted to 

translate religious devotional works and scripture during the time, however, this did not 

mean that the same license was granted to them in other areas of scholarship, such as 

history, rhetoric, poetry, and drama. Ironically, for sixteenth-century English citizens, 

religion was the only field in which women could publicly express themselves in writing, 

even though it appeared to have the most interest in, and support for, upholding the 

inferiority of the female (Hannay 4-5).  

 Within this particular context, whereby gentlewomen were allowed, and even 

encouraged, to study history, rhetoric, languages and religion, and to translate and 

produce their own religious works (be it translations or original writings), the lower class 

status of the above mentioned female martyrs was quite significant. In addition to their 

documented theological engagements, which in some sense served to raise them to a 

higher degree of exceptionality, this one factor functioned to make them much more 

analogous to Joan, and to elicit a certain irony from her representation in Henry VI, Part 

I. Just as Joan’s position as a Shepherdess made her later military achievements much 

more remarkable to both Protestants and Catholics during the time, these women’s lower 

class backgrounds functioned to make their powerful debates with Catholic officials all 
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the more astonishing. More importantly, it also threatened to interrogate the 

representation of, and argument against, Joan in Henry VI, Part I by inadvertently posing 

an overly problematic question-- that if Protestant writers, such as Hall and Holinshed, 

opposed Joan on the basis of both her unnatural appropriation of a male role and her 

class, then could not a similar opposition be formulated against Protestant female 

martyrs? In other words, were they not, in spite of their circumstantial differences, one 

and the same in terms of gender and class transgressions? 

 While the documentation of both noble and lower class women successfully 

engaging in theological controversy posed serious complications for the representation of 

Joan in Henry VI, Part I, this was not the only thing about Foxe’s accounts of female 

martyrs that would have been problematic for early modern audiences in the 1590s. What 

was equally, if not more, troubling than merely reproducing the gender and class 

transgressions of these individuals was that, in much the same way as he did with the 

many instances of unnatural female strength, Foxe also employed the myriad theological 

achievements of Protestant martyred women, in a very explicit manner, as a way in which 

to both validate and defend their proclaimed martyr statuses.  As was the case with his 

contentions about the exceptional physical prowess of female martyrs, one of Foxe’s 

approaches is to provide readers with a more general argument that invokes and reaffirms 

contemporary assumptions about the intellectual deficiencies of all women, thereby 

making every subsequent instance of female theological strength appear all the more 

miraculous, and hence divinely supported. In the “Book of Martyrs”, this particular mode 

of argument arises in a passage that was quoted earlier, in relation to the disproportion 

existing between the inferior natures of women and the punishments that were received 

by Protestant female martyrs at the hands of Catholic officials. To repeat it again, at this 

point, Foxe states: “What heart wil not lamEt the murdering mischief of these men, who 

for wAt of worke, do so wreke their time on seely pore women, whose weake imbecilitie 

the more strEgth it lacketh by natural imperfection, the more it ought to be helped, or at 

least pitied, and not oppressed of men Pt be stronger, and especially of Priests that should 

be charitable” (p. 1980—1583). As Meghan Hickerson rightly notes, in this particular 

claim, Foxe is affirming the natural weakness of not just the female body, but also the 

mind (Hickerson 76). In her words, “Foxe proves himself here fully signed up to a 

misogynist commonplace—one whose undoubted existence informs much 

interpretation—according to which women are by nature weaker than men, both 

physically and mentally” (Hickerson 76). But, Foxe’s assertion goes even further than 

this. It is not so much that women’s minds are “weaker” than men’s,as Hickerson 

suggests (although this is certainly true by deduction); it is rather that they are in and of 

themselves “weake”, rather than just in comparison to men. This appears valid in light of 

not only his chosen term of “weake”, rather than “weaker”, but also his two 

accompanying adjectives that qualify, or help express, the full nature of this weakness: 

“seely” and “imbecilitie”. According to the OED, the word “seely”, during the sixteenth 

century, meant “silly”, “foolish”, “simple” (8), “insignificant”, “feeble” (7), “helpless”, 

“defenceless” (6), “spiritually blessed”, or “enjoying the blessing of God” (3); and the 

word “imbecilitie” designated “incompetency” (1b), or “mental or intellectual weakness” 

(2). Like Foxe’s chosen word of “weake”, all of these definitions convey that it is not just 

by comparison that women’s minds are being categorized as deficient; rather, it is by 

their very natures that they qualify as weak. By association, and definition, women are 



 16 

here represented as being foolish, simple, feeble, and of having “a mental or intellectual 

weakness” – not as being more foolish, simple, feeble and mentally, or intellectually 

weaker than their male counterparts. It is predicated on a supposed observation of only 

one gender, not upon a comparison between the two. Although this distinction may seem 

trite in the full scope of things, it is actually quite an important one for understanding the 

full nature of Foxe’s argumentative strategies here. In effect, by emphasizing that women 

are intellectually weak and unstable in and of themselves, rather than just in comparison 

with men, Foxe, in conjunction with the subsequent accounts of martyred women, is able 

to represent not only the theological victories of female martyrs over Catholic Doctors in 

an exceptional and miraculous light (as they would be even within Hickerson’s 

interpretation), but also their mere understandings of scripture and theological principles. 

In other words, by emphasizing the purported ontological status of their minds, rather 

than their relative merits to men, Foxe is able to fashion all the women in his work as 

remarkable individuals on the basis of their already prior scriptural and theological 

knowledge, in addition to their theological victories over Catholic officials. 

 While Foxe did not provide any other general arguments in his own words about 

the potential of theologically gifted women to manifest the power of God, he did 

reproduce material in his 1583 edition that happened to rehearse the exact same logic, 

which could be applied just as efficaciously to the accounts of the aforementioned female 

martyrs. One instance where this argument arises, in close proximity to the accounts of 

Protestant martyred women, is in a letter written by John Careless to his sister Margery 

Cooke while he was imprisoned by Catholic officials for his heterodox beliefs. At the 

beginning of his address, after thanking his Margery for her recent letter, wherein she at 

had instructed her brother in certain theological principles and scriptural lessons, which 

had the effect of not only increasing his “ioy and comfort”, but also putting him in 

“remembraunce of my duetie”, Careless says, “Blessed be the Lord our God, which of his 

great mer- hath so beautified his Church in these our dayes, that even vnto many godly 

women hee hathe geuen most excellent giftes of knowledge and understanding of his 

truth, so Pt they are not onely well able to enforme their owne consciences in all thinges 

necessarye to saluation, but also moste sweetly to comfort their sorrowfull brethen & 

sisters that susteine any trouble for the testimony of Gods trueth, yea & that which is 

more, even in the middest of their great cOflictes of conscience” (1926). In prefacing his 

praise of these “goldly women”, who have manifested “most excellent giftes of 

knowledge and understanding of [God’s] truth”, with the word “even” Careless can be 

seen as operating within the same theoretical and argumentative framework as does Foxe. 

By inserting the word “even” just before his encomium to these individuals, he qualifies 

the “giftes of knowledge and understanding” of these women as something they have 

come to possess, not by virtue of their sex, but in spite of it. In other words, because the 

inherently weak nature of the female mind essentially precludes the possession of such 

intellectual and sapiental giftes, Careless concludes that they must have been “geven” by 

God, who has chosen to “beautif[ie his Church in these our dayes” in exceptional and 

supernatural ways. Simply put, it is a miracle of nature—something which, while 

contrary to the natural order of things, efficaciously manifests the indiscriminate power 

of the divine. In another letter written to Harry Adlington, who was imprisoned in the 

Lolarde’s Tower for his Protestant beliefs, Careless employed a similar type of logic, 

which, while serving merely to justify his own seemingly unfounded theological 
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knowledge to a friend, also functioned to divinize the theological astuteness of Protestant 

female martyrs. After telling his friend, who had asked him how he responded to Catholic 

interrogations about the true number of sacraments, that he “did aunswere them very 

well”, Careless provides him with an explanation for his seemingly miraculous 

knowledge and theological tact: “praysed be God for his good giftes: who chuseth the 

weake to confounde the strong, and the foolishe to confounde the worldly wise” (1928). 

This was also the same argument that Walter Bruite gave his Catholic examiners, when 

they reminded him that he was an educated, lower class, individual who should not 

presume to know and argue about the deep theological mysteries of the Christian faith. 

After pointing out to Catholic officials a number of different biblical instances where 

God had endowed “simple” individuals with a preponderance of wisdom and knowledge, 

he states more emphatically: “[God] doth. . .hide the mysteries, and the hid secrets of the 

Scriptures, from the wise, prudent, and righteous: and other whiles at his plesure, 

reuealeth the same to sinners and lay persons. & simple soules, that he may have the 

honor & glory in all things” (479). The Pauline paradox of God using “simple soules” as 

conduits of supreme knowledge and wisdom, may have been employed by both Careless 

and Bruite, as well as by a whole slew of other Protestant martyrs, as a way of justifying 

to Catholic officials how such ignorant men could presume to know and defend Christian 

doctrine; but it was also something that early modern English readers could use as way of 

attempting to make sense of female martyrs who both possessed similar knowledge and 

had defeated male Catholic Doctors in theological arguments. In fact, this particular 

paradox actually had more argumentative potential for validating and defending martyred 

women, than it did men. Not only did these women lack any kind of intense formal 

training in theology, as did many of their male martyr counterparts, such as Careless and 

Bruite, but they also lacked the natural capacity for keen intellectual engagement, 

especially for something so high and lofty as theology. They were, as the contemporary 

argument went, symbolic of what reason left behind, not of any of its strengths or powers.  

And with respect to those women, who were also quite low on the social scale, such as 

Prest, Young, Driver, and others, this argument could be applied in an even more extreme 

fashion. For these women were not only mentally deficient by nature, as well as wanting 

in the necessary formal training--- they also had little, if any, engagement with 

educational subjects, such as history, languages and rhetoric, as did their female social 

superiors did (i.e. court ladies), and, because of governmental policies, such as the 1543 

Act of Parliament, and other social opposition, they were relatively unacquainted with 

scripture the its profound theological mysteries. Put another way, if uneducated male 

martyrs, such as Careless and Bruite, embodied St. Paul’s strength-within-weakness 

paradox during their interrogations, then Protestant female martyrs, who possessed and 

successfully exercised theological knowledge, embodied this paradigm in the most 

perfect way possible. They were individuals who were not just weak, but were the 

weakest of the weak—deficient in both formal training and in mental ability, and for 

those from lower class settings, deficient also in anything remotely educational and 

theological in nature.  

 In addition to these more general expressions, Foxe’s arguments concerning the 

theological successes of Protestant women were also applied in a very specific form in 

the individual accounts of female martyrs. This particular type of argumentative strategy 

first surfaces in the account of Katherine, a woman who was executed by the Romans 
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during the early Christian persecutions of the fourth and fifth centuries and was later 

assimilated into both Catholic and Protestant martyrologies—both of which claimed to be 

directly connected with the teaching and beliefs of the early church, and therefore, true 

inheritors of their martyred community. After narrating how “in Pe sight of the people 

[she had] openly resisted the Emperour Maxentius to hys face and rebuked him for hys 

crueltie”, for instance, Foxe notes that an angel came to Katherine at night and that, in 

addition to “comforting and exhorting her to be strong and constant vnto the Martyrdom”, 

she said to her that, “she was a mayd accepted in the sight of God, and that the Lord 

would be with her. . . .and that he would geue her a mouth and wisdome, which her 

enemies should not withstand” (95). Furthermore, Foxe also points out, in a flourish of 

rhetorical charm, that he has omitted many other astonishing things about Katherine 

history—one of which, concerns “Pe 50. Philosophers, whome she in disputation 

conuicted, and conuerted unto our religion, and dyed martyrs for Pe same” (95). Here, the 

combination of Foxe’s report about the angel’s promise that God would “geue her a 

mouth and wisedome” and the purported fact that she later defeated fifty philosophers in 

theological debates provides readers with a simple, yet subtle, argument for confirming, 

or authenticating, Katherine’s traditionally held martyr status and her overall godliness. 

Simultaneously drawing upon contemporary gender beliefs, these two details suggest to 

readers that Katherine must have been a true martyr and a true woman of God because, in 

spite of the fact that her feminine nature should have precluded any kind of high 

intellectual accomplishments, she proved herself capable of both knowing theological 

truths and exercising her knowledge over men in theological disputes. Or, put another 

way, since there is no other reasonable, or natural, explanation for her miraculous 

theological feates, her power must surely have been given and supported by God’s grace; 

otherwise it would not have been possible.  

 As with the early Christian female martyr Katherine, many of Foxe’s 

intellectually powerful women from the sixteenth century are also validated and 

defended, in a very specified manner, by means of calling attention to the supra-natural 

quality of their theological feates. In the account of Ioane Lashforde, this logic is 

employed in very clear and explicit terms. After enumerating the myriad of Protestant 

beliefs she both professed before, and defended from, Catholic officials, Foxe asserts, 

“Thys godly damosell, feeble and tender of age, yet strong by grace in this her 

Confession and faith, stoode so firme, that neyther the flattering promises, nor the violent 

threates of the Byshops could tourne her” (1858).  Here, Ioan is represented as a complete 

miracle—a welcomed contradiction of her female limitations: not only does she 

eventually come to accept, both patiently and courageously, her suffering and death at the 

hands of the Roman officials (which women were not expected to be able to do on a 

physical level), but she also stands “so firme” in her confession and faith that she is able 

to both successfully defend Christian doctrine and fight off the compromising overtures 

of her interrogators. In the case of Agnes Potten and Ioane Trunchfield, Foxe offers his 

readers a very similar justification. After recounting that both women had powerfully 

argued with their examiners over their belief that “in the sacrament was the memorial 

onely of Christes death and passion” and that Jesus “is ascended up into heaven, and is on 

the right hand of God the father. . .not in the sacrament”, he says that “their constancie 

worthily was to be wondered at, who beyng so simple women, so manfully stoode to the 

confession and testimony of God’s worde and veritie” (1893).  
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 While Foxe frequently defends female martyrs by an explicit application of this 

kind of logic, there are also many cases wherein he employs a more collaborative strategy 

that includes relying, in addition to his own arguments, on the interpretations and 

opinions of other characters in his narratives, such as the women themselves, their 

friends, and even Catholic interrogators. One account that evinces this more subtle, and 

possibly, more influential, approach is that of Elizabeth Young. In attempting to officially 

baptize Young into the Protestant martyred community, and defend her from possible 

Catholic critics, Foxe relies, in part, on the words and interpretations of some of the 

Catholic theologians who conducted her interrogations. At one point in her examinations, 

after having repeatedly argued over a number of different theological issues, four of the 

Catholic interrogators in her presence at that time respond by accusing Young of being a 

man in women’s clothing. After Cholmley playfully states that he will bet “xx. Pounde” 

that “it is a man in a woman clothes,” the three other officials in attendance, Doctor 

William Cooke, Doctor Roper of Kent, and Dr. Martin, all agree that his observation 

seems correct, subsequently requesting for a Bible to be brought in so that she can swear, 

as she affirms, that she is in fact “a woman” (2068). Although these comments, by the 

Catholic officials are uttered with a certain degree of playfulness, perhaps even 

sophomoric playfulness, there is reason to believe that they are also spoken with a 

genuine sense of astonishment. In other words, at the same time that they disagree with 

Young’s positions and arguments, there is still the hint that they think she also exhibits an 

incredible—meaning, essentially, unwomanly—degree of intellectual and theological 

acuity. The Chanucellor, for instance, expresses amazement at her knowledge and skill 

on a number of different occasions. At one point, he says to her, “What priest hast thou 

lyen withal, that thou has so much Scripture? Thou art some Priestes woman, I thinke, for 

thou wilt take vppon thee to reason and teach, the best Doctor in all the land” 2069); and 

at another, shortly thereafter, he admits: “I thinke if I had talked thus much with a Iewe, 

as I haue done with thee, he would have turned ere this time” (2069).  Now, what is 

significant about these remarks about Young’s gender, by Catholic officials, is not so 

much that they ascribe to her a degree of intellectual strength and ingenuity, but that Foxe 

does not jump in from the marginal sidelines to save her from her belittlement and 

disparaging categorization, as he does with so many of his other martyrs. Rather than 

attempting to resolve her intellectual power as something that could be said to be in 

agreement with her gender, Foxe simply allows the Catholic officials’ assumptions (i.e. 

that women cannot be intellectual), which were actually sixteenth-century assumptions, a 

certain amount of free reign and legitimacy. In fact, in the 1583 edition of his work, 

which was the one closest at hand for early modern audiences, he even goes so far as to 

highlight this particular, and commonly held, belief by writing in the margins: “Elizabeth 

Young thought to be no womA” (2067).  The significance of this is that, in both allowing, 

and even further emphasizing, this common gender assumption, not just here, but at many 

different points throughout each of her seven examinations, Foxe essentially fashions 

Young, though in a less direct manner, within the very same interpretative framework as 

do her Catholic interrogators: he represents, or permits her to be represented, not only as 

a “woman”, weak and deficient in mind, but, more specifically, as a woman who should 

not be able to engage in any kind of theological controversy.  

 Where Foxe meets Catholic officials half-way, however, in assenting to 

contemporary gender assumptions concerning the weakness of the female mind, he also 
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departs from their overall interpretation by extending the boundaries, or the full scope, of 

Young’s intellectual achievements. For Catholic officials, Young’s unnatural intellectual 

strength lies merely in her knowledge of scripture and in her underlying intellectual rigor 

(her refusal to submit to their arguments and to always find ways of countering them)—it 

does not lie in any kind of correct interpretation of scripture, nor in the substance of her 

arguments per se. But, for Foxe, whose faith obviously predisposed him to an entirely 

oppositional way of reading these exchanges, Young’s intellectual strength rests in both 

of these, as well as in her ability to properly expound the Bible and to grasp and articulate 

genuine theological and doctrinal truths. In both establishing, and conveying, this larger 

hermeneutic, Foxe employs a variety of different approaches. When Young proclaims 

and defends an important deposit of Protestant faith, he interjects from the margins with 

affirmative comments, as he does in her defense of the symbolic reception of the 

Eucharist with the comment, “The Sacrament to be receaued in spirite and fayth” (2067); 

when she quotes the Bible throughout, he fills in the exact references in order to 

emphasize both her familiarity with, and knowledge of, scripture and the exceptional 

power of her memory; and when she engages in any kind of exegetical reading of the 

Bible, he renders her in a distinct authoritative light, as he does when she discusses 

Christ’s words to the Capernaites concerning his flesh being “meate” with the marginal 

note, “The place of Iohn, cap.6. expounded how Christes fleshe is meate” (2068; my 

emphasis). The effect of retaining the Catholic categorization of Young as an weak 

woman, supposedly incapable of intellectual engagement, and combining it with these 

legitimizations of her readings of scripture and theological gestures, is that, in addition to 

the Catholic officials being portrayed in a less than favourable light, Young comes to be 

seen as an authentic female martyr for Protestant readers. According to Foxe’s authorial 

construction and logic—both directly and indirectly-- she is worthy of being numbered 

among the Christian martyred community, and celebrated as a true follower of Christ, 

because, contrary to all contemporary assumptions concerning female intellectual 

capacity, especially in reference to theology, not only did she exhibit both an astonishing 

degree of scriptural and theological knowledge, but she was also able to use it 

competently and successfully in her debates with Catholic officials on important points of 

Christian doctrine. In other words, she is, in all estimation, a miracle of the female sex; 

and only God could accomplish such a thing. 

 Another female martyr, who is validated by way of a collaborative approach, is 

Agnes Prest. Whereas with Young, Foxe employed the comments of Catholic officials to 

help prove his case, with Prest he relies, in large part, upon the opinions and 

interpretations of other Protestants that figure in the account. After recording some of her 

lively debates with Catholic Doctors, wherein she is depicted as both well-versed and 

sound in scriptural and theological matters, Foxe notes that while she was imprisoned, 

awaiting further examinations, “there came to her one William Kede, and Iohn his 

brother”—both of whom were “not onely brethren in the flesh, but also in the truth” 

(2051). These two men, according to Foxe, were so impressed with her knowledge and 

discourse of theology that they admitted, and later told others, that they had never seen or 

heard “the like [of any] woman: of so godly talke, so faythfull, or so constant, & as godly 

exhortations she gave them” (2051). As their response intimates, what is so astonishing 

about Prest is not so much the spiritual and theological insights she communicates, but, 

rather that such insights have come from the mouth of a woman—something, which 
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according to contemporary gender assumptions, should not have occurred. Although not 

explicitly stated, Foxe’s report of the opinions and responses of Kede and Iohn help to 

portray Prest, retroactively, as an authentic Christian Martyr. In registering their 

astonishment, and conveying their simultaneous approval and praise of Prest’s discourse, 

Foxe suggests to readers that Prest must have been supported by God, since only He 

could have provided the necessary grace to allow her to both possess and communicate 

such wisdom. A little later in her account, this conclusion is presented once again, only 

this time in more explicit terms. At this point, Foxe narrates that a “certeine worthy 

gentlewoman, the wife of one walter Rarley,” who possessed both a “noble wit” and 

“good & godly opinion”, visited Prest at Prison in order hear her thoughts on particular 

points of Christian doctrine. After listening to Prest discuss her understanding of the 

possible modes of God’s presence, including the meaning and significance of the 

Eucharist, the reader is told that the gentlewoman was so amazed at such sophisticated 

wisdom coming from a woman that she immediately took it as a proof of her godliness 

and union with Christ. In Foxe’s words: “as soon as she came home to her husband, she 

declared to him, that in her life, she never heard a woman (of such simplicity to see to) 

talk so godly, so perfectly, so sincerely, & so earnestly: in so much that if God were not 

with her, she could not speak such things: to the which I am not able to answere her (sayd 

she) who can read, and she can not” (2051). Unlike the previous one, this particular 

example sets before readers a very clear argument for why Prest should be judged an 

authentic martyr. As the gentlewoman succinctly states: “if God were not with her, she 

could not speak such things”, since she is merely a woman, and by nature, deficient in 

mental faculties.  

 Perhaps the most unusual and, in many ways, shocking example of Foxe’s 

collaborative strategy to defend theologically “gifted” female martyrs occurs in the 

account of Alice Driver. What is so unusual about this particular account, in comparison 

with the many others, is that Foxe employs not only his own voice to effect his gender 

polemic, but also the interpretation of Driver herself, who is more than aware of the 

miraculous quality of her theological power over her Catholic interrogators. At the end of 

her last documented examination, subsequent to having already seemingly defeated a 

number of different Catholic Doctors in a wide variety of different debates, Driver 

provides her final interrogator, George Gascoigne (a Catholic official who had studied 

theology at Trinity College Cambridge), with her own reading of what has just transpired. 

After informing Gascoigne that she has more effectively exercised the theological skills 

and knowledge he was supposed to have acquired at university, noting “els could I not 

have answered you (to Gods glory be it spoke) as I have”, she states, with an even more 

bold and victorious demeanour: “God be honoured. You bee not able to resist the spirit of 

God in me a poore woman, I was an honest poore mans daughter, never brought up in the 

vniuersitie as you have bene, but I have driuen the plough before my father may a tyme (I 

thanke God:) yet notwithstanding in the defence of Gods truth, and in the cause of my 

maister Christ, by his grace I will set my foote against the foote of any of you all, in the 

maintenance and defence of the same” (2049). Driver’s interpretation, although 

sufficiently powerful by itself, is also supported by two marginal comments from Foxe, 

both of which help to further emphasize the miraculous quality of her accomplishments: 

(1) “Alice Driuer brought up at her fathers plough”; and (2) “The Papistes put to silence 

by a simple woman.” Rather than being at odds with each other, Foxe’s two statements, 
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which are an extension of Driver’s own words, are actually quite complimentary. Within 

his purview, it is not that Driver was somehow naturally inclined, or predisposed, to 

assume and succeed in men’s roles in the past (i.e. the role of a theologian) by being 

trained by her father in masculine jobs, such as driving the plow; it is rather that Driver 

was blessed from an early age by God to be able to transcend the limitations of her 

gender and accomplish things which were generally thought to be masculine, and thus, 

outside the scope and abilities of women. Hence, her subsequent parenthetical thanking 

of God for having “driuen the plough before my father may a tyme.” The point is that her 

supernatural strength—be it physical or intellectual—has been something God has been 

giving to her for sometime--which, although mitigating, to some degree, the 

incredibleness of her theological powers, does not make them any less astonishing, given 

that she, after all, still a “simple woman.” In buttressing her own words with these 

authorial, and somewhat intrusive, remarks, Foxe places before readers the same 

argument for Driver that he does for many of his other martyred women. Simply put, 

Driver must be a true martyr, since, in spite of the mental deficiencies of her sex, which 

naturally preclude women from both acquiring and exercising any kind theological 

knowledge, she was able to win out over her Catholic interrogators in various debates 

about important issues of Christian doctrine.  

  There remains one last parallel to be drawn between Protestant female martyrs 

and Joan that helps to paint a fuller picture of the confusion that early modern English 

audiences may have experienced while watching Henry VI, Part I. In addition to the 

competing Protestant polemics of Foxe, Hall and Holinshed, the representation of, and 

argument against, Joan in Henry VI, Part I, was also threatened by conflicting Catholic 

interpretations of female martyrs. As with their religious adversaries, the interpretative 

problems Catholics made available for early modern audiences in the sixteenth century 

revolved exclusively around both Joan and Protestant martyred women. The only 

exception was that whereas the competing polemics of Protestants operated merely 

within an English setting, those of Catholics extended across national boarders—between 

England and France.  

 One of the things about Joan that sits somewhat uncomfortably within the context 

of English Catholic perceptions of Protestant female martyrs, not surprisingly, is her 

gender. While contemporary French Catholics, as Richard Hillman has shown, fully 

embraced Joan’s gender as a symbol of how God oftentimes employs the weak things of 

the world to confound the proud, English Catholics were less open to the idea that God 

was in fact calling women to the august vocation of martyrdom during the time. This, of 

course, is not to say that martyred women had no place in the Catholic community 

whatsoever. On the contrary, the 1556 English Translation of Eusebius’s History of the 

Church celebrated the lives of number of different early Christian women who had 

endured much suffering and died at the hands of the Roman authorities, some of whom 

included: Blandina, Apollonia, and Derinda. While Protestants-- most particularly John 

Bale and John Foxe--tried to appropriate this history and the individuals it celebrated for 

their own Protestant cause, Eusebius’ work still remained an important reference point 

for many English Catholics, who likewise called it their definitive church document. As 

much as martyred women had assumed an important place and role in the Catholic 

Church up to this time, however, by the sixteenth century in England, female martyrs had 

become conspicuously absent in contemporary Catholic martyrologies. From the time 
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that English Catholics began to die for their faith in the 1530s, when both Thomas More 

and Bishop John Fisher were beheaded for their refusal to sign Henry VIII’s Oath of 

Supremacy, all the way up to the 1590s when certain English Catholics, such as Robert 

Southwell and Edmund Campion were killed by the state for their actual or alleged 

involvement in attempting to undermine England’s then Protestant government, not one 

female martyr was celebrated, let alone briefly mentioned, in any extant English Catholic 

martyrology that was published during the time. Astonishingly, the 186 Catholic martyrs 

that ended up being assimilated into sixteenth-century martyrologies were all men—a 

stark contrast to the 156 women that were inaugurated into the Protestant martyred 

community during the period.  

 But, the friction, or incompatibility, between English Catholicism and female 

martyrs extended beyond merely the gender make-up of contemporary Catholic 

martyrologies. In addition to populating their martyred community with only men, 

English Catholicism also seemed to be somewhat resistant to the idea, on a theoretical 

level, that women were still being called to the vocation of martyrdom at that time in the 

church’s history. In his 1556 polemical work, The Displaying of the Protestants, for 

example, Miles Huggarde, who wrote as a representative of English Catholic thought 

during the time, rather than as a free-thinker within his community, intimates in a variety 

of ways that women could not become martyrs in the contemporary church.  

  Half way through his work, after vehemently criticizing the Protestant female 

martyr, Joan Butcher, whom he refers to as “the grosse martyr”, Huggarde launches into 

a general attack on the supposed noxious natures of women, their relative irreligious 

dispositions, and their tendencies toward animalistic behavior. After dogmatically 

asserting that “the weaknes of womE is suche that they be ever prone and ready to 

mischief, & to bryng men to their confusion” (77), he makes reference to three examples 

from scripture in an attempt to try and support his rather categorical position. In an 

interrogative fashion, he asks his readers, “Dyd not Eve deceive her husbande in 

perswadyng him to eate the apple. . .Did not Dalida deceive Samson. . .Dyd not the 

concubines deceive Salamon to make him coMit idolatry (76)? For Huggarde, his own 

experience of women, as well as these rather selective biblical precedents, is sufficient 

evidence that women are not to be trusted, but watched carefully, suspected, and avoided 

if possible. As he proclaims later in the same passage, with his typical subjunctive 

panache, “let al men beware of the subteltie of women, and to folowe their vain 

perswasions. For they bee ever learning, and never able to attaine unto the truth: ever 

busye lyke wasps, rather to do hurte then good” (76).  

 At one point in his discussion, Huggarde eventually tones down the general nature 

of his claims. Realizing that the Catholic Church itself is also capable of being subsumed 

under his rather broad attack on female martyrs, he inserts into his argument a mild 

qualification. He confesses that he “speake[s] not here of matrons, whiche are modest & 

sobre, obedie(n)t to their husba(n)des, contented to applie their myndes to the 

governement of housholde matters, and to bryng up their children in a goodly ordre, but 

of suche onely whiche are curious in all matter, especially of that, wherof they have 

nothing to do” (77).  A little later in the same discussion, as if cognizant of his rather 

salient philosophical and theological mishaps, Huggarde makes an even more 

pronounced attempt to redirect his remarks and chastisements away from his own 

tradition. He says: “We rede of many notable wome(n) which were worthy martyrs, for 
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the defence of Christes most holy name, and suffered sundry torme(n)tes for the quarrel 

of his fayth. But you [the Protestant women martyrs] not co(m)pelled, neither to abjure 

his name, nor yet to forsake his faith, what should be the cause of your follye” (79). 

Although the women Huggarde is speaking about, and to, are obviously dead at this point 

in time, he rather uncannily offers them some examples of women who had died for good 

causes from the distant past, as if they were somehow able to rewind time, and live their 

lives anew. “You ought rather to spende your life,” he oddly directs them, “ for the 

safegarde of your husbandes, & the defence of your chastity, the bande of matrimonye, as 

many good wemen have done in tyme paste (79).  

 The general claims that Huggarde makes against women in general at the 

beginning of his argument, and the remarks he makes later on---while seemingly at odds 

with his own tradition--actually serve to illuminate the overall character and attitude of 

Catholic martyrological traditions in sixteenth-century England towards the subject of 

female martyrs. As his comments make clear, it was not that Catholics, and more 

specifically Catholic martyrologists, were inimical to the idea that women could be 

authentic martyrs; rather, it was that they were less willing to acknowledge that such an 

august vocation was being offered to women in the present age. Unlike men, women 

were not called upon to engage in serious religious and political affairs in both fifteenth-- 

and sixteenth-- century England. On the contrary, the vocation of women during these 

times was relegated to the domestic sphere, wherein they were expected to cultivate the 

virtues of being “modest & sobre, [and] obedie(n)t to their husba(n)des”, and to “applie 

their myndes to the governement of housholde matters. . .to bryng up their children in a 

goodly order” (Huggarde 77). Even if women did involve themselves in public political 

and religious matters (which sometimes did happen), they were still regarded by their 

culture as being incapable of both properly defending their beliefs before religious 

authorities and of attaining the intellectual surety and confidence required to faithfully die 

for their faith. Such mental capacities, as contemporary assumptions intimated, could 

only be possessed and acquired by men, not women. In this light, while female martyrs 

may have been required in the ancient past when, during the Roman persecutions, women 

were encouraged both to take a more active public role and to become more educated 

about their faith, current times provided an altogether different religious climate: at this 

point in the Catholic Church’s history, it was men, not women, who were called to 

sacrifice themselves for Christ’s truth.  

 Another thing about both Joan and Protestant female martyrs that illuminated, or 

gave rise to, a tension between French and English Catholic polemic was class. Whereas 

French Catholics fashioned Joan’s lower class status as an additional symbol of God’s 

tendency to employ weak vessels to accomplish his designs in the world, contemporary 

English Catholics considered lower class status as sign of weakness that was almost 

always at odds with the vocation of martyrdom in the sixteenth century-- whether that 

vocation was supposedly given to a man or a woman. For Catholics, the problem with 

individuals who came from lower class backgrounds was, not that they were in some way 

incapable of obtaining holiness—something which their tradition argued vehemently 

against-- but, rather, that they were mentally ill-equipped to meet the many difficult 

intellectual challenges facing martyrs, as well as Christians in general, in sixteenth-

century England.  
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 As many historians have pointed out, the 1500s in England (more so than in 

Joan’s period) required a considerable degree of perspicuity from people who were eager 

to discern and embrace the true Christian faith. The reason for this was largely because in 

addition to the myriad of Christian sects that were springing up both in and outside of 

England (all of which presented a different version of what Christians were supposed to 

believe), there were also individuals from just about every faction that had died, and were 

dying, for their own particular beliefs. These circumstances, as Susannah Monta has 

rightly observed, made the religious landscape of England not only dangerous and hostile 

(especially when an opposing side was governing the country), but also sufficiently 

confusing (Monta 2-11). Which was the right faith? Which were the more intellectually 

and theologically sound religious views? Which was more in accordance with Scripture 

and the teachings and beliefs of the early Church? To answer such questions during the 

sixteenth-century in England was no easy task: it required in addition to adequate 

scriptural and theological knowledge, a strong intellect that could both navigate through 

the messy myriad of all possible Christian beliefs and be able to provide a sense of surety 

and intellectual assurance that one was dying for the right faith, if such a situation ever 

arose.  

 For Catholics during the period, the rather complicated religious context of 

sixteenth-century England---where there were possibly more questions than answers, and 

where more Christian sects seemed to thrive than religions in the world---had a direct 

bearing upon who could and could not become a true martyr for Christ. Since 

contemporary martyrs required both sound religious knowledge and intellectual keenness, 

according to English Catholics, anyone who was of a lower social standing and did not 

possess an adequate education (these two things were pretty much synonymous in both 

fifteenth-- and sixteenth—century Europe) could not be considered capable of 

authentically carrying out the martyr’s vocation. From a human point of view, it was 

simply impossible.  

 During the sixteenth century in England, this particular form of Catholic 

martyrological discourse was largely propagated by a variety of Catholic writers who 

took great interest in attempting to undermine the reputations of contemporary Protestant 

martyrs. In both his Confutations and Heresies, for instance, Sir Thomas More intimated 

that an acceptance of a religious death without intellectual discernment was not only a 

false martyrdom, but also, if conjoined with stubbornness and pride, a form of outright 

suicide (Dillon 25). Miles Huggarde adopted a similar discourse in his Displaying of the 

Protestants, when he wrote: “it is wondered at of many, not of learned or godly men, but 

of braynesicke foles, which like fethers wyll be carried about with every blast of new 

doctrine. At the deathes of which you shall see more people in Smythfeilde flockyng 

together on heapes in one daye” (Huggarde b49). And, at the beginning of the next 

century, Robert Parsons continued this Catholic sentiment in his Three Conversions of 

England, wherein he not only ridiculed ignorant lower class Protestant martyrs for 

attempting to argue with Catholic authorities during their interrogations, but also 

represented the authenticity of the Catholic martyred community during the 1500s as 

being based largely upon its exclusive higher class, educative make-up.   

 For Protestants, who may not have been inclined to read such authors, this 

Catholic argument was also available in Foxe’s work in the many different accounts of 

lower class Protestant martyrs (both male and female)--specifically in those places where 
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they were represented debating with Catholic officials in their examinations. In almost 

every case where lower class Protestants were shown challenging authorities on matters 

of Christian doctrine in Foxe’s martyrology, the response was always the same: Catholics 

reacted by calling attention to the ignorance that accompanied their lower social standing, 

and by deduction (within their minds at least), the emptiness of both their beliefs and 

arguments. For Female martyrs, however, this argumentative attack came in a slightly 

different form. At the same time that Catholic interrogators emphasized the lack of 

education that came with their lower class statuses, they also pointed out the intellectual 

deficiencies of their female gender. Agnes Prest, for instance, is told by the Bishop of 

Exeter that she is “an unlearned person and a woman” (2050). And Elizabeth Young is 

stigmatized by the Dean of St. Paul’s, Henry Cole, as “an ignorant and. . .foolsh woman” 

(2070). In focusing both on their gender and their low social standing, in these ways, 

female martyrs became, for Catholics during the time, the ultimate symbol of Protestant 

absurdity. In defending and arguing for beliefs without an education, and having little, if 

any, intellectual capacity to work with, they not only attempted the logically and 

rationally impossible—defeating well educated Catholic doctors in religious debates-- 

they also believed that they had actually achieved such things after their interrogations 

were over and they were led away to their executions. 

  In addition to general issues, such as class and gender, English Catholic 

martyrological discourse was also at odds with some of the more specific elements of 

French Catholic polemic relating to Joan. One of the most significant ways in which 

English Catholics cut across French Catholic readings of Joan was by suggesting an 

alternative source for the unnatural strength of Foxe’s martyred Protestant women. 

Agreeing that Protestant female martyrs possessed some kind of “manly” intellectual 

power (as mentioned previously), while at the same time repudiating their religious 

interpretations of the bible and theological arguments, English Catholics took strong aim 

at Foxe’s readings by claiming that it was not God who gave these women their powers, 

but the devil—since, in their estimation, only Satan could have supported religious 

beliefs that directly contravened the teachings and doctrine of Christ’s “true” church.  

 For early modern audiences, this particular type of argument was available, in a 

very general form, in the works of Catholic authors who were deeply invested in trying to 

repudiate, not just individual martyrs, but the entire Protestant martyred community. 

While prominent in authors such as Miles Huggarde and Thomas Harpsfield, it was the 

Catholic writer Thomas More who first offered English readers a framework for 

interpreting the supernatural signs, or miracles, accompanying Protestant martyrs in a 

negative light. In two of his works, the Confutations and the Heresies, More drew on the 

ideas of St. Augustine in affirming that the martyrs of the early church were largely 

validated by the miracles God worked through them both during their lives and, more 

importantly, at the time of their deaths. However, while subscribing to Augustine’s 

philosophy, More also added a rather significant, and somewhat problematic, caveat. On 

the basis of Matthew 24: 24, wherein Christ had warned that there would be many false 

prophets to come who would exhibit seemingly similar supernatural powers, he argued 

that miracles could also be used by the devil to deceive people into thinking that someone 

was a martyr when, in actual fact, they were merely an emissary of the Devil-- whether 

they were aware of it or not. For More, Protestant martyrs, both male and female, were 

the most obvious examples of this kind of deception. In his mind, although many of them 
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performed acts that were directly opposed to the laws of nature, and even fasted and 

exercised charity, their heterodox beliefs and anti-Catholic proclivities were sufficient 

signs that their power was actually rooted in an underlying demonic influence. In More’s 

words, they were the “devilles martirs”—not Gods (See Dillon 22-26). In arguing for a 

more careful consideration of the signifying potential of miracles, More’s arguments 

established for early modern English Catholics and important framework within which to 

understand the rather astonishing intellectual power of Protestant female martyrs: rather 

than denying that these things actually took place, and challenging Protestant 

martyrologists on grounds of historical accuracy, Catholics could choose to acknowledge 

their miracles, and at the same time discredit their reputations by attributing their marvels 

to an underlying demonic force. 

 In addition to More’s general arguments, this same kind of Catholic discourse was 

also available for early modern audiences in Foxe’s accounts of Protestant female 

martyrs, specifically in those parts that documented the views and opinions of male 

Catholic examiners. In their interrogation procedures, martyred Protestant women, who 

exhibit an unusual intellectual strength, are interpreted by Catholic officials, not as Foxe 

had represented them---as examples of how God employed the weak of the world to 

confound the proud—but as manifestations of the workings of Satan, of his attempt to 

further deceive already unstable and simple-minded Christian individuals. In some of the 

accounts of female martyrs, this particular argument is made in quite explicit and 

straightforward terms. In the case of Agnes Prest, for example, the Bishop of Exeter 

(otherwise referred to as “Doctour Troubleuile”), tells Prest on two occasions that her 

religious discourses, although evincing some kind of intellectual prowess, are actually 

from devil: when she resists his overtures to accept the Catholic doctrine of 

Transubstantiation by insisting that scripture intimates it to be nothing but a symbolic 

gesture, he retorts, “the deuill hath deceived thee”, to which she responds, “No. . .I trust 

the liuing God hath opened mine eyes” (2050). And, on another occasion, after she vows 

“my hart is fixed, I will neuer otherwise say, nor turn to [Catholics’] superstitious 

doings”, he urges: “the deuill did lead [you]” (2051).  

 For the majority of Foxe’s female martyrs, however, this argument is asserted in a 

more indirect manner. For martyrs, such as Elizabeth Young, Alice Driver, Lady Jane 

Grey, and many others, Catholic officials do not explicitly state that Satan is the official 

source of their intellectual power; rather, they accuse them of having a preponderance of 

pride, which makes them not only more theologically engaging than women were 

expected to be, but also so incredibly deceived as to be able to hold firm to such beliefs 

even to the point of accepting and embracing death. Although Catholic charges of 

insuperable pride may not have had as powerful an effect on readers as telling these 

women that they were in some way demonically possessed, they nevertheless did have 

the same underlying meaning, or intimation. In contemporary Christian thought, pride 

was, after all, understood as an oppositional analogue to faith. As faith made the 

Christian believer more able to be a conduit, or means, of God’s miraculous grace, so did 

pride make the fallen away Christian (consciously or not) a more efficacious vessel, or 

instrument, of Satan’s power. It was in many ways, the ultimate means by which the 

Devil could both increase his dominion over individuals and lead them away from the 

truth either by marvelous acts and signs or by simple carnal temptations. Whether it was 

expressed by referring to the devil himself, or merely pointing out an operational form of 
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pride, then, English Catholic officials, in Foxe’s work, provided early modern audiences 

with an alternative way of reading Protestant martyred women that not only contradicted 

French Catholic interpretations of Joan, but also oddly paralleled the arguments 

employed by Protestants to undermine Joan’s reputation.     

 As if these discourses were not sufficiently problematic, English Catholics also 

diverged from French Catholic readings of Joan by accusing transgressive Protestant 

female martyrs of sexual license. While English Protestants, such as Hall, Holinshed and 

the dramatists of Henry VI, Part I, worked hard to portray Joan as the epitome of female 

licentiousness, the association between sexual looseness and martyred women in 

sixteenth century England was actually inextricably tied to the Protestant, rather than the 

Catholic, martyrological tradition. This is not to say that these accusations were in any 

way veritable (they were not in the least!); it is merely to point out that it was only 

Protestant female martyrs who were ever subjected to this type of criticism in England 

during the period. In sixteenth-century England, the association between sexual license 

and Protestant martyred women was constructed in part by contemporary Catholic 

authors who assumed an important and vocal role in cross-confessional martyr debates. 

In his Displaying of the Protestants, Miles Huggarde, for instance, suggested that Joan 

Butcher had engaged in inappropriate sexual relations with Protestant men, and that all 

Protestant female martyrs, on account of their religious outspokenness and general non-

conformity, were extremely prone to such sins (Huggard74-80). And Thomas Harding 

accused the Protestant martyr, Perotine Massey, of conceiving a child out of wedlock, as 

well as of heresy and murder. In his words, “she died gilty of three heinous crimes, of 

heresie, lecherie, and murther (Harding 243b). These associations were set forth with 

even more zeal in the works of Robert Parsons, who, at the turn of the century, argued for 

the reasonability of Hardings accusations against Perotine, and attempted to subsume a 

number of other martyred Protestant women under the same sexual category, including 

Alice Benden (712a), Anne Askew (702a & b), Alice Driver (1033a), and Rose Allin 

(970b).   

 While obviously fighting such criticisms, Foxe’s martyrology also helped to 

establish these largely Catholic associations. In their dealings with Catholic officials, 

either during their examinations or in more public, less confined venues, a rather 

surprising number of female martyrs are represented, by Foxe, as being subjected to 

Catholic charges of sexual looseness. These women include Rose Allin, Alice Driver, 

Perotine Massey, and Elizabeth Young. While each of these women is accused of sexual 

impropriety in their accounts, in one way or another, no one endures as much harsh 

words as does Elizabeth Young. Where Allin and Massey are categorized as whores on 

one or two occasion, and Driver is merely intimated to be such, Elizabeth Young is called 

a whore over half-a-dozen times by a number of different Catholic authorities, who 

equate her religious outspokenness with a loss of sexual purity (see Megan Hickerson 

150-154??). Together with the comments of the above mentioned Catholic authors, these 

accusations by Catholic officials did not sit comfortably within sixteenth-century 

discourses about martyred women. Not only did they conflict with the views of French 

Catholics, who had argued that Joan’s gender transgressions did not in any way diminish, 

or undermine, her claim to virginity; they also contradicted the martyrological discourse 

of English Protestants, who saw in Joan’s “unwomanly” behaviour a sure sign of a 

corrupted sexuality. In conjunction with the many other conflicting discourses of both 
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Protestants and Catholics concerning martyred women in sixteenth-century England, 

these comments, in the end, only served to make the play of Henry VI, Part I, with its 

particular view of, and sentiment towards, Joan—a considerably difficult venture.  

Thus far, I have been mapping the confluence of a number of different sites of 

interpretative confusion relating, in one way or another, to female martyrs: fourteenth-

century debates about Joan between English and French Catholics, and even between the 

French themselves; conflicting perceptions of Joan by both Hall and Holinshed; and 

cross-confessional readings of sixteenth-century Protestant female martyrs. In each of 

these contexts--and more specifically as a whole--both class and gender transgression are 

represented as complicated signs that have little, if any, stable meaning. Contributing to 

this hermeneutic instability is not only the two oppositional positions that are adopted on 

these issues in each case, but also the interchangeableness that is evident in the 

contradictory adoption of arguments by both Protestants and Catholics when the 

martyrological spotlight alternates between female martyrs of competing faiths. With this 

background, as well as its interpretative implications, firmly in place, we can now turn to 

a reading of Henry VI, Part I and begin to piece together the possible reception and 

responses of early modern English audiences in the 1590’s towards both the dramatic 

representation and argument against Joan--and, in turn, the relationship and effect of 

these things on other important issues in the play, such as nationalism and England’s 

religious identity. Before addressing these concerns, however, a few things need to be 

said about the play’s adaptability to  sixteenth-century England.   

 The first thing that should be noted concerns the issue of the national and 

religious character of Henry VI, Part I. During the fifteenth century, when the events 

upon which the play is loosely based occurred, the war between France and England was 

largely understood within a secular framework. While religion certainly reared its head to 

some degree in such things as general disagreements over whose side God was on, or 

whose government and people were more in line with God’s law, there was really no 

religious issue that could be said to have helped ignite such a conflict. Both countries 

abided by the same Christian beliefs; both celebrated the same liturgy; and both 

submitted to the same religious authority--the Pope. Simply put, both countries were, for 

all appearances sake, Catholic, and there were no evident signs of religious rebellion at 

that time, as there were in the following century. As the play, which reaches back and 

tries in some way to resurrect the past, makes clear, the incendiary causes of the war were 

more or less political in nature: the acquisition of land (i.e. Aquitaine); the acquisition of 

power; financial gain; and, as is the case in most wars, a desire for revenge, pride and 

human obstinacy. As secular as the hundred year’s war may have been for 

contemporaries, however, for sixteenth-century English playgoers, it carried an altogether 

different connotation.  

 As with any temporally distant dramatic adaptation, the performance of Henry VI, 

Part I in England in the 1590s operated in an entirely different interpretative framework 

from its original context. Although some of its secular flavour no doubt remained, the 

religious and political culture of sixteenth-century England, and for that matter of Europe, 

fostered, or allowed for, an entirely new way of conceiving of the long-standing conflict. 

In effect, it provided fertile ground for seeing the battle between France and England, not 

merely as a war between nations, but as a war between competing religions. As Richard 

Hillman has recently noted, by the 1590’s in England “the issue [the hundred year’s war] 
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was no longer French against English but Catholic against Protestant” (Hillman 118). 

What made this kind of hermeneutic much more likely to be adopted by contemporary 

playgoers, as opposed to its more historical reading, was not only that Reformation 

historians now argued that the battle between Protestants and Catholics had actually 

existed from the very inception of Christianity, thereby retroactively injecting past wars 

with more religious character than had previously been allowed, but also the fact that 

most wars during the time were actually waged under competing religious banners. In 

addition to the myriad of international and civil wars that were fought between 

Protestants and Catholics throughout Europe in the 1500s, for example, there were also 

the constant threats of the Spanish, whose last attempted attack in 1588 (i.e. the Spanish 

armada) was undertaken to try and restore Catholicism back in England. More 

importantly, though, there were also the renewed wars between France and England that 

had occurred just before the performance of Henry VI, Part I, in which Elizabeth had 

commissioned Essex to travel to France to help support the Protestants against the king 

Henry I, Duke of Guise, who sought to quell all forms of religious rebellion throughout 

France. Because of its obvious cross-confessional character, and the fact that it also 

involved both England and France, this conflict served to invite, and even demand, a 

reconfiguration of the hundred years’ war--especially in its dramatic representational 

form--as a contestation between religious, rather than political, rivals. This could be done 

either by imagining, as reformation historians did, that it was actually Protestants in the 

distant past that accomplished great political and religious feats or by playfully, and 

perhaps, unavoidably, re-appropriating these past events to make them stand for, and 

express, contemporary religious concerns and anxieties of the present. In both instances, 

contemporary English playgoers had a convenient interpretative framework within which 

to read, or perceive, both the events and people dramatized in Henry VI, Part I: not only 

did they now have additional grounds (unreasonable as they may have been) for vilifying 

the French, they also had the freedom to be able to selectively approve of, or condemn, 

any of their own past national characters. If they were represented, as is the Bishop of 

Winchester, as corrupt and unconscionable, then they had license to categorize them as 

Catholic, but if they proved admirable and virtuous, as is Talbot, then they had room to 

champion them as their own.  

 In addition to national identities and the character of the war itself, Henry VI, Part 

I’s complex interpretative framework also had a direct bearing upon the representation 

and reception of Joan’s dramatic character. While she lived, of course, Joan was never 

seen, or scrutinized, as a female martyr of the Catholic Church. She was only seen, or at 

least considered, as an extraordinary religious figure. The extraordinary quality of Joan’s 

character was defined, in part, by the claims she made about her relationship with the 

supernatural and her divine mission. As she told King Charles, she was a shepherdess, 

with no military training, who had been visited by Mary, God and some of the Saints, and 

commissioned to help emancipate France from English hegemony by leading a division 

of the French army against key English strongholds. But, it was also defined by her 

actions. In addition to making these vocal claims, Joan also proved herself, to some 

degree, by accomplishing a number of great physical and intellectual feats associated 

with her position as a military captain: she manifested a sound judgment of both military 

affairs and tactics to the soldiers under her command; she revealed an acute knowledge of 

theology to the Catholic theologians who interrogated her during her first trial;; she 



 31 

endured the harsh and tumultuous realities and environments of war; and she proved 

herself exceptional in displaying both physical strength and prowess on the battle field. 

During the time in which these things took place, the question was never whether or not 

Joan’s extraordinary qualities made her an authentic martyr—it was only whether or not 

they signified a true emissary of God.  

 By the 1590s, however, when Henry VI, Part I was first performed on the early 

modern English stage, the generic title under which Joan’s name circulated was no longer 

simply as an exceptional religious woman (although this certainly subsisted in some 

form); it was now the much more eminent title of a religious ‘martyr’.1 Once Joan died, 

debates about her claims, her class and gender transgressions, her legacy, were all altered. 

From the time of her death all the way up to the first performances of the play, French 

Catholics celebrated Joan as a martyr, and their English adversaries deplored her as a 

legitimately executed heretic. Throughout these century-and-a-half long disputes between 

the English and the French, and what later developed into disputes between English 

Protestants and French Catholics, it was not so much that the initial issue of whether she 

was in fact an ambassador of God was no longer relevant; it was that all these issues 

became subsumed under an entirely different interpretative framework--the last 

expression, or act, of her life: death. One could, of course, still ask whether Joan was a 

true religious figure, but asking whether she died a martyr or a justly executed heretic had 

the advantage of addressing her possible religious identity at the same time that it spoke 

to her unfortunate end. In other words, to consider whether Joan was or was not a female 

martyr after her execution was to approach the issue in a more direct and totalistic 

manner: if she truly was guided and inspired by God, then she would have been declared 

an authentic martyr, not merely a religious figure. Furthermore, asking whether she was a 

martyred woman also spoke to the very different ecclesiastical category under which her 

identity now became debated. Although the categories of being a religious individual and 

being a martyr during the time had some close associations, they were also at the same 

time very much distinct. To use an analogy given by Thomas Freeman (a leading 

authority on martyrdom in the sixteenth century), early modern martyrs were much like 

the steeple of a church, which while connected and even dependant upon the physical 

structure of the building itself, nevertheless rose above it in both eminence and worth 

(Freeman 8, “The Good Ministrye. . .”). During the sixteenth century, the martyr was 

seen, in many ways, as the pinnacle and fullest expression of the Christian way of life. In 

giving up their lives for the sake of the “truth”, they were considered to have imitated 

Christ in the most perfect way possible, denying themselves to the point of death and 

submitting their wills entirely to God. In light of this context, then, it was necessary to 

discuss Joan’s character and identity under the shadow, or sign, of her death, rather than 

strictly her life. Simply put, her execution made her potential significance and future 

church legacy much greater than her life ever could have done: it served to either confirm 

                                                 
1 See Albert H. Tricome, “Joan La Pucelle and the Inverted Saints Play in 1 Henry VI,” 

Renaissance and Reformation 25 (2001): 5-31. Tricome states specifically about this: “A 

investigative French committee professed the English’s fraudulent treatment of Joan’s 

trial and sentence; she was essentially proclaimed a martyr in 1456 for the French” (16-

17). 
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and further emphasize her duplicitous identity or to vindicate, and thereby, more greatly 

exalt, her name within church tradition. 

 The historical changes that occurred between the middle of the fourteenth century 

to the end of the sixteenth, with respect to the hundred years war and Joan’s character, 

placed before early modern English audiences of Henry VI, Part I a two fold 

interpretative landscape. While, on the one hand, in its imaginative reconstruction of 

historical persons and events, it offered play-goers a dramatic lens with which to engage 

and learn about the past, it also offered them an opportunity, or invitation, to discover in 

the play a temporally dislocated narrative of the much more relevant present. Many 

critics in the last century have suggested possible narratives that may have occupied this 

temporally fluid space for English audiences in the 1590s. Some have proposed that the 

play evokes the contemporary wars between France and England, with Joan somehow 

loosely standing in as a figure for Queen Elizabeth (Leah Marcus, 52-55). Others have 

suggested that Joan’s character conjures up the ambivalent responses to virago figures of 

classical literature that were debated about by sixteenth-century English writers 

(Gabrielle Jackson, 22-30). And still others have contended that the play is much more 

invested in Protestant apocalyptic narratives concerning the battle between the 

community of Antichrist and Christ’s true church, with Joan standing in as the infamous 

whore of Babylon (Albert H. Tricome, 7-16). While the historical fluidity and adaptable 

nature of Henry VI, Part I certainly allows for the validation of all these suggestions (not 

in terms of one or the other, but in terms of simultaneous levels of meaning operating all 

at once), there is also room for seeing in the play an evocation, and hence, a certain 

amount of dramatic assimilation, of contemporary martyrological issues surrounding both 

Joan’s character and the vying opinions and interpretations that were offered about her by 

both the English and French. By treating a war that had been renewed in the present 

under competing confessional banners, and by addressing a female figure who was 

debated about between French Catholics and English Protestants, Henry VI, Part I, while 

speaking to these other issues during the time, simultaneously invites for a reading of 

Joan, not simply as a religious woman, but as a temporally transposed female martyr who 

is retroactively retried against the backdrop of cross-confessional debates about her 

identity.  

 Where other critics have focused on the more general religious affiliations of Joan 

in the play, this section will concentrate almost solely on her martyrological associations, 

seeing her as a living, or fully present, dramatic character who has already died and 

become a “martyred” individual for early modern audiences before the moment she first 

enters upon the stage. It looks at how Henry VI, Part I reproduces the interpretative 

confusion surrounding Joan’s true identity, and ‘martyr’ status, that was operative in the 

historical contexts already discussed. More specifically, it argues that by evoking and 

even accentuating the hermeneutic problems associated with these martyrological 

contexts, the play functions to obfuscate, or problematize, the interpretability of both 

Joan, and by deduction, lower-class Protestant female martyrs who transgressed both 

contemporary class and gender expectations. While complicating things in this way, 

however, this section also suggests some important insights on a number of different 

critical issues in the play that result from its reproduction of ambiguity. It provides a 

reason for why the dramatist(s), who were obviously less than favourable towards Joan, 

went to such extreme measures in attempting to discredit her reputation; it shows how 
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ineffective these methods are against the backdrop of contemporary historiographical 

accounts of Joan; it calls into question just how insightful the English in the play are in 

their opinions about Joan prior to the dramatic divulgement of her identity; and it also 

interrogates the degree to which the play may be termed a nation, or Protestant, building 

project in the 1590s (as Tricome recently suggests) when its polemical drive seems to 

undermine, or at least question, the argumentative foundations upon which a large 

number of English Protestant women rested.  

 While the issues that surrounded the historical Joan are still largely maintained in 

Henry VI, Part I there is one small detail that has been omitted in the play that makes her 

character, and the people who try to interpret her, less historical in nature. During both 

her original trial and her later “rehabilitation”, as well as in her accounts provided by both 

Hall and Holinshed, one of central concerns about Joan’s character was her cross-

dressing—something she expressed in both her chosen attire and hairstyle (i.e. her 

“masculine” short hair). As discussed earlier, this particular detail of Joan was 

considerably disconcerting for both contemporaries and those who wrote about her after, 

since by essentially eradicating the external signs of her gender, she contravened both 

cultural and religious norms having to do with the ways in which woman were expected, 

or authorized, to dress. Although this issue was given a tremendous amount of attention 

during her lifetime, and shortly thereafter, in Henry VI, Part I it is entirely absent— a fact 

that has gone completely unnoticed by both past and recent scholars. Throughout the 

entire play, not once does any French or English character make reference to Joan’s 

dress, or to her peculiar haircut. Surprisingly, the only things that preoccupy these 

characters at all are her class and gender transgressions. This omission may seem trite, 

but its implications for the ways in which Joan may have spoken to contemporary 

martyrological issues--specifically Protestant female martyrs-- are quite significant. By 

ignoring, or refusing to directly address Joan’s ‘manly’ appearance, zeroing in rather on 

both her class and gender transressions, Henry VI, Part I reduces the comparative 

distance for early modern audiences that existed between Joan and sixteenth-century 

Protestant female martyrs who were deemed guilty of similar transgressions. While not 

expunging their obvious differences, related to individual characteristics, religious faith, 

actions, words and contexts, it serves to make their associations more salient, and, 

thereby, argues for a closer analogical comparison between them. This is not to say that 

early modern audiences would not have remembered Joan’s cross-dressing at the time, or 

that the play somehow eradicates this detail of her past in their memories; it is merely to 

suggest that Henry VI, Part I’s peculiar reconstruction of her character, and the debates 

she precipitated, would have provided audiences with a greater basis for seeing in Joan 

more clear and prominent resemblances of Protestant female martyrs, at the same time 

that it allowed for a certain cognizance of their dissimilarities.  

 When approaching Joan’s actual representation in the Henry VI, Part I, and not 

just what was omitted in her dramatic construction, the first thing that should be 

considered is her depiction in the first four acts. Most critics, when treating Joan, have 

always addressed the first four acts of the play beforehand because she undergoes such a 

drastic transformation towards the end, and for the simple fact that such a treatment 

makes for easier critical discussion. But there is greater reason for considering her early 

representation first. What makes the first four acts so crucial, for the purposes of this 

reading at least, is that they are the only part of the play where the associations, and 
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analogy, between Joan and Protestant female martyrs were available for early modern 

audiences. At the end of Henry VI, Part I, the resemblances between these women 

become almost completely lost, or at least seriously disrupted, by the horrendous 

depiction of Joan in a variety of different disgraceful postures: not only is she shown 

conjuring up and imploring the help of devils (of which she fails), but she is also 

represented as admitting, or at least highly suggesting, her own whoredom, denying her 

father, and succumbing to worst cowardly instincts. Though a few Protestant female 

martyrs were accused of sexual license both during and after their death (as mentioned 

earlier), these charges never came close to those leveled at Joan in the fifth act of Henry 

VI, Part I. With these last scenes omitted, or still to come, Joan’s situation is not too 

different from those of many martyred Protestant women. Like them she is a woman who 

both contravenes and undermines contemporary gender norms by appropriating male 

roles; and like some of them, she is a woman from one of the lowest classes of society 

who proves herself quite adept in a male-dominated arena that was completely at odds 

with both her upbringing and experience.  In addition to providing a greater nexus for 

martyrological associations with Protestant women, the first four scenes also offer a more 

complicated, more mystified, representation of Joan, with respect to her class and gender 

transgressions. Where the last act, which will be discussed more fully later on, renders 

her transparent, the first four present her as completely unknown and enigmatic.  

 Joan’s first appearance in Henry VI, Part I comes at a time when the French seem 

to have little hope of ever being able to liberate their country from English hegemony. In 

act one, scene three, for example, after launching an attack on Orleans, and having to 

retreat almost immediately thereafter, a number of French characters admit that they are 

almost entirely impotent against the English army. Charles calls his men “Dogs, cowards, 

[and] dastards”, noting that he was abandoned by his men in the field and left vulnerable 

“’misdst my enemies” (1.3: 2-3); Alencon laments that the English are “none but 

Samsons and Goliases” who like “[l[ean raw-boned rascals” assault their men with great 

demonstrations of both “courage and audacity” (1.3: 12-15); and Rene, who says that 

their weapons seem “set, like clocks, still to strike on us”, even suggests at one point that 

they should surrender altogether: “By my consent we’ll even let them alone” (1.3: 21-23). 

While defeated and dejected in this way, however, the French, as we soon come to learn, 

are not entirely hopeless. Almost immediately after their cacophony of anguish, the 

Bastard arrives and announces to them that “succour is at hand” (1.3: 29). He says:  

 A holy maid hither with me I bring,  

 Which, by a vision sent to her from heaven, 

 Ordained is to raise this tedious siege 

 And drive the English forth the bounds of France. 

 The spirit of deep prophecy she  hath, 

 Exceeding the nine sibyls of old Rome. 

 What’s past and what’s to come she can descry  

 [. . . ] Believe my words, 

 For they are certain and unfallible” (1.3: 29-38).  

With little to lose, Charles quickly agrees to give Joan audience. But, rather than letting 

his desperation get the better of him, he first decides to test the veracity, or at least the 

reasonableness, of these claims. Drawing upon contemporary gender norms during the 

time which stipulated not only what women were supposed to do but what they were 
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supposed to be able to accomplish by nature, Charles examines Joan on the basis of both 

her physical and intellectual capacities in order to discern whether something 

supernatural, or divine, actually resides within, and inspires, her. And, it is at this point in 

the play that readers are first introduced to the complexities of Joan’s character.  

 With the application of Charles’ series of physical and intellectual tests, we see 

that Joan is not any ordinary fifteenth-century woman. Indeed, she is both remarkable and 

extraordinary beyond her sex. In addition to elucidating her claims, previously spelt out 

by the “Bastard”, Joan proves her exceptional qualities by a range of different astonishing 

accomplishments: she uncovers Charles’s trick of trying to switch both his title and 

appearance with Rene when she first enters his quarters, telling him, “I know thee well, 

though never seen before. / Be not amazed. There’s nothing hid from me” (1.3: 46-47); 

she evinces a preponderance of eloquence, intelligence and wisdom in her discourse 

concerning the Virgin Mary and her purported vocation, which results in Charles 

response, “Thou hast astonished me with thy high terms” (1.3: 72); and, as if this was not 

sufficient, she also defeats Charles in a hand to hand combat, which is spelt out 

emphatically by the stage direction: “Here they fight and Joan Pucelle overcomes” (b/w l. 

82-83). Although all of these acts performed by Joan in this particular scene are 

represented as miraculous in nature, it is only the latter two that have a direct bearing 

upon the issues discussed earlier in reference to Protestant female martyrs: class and 

gender. By discovering Charles’s true identity and appearance without any 

foreknowledge, Joan reveals that she possesses a power that is beyond all human 

potential-- discerning truth without any kind of rational or empirical basis; but by 

speaking with eloquence, wisdom and intelligence, and overpowering Charles in hand to 

hand combat, she discloses a form of strength that is, or was supposed to be, completely 

at odds with both her position as a shepherdess and a member of the female sex. With 

respect to her gender Joan’s latter actions completely defy what women were expected to 

be able to accomplish by nature—both physically and intellectually. According to 

contemporary philosophies of gender, of course, eloquence, intelligence and wisdom—

the kinds that provoke responses such as Charles’ in the play (i.e. “thy high terms”, or 

“lofty phrases”, as the Norton editors translate it)—could only be obtained and expressed 

by men; women were seen as just too deficient in their mental faculties to climb to such 

noble heights.  

 The unnatural quality that exists, or was supposed to have existed, in Joan’s 

intellectual and physical feats in this particular scene is underpinned not only by 

philosophies of gender during the time, but also by the comments of both Joan and 

Charles themselves. Charles, for example, takes Joan’s eloquence and wisdom as one 

sign of her exceptional character, stating that he is “astonished” with her “high terms” 

and will only make one last “proof” of her identity before he decides for himself; and 

Joan, after defeating Charles in combat, says that she would have been “too weak” to 

accomplish such a thing if it were not for the help of “Christ’s mother” (1.3: 85)—

although we are aware that within early modern English culture the Devil could also have 

been an equally plausible source of such strength. In both instances, then, intellectual and 

physical power on the part of Joan are represented, as they were by contemporaries, as 

aberrations of nature, as miraculous occurrences--even if their sources have not yet been 

revealed.  
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 In much the same way as with her gender, Joan’s “manly” accomplishments in 

this scene also come into conflict with her status as a shepherdess, or as she herself terms 

it, “my base vocation” (1.3:59). Like her sex, Joan’s position as a shepherdess in the play 

would seem to preclude the possibility of her performing either kind of feat. She was 

never fortunate enough to receive an education, let alone any kind of training in rhetoric, 

theology, or religion, as people from higher classes were; and she was certainly never 

exposed to any kind of military or strength training, except for what may have been 

required of her duties in herding cattle. Lacking both of these things, Joan’s 

demonstration of both eloquence and wisdom, as well as her military power, cannot help 

but come across as utterly miraculous. Natural acts always follow certain pre-existing 

rules and are founded upon a prior foundation of some sort. Joan’s acts, however, defy all 

rules and have no antecedent natural causes. The only explanation, therefore, that seems 

adequate in her case, at least within an early modern context, is that they are in some way 

supra-natural. This much is certainly intimated by Joan’s comments shortly before her 

examination by Charles, when she says: “I am by birth a shepherd’s daughter, / My wit 

untrained in any kind of art” (1.3: 51-52). Whether or not we believe Joan that “Heaven 

and our Lady gracious hath it pleased / To shine on my contemptible estate” (1.3: 53-54), 

the underlying point remains the same: to be able to speak such “high terms” and conquer 

Charles on his own ground is completely outside the scope of abilities that Joan, or any 

woman for that matter, would have acquired as a shepherdess.  

 As Henry VI, Part I progresses, readers are afforded additional instances, or 

manifestations, of Joan’s somewhat miraculous feats. Not surprisingly, given its 

militaristic flavour, the quality of Joan that seems most emphasized in the play is her 

physical strength. Throughout the war, the English--who had only heard of such things 

through rumour-- are given countless opportunities to confirm that Joan’s physical power 

is anything but hearsay: she endures, even fully embraces, the harsh drudgery and 

physically taxing environments of war; she proves a formidable foe against Talbot in 

hand to hand combat, leaving him in a kind of mental and physical vertigo, about which 

he says: “My thoughts are whirled like a potter’s whell. / I know not where I am nor what 

I do” (1.7: 19-20); she fights with superior strength against the French during the battle 

for Orleans, as the stage directions intimate: “enter Joan Pucelle driving English before 

her” (pg. 456)2; she plays the largest role in the eventual conquest of Orleans3; and, she 

helps chase the English army from Rouen after cunningly entering the city with other 

French soldiers disguised as “poor market folks” (3.2: 14). In addition, she also exhibits a 

tremendous amount of both courage and confidence in her combative challenges to John 

Talbot, who, in contrast to his father, ironically ends up rejecting her overtures on the 

basis of her sex (4.7: 3743).  Talbot, of course, encourages us midway through the play to 

interpret Joan’s strength as merely an illusion, as when he argues that she drives back and 

defeats the English “by fear, not force, like Hannibal” (1.8: 21); but, when all is said an 

                                                 
2 Talbot comments upon this very occurrence as the scene opens: “A woman clad in 

armour chaseth men” (1.7: 3). 

 
3 Almost immediately after this victory, for instance, Charles declares: “‘Tis Joan, not 

we, by whom the day is won” (1.8: 17-18). 
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done, his analysis appears to lack a certain degree of persuasiveness. We, as readers, 

know (as should Talbot and the rest of the English army) that Joan’s numerous 

demonstrations of both strength and courage, listed above, confirm that her achievements 

are anything but the result of fear and illusion. On the contrary, they are a direct result of 

her very real, very visible, and, for some, very tangible, military might and valor. They 

are, as the play intimates, an integral part of her mystifying character.  

 Though perhaps less salient, Joan’s gifts of eloquence and wisdom are also given 

considerable development as the play unfolds. For one, as Gabrielle Jackson has 

convincingly argued, before her final divestment in act five, Joan is given some of the 

most profound, and thought-provoking, lines the play has to offer. In act one scene three, 

for instance, she comments upon the process and eventual end of all human glory when 

she tells Charles and the rest of the French lords in attendance, that “ glory is like a circle 

in the water, Which never ceaseth to enlarge itself / Till, by broad spreading, it disperse 

to naught” (1.3: 112-114). Here, Joan’s words ring true not only with experience itself 

(both early modern and modern), but also with the events and characters in the play. As 

she notes, shortly after these lines, “with Henry’s death, the English circle ends”—

something which is born out in both the civil dissension that ensues between the English 

nobles and in the military defeats they are handed by the French throughout the course of 

the play. But they also speak very directly to Joan’s own life. After seemingly acquiring 

every possible military honour as a captain in the French army, and gaining the utmost 

respect and admiration as a political, military, and religious leader, Joan’s own circle, 

written large in the public eye, finally comes “to naught” when she is captured by the 

English and incriminates herself by means of a variety of disgraceful gestures. 

  Equally as powerful as her insights on glory is Joan’s conceptions of the futility, 

or emptiness, of human codes of honour. When Lucy, for example, inquires of the 

condition of Talbot after the final battle—proudly enumerating all of his many noble 

titles acquired during his lifetime--, Joan responds:  

 Here’s a silly, stately style indeed. 

 The Turk, that two-and-fifty kingdoms hath, 

 Writes not so tedious a style as this. 

 Him that thou magnifi’st with all these titles 

 Stinking and flyblown lies here at our feet (5.1: 72-76).  

Jackson argues that by these words Joan “expresses most forcefully both the vanity of all 

ideologies and an unorthodox consolatio” (Jackson 29). While this may be overstretching 

things a bit, Joan’s words nevertheless do offer some insightful commentary on the true 

value of nobility, and all its accessories, in light of human mortality. As the performance 

of this particular scene would have suggested much more efficaciously and vividly, not 

only are his honours and titles left behind, in some sense, at the moment of his death, but 

they also carry with them very little resonance of glory alongside his “stinking and 

flyblown” corpse.  In keeping with Joan’s previous analogy, at this point in the play, 

Talbot’s many noble achievements have all essentially dispersed “to naught”, terminating 

the completion, and therefore, the existence of his glorious circle at the point at which his 

life ends.  

 In addition to her short insightful comments throughout the play, Joan’s mental 

acuity is also evident in the non-combative strategies she employs in her attempt to defeat 

the English at any cost: she concocts the plan of entering Rouen disguised as French 
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peasants, and eventually succeeds in momentarily re-capturing the city; she holds her 

ground in the many verbal jousts she engages in with English soldiers, most notably 

Talbot; and she is also solely responsible for boosting the morale of the French nobles 

after they are forced to surrender Rouen for the second time, providing them with a 

philosophical outlook on which to renew their strength: “Of all base passions, fear is 

most accursed. / Command the conquest, Charles, it shall be thine; / Let Henry fret and 

all the world repine” (5.2: 18-20). The most astonishing display of Joan’s mental 

capacities, however, as many critics have observed, is when she converts the Duke of 

Burgundy over to the French side. When Joan and the French approach Burgundy, there 

seems little chance that his allegiances will be overturned. Not only is he, at this point, a 

staunch supporter of Henry, his loyal and obedient subject, but he also has little interest 

in, or time for, speaking with someone so low on the social and military scale as Joan. As 

he says to their request for an audience, “I am marching hence. . . .be not over-tedious” 

(3.7: 39 & 43). Once Joan is eventually allowed to speak, however, what looked to be a 

hopeless objective finally becomes a more possible, or realistic, goal. Addressing him as 

“the undoubted hope of France” (3.7: 41), Joan first invites Burgundy to survey and 

contemplate the destruction and suffering of France and its people. She says:  

 Look on thy country, look on fertile France, 

 And see the cities and the towns defaced. . . . 

 Behold the wounds, the most unnatural wounds, 

 Which thou thyself hast given her woeful breast. . . . 

 O turn thy edged sword another way, 

 Strike those that hurt, and hurt not those that help” (3.7: 44-53).  

As John Blandied observes, in these lines Joan essentially “exploits” the “assumption of 

stable external referents” in her description of France. In other words, what the English 

obviously took, and propagated, as signs of punishment, justice, and national discipline--- 

the destruction of French cities, and the death and pain of the French people—Joan here 

takes, or refashions, as symbols of cruel mistreatment and victimization. The picture she 

paints for Burgundy is not one of a loving father, who is forced to punish his child for his 

betterment, but one of a mother who unnecessarily and somewhat maliciously tortures 

her child, caring nothing for its wellbeing (i.e. “As looks the mother on her lowly babe” / 

3.7: 47).  In effect, Joan reconfigures the suffering and death of the French as injustices 

that powerfully call out for revenge.  

 As powerful as her reconfigured portraiture is, Joan does not stop there. After 

placing this vision before Burgundy, Joan also reminds him that he himself is a 

Frenchman, and therefore should hold the French dare to his heart, and that the English, 

while honouring him with titles and honours, care nothing for his person, only about their 

own power and political gain. At the end of her case, Joan makes one last heartfelt 

gesture, as if she herself was the child of her own metaphor asking the mother to 

presently return: “Come, come, return; return, thou wandering lord, / Charles and the rest 

will take thee in their arms” (3.7: 76-77). If Joan’s mental powers are not immediately 

apparent as she speaks these lines, then the reaction of Burgundy functions as an 

additional, or supplementary, confirmation that she does, in fact, possess a considerable 

degree of both eloquence and wisdom here, even if it may be spent in an exploitable or 

manipulative fashion. As he says: “I am vanquished. These haughty words of hers / Have 

battered me like a roaring cannon-shot / And made me almost yield upon my knees” (3.7: 
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78-8). Indeed, Burgundy’s remorse is so acute that not only does he “yield” to Joan and 

Charles, but he also asks forgiveness from the country as a whole and offers it all of his 

resources for their fight against the English: “Forgive me, country, and sweet 

countrymen; And lords, accept this hearty kind embrace. / My forces and my power of 

men are yours” (3.7: 81-84). At this point in the play, Burgundy assumes, as it were, the 

role of the prodigal father who has returned home to the child he previously abandoned. 

 That Joan’s mental and physical accomplishments in Henry VI, Part I surpass the 

supposed natural scope of her female abilities is difficult to dismiss. Not only are they 

patently against contemporary philosophical conceptions of the nature and limitations of 

women, but they are also interpreted by almost every character in the play as undeniable 

signs of an underlying supra-natural power, or influence. At the same time that her 

actions lend themselves to a certain degree of transparency in these respects, however, 

there is also a way in which they elude any kind of fixed and stable meaning. Despite 

contravening gender philosophies during the time, and precipitating general agreement 

between both English and French characters, the ultimate significance, origin, and 

purpose of Joan’s accomplishments in the first four acts of Henry VI, Part I remain 

somewhat inextricable. Are her powers derived from the devil with an eye to not only 

inflicting more unnecessary suffering and conflict between the two countries, but also of 

inspiring more religious confusion and skepticism among those who consider her both 

honest and authentic? Or are they given by God for the purpose of carrying out and 

fulfilling his divine will, which, in this hypothetical case, would seem to privilege France 

as the more favoured country of the two? While the authors of the play, of course, 

obviously attempt to resolve this dilemma in the fifth act by subjecting Joan to a kind of 

self-chosen shameful nakedness, the first four acts, as well as their connections with the 

fifth, end up causing less hermeneutic resolutions than were probably desired by the 

playwrights. In its rather remote, and inconclusive treatment of the significance of Joan’s 

gender and class transgressions, the first four acts of the play only serve to reproduce the 

confusion attendant upon cross-confessional debates about female martyrs in England, 

thereby problematizing a range of different martyrological issues: Joan’s true identity, the 

meaning and interpretability of her transgressive behaviour, and the proper criteria for 

determining who is and is not an authentic female martyr.  

 The question about the signification of Joan’s gender and class transgressions in 

Henry VI, Part I have precipitated two oppositional positions among critics. Some 

suggest that while more fully and completely revealed at the end, Joan’s darkness is 

nevertheless already visibly established in the first four acts. Don M. Ricks, for example, 

contends that Joan’s tone throughout the play is consistently one of “treachery, depravity, 

and insolence” (Ricks 45); and Robgert B. Pierce (perhaps one of the strongest critics 

within this group), also vehemently argues that “she is absolutely corrupt from the 

beginning to end” (Pierce 46-47). Other critics, however, vow that before the final scene, 

Joan’s character is represented as not only faultless, but admirable and full of honour. 

Bernard Shaw, one of the first to lobby for this kind of reading, claimed that the 

dramatist(s) of Henry VI, Part I began by making “Joan a beautiful and romantic figure”, 

and only later forced her into the unjust caricature of “a sorceress and a harlot” (Shaw 

186); and, more recent critics have followed hard on his heels: Frederick S. Boas (Boas, 

39), H. M Richmond (Richmond 22), and Gabrielle Jackson (Jackson 21-24) are just a 

few of the modern scholars in this circle who have interpreted Joan’s early dramatic 
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portrayal, in one way or another, as both heroic and virtuous. While a certain basis for 

these polar readings may certainly be said to exist in Henry VI, Part I, it is my contention 

that the play never actually provides any evidence to support either side; and that by 

refusing to offer any kind of referential closure prior to the final act, it inadvertently 

imports, or reawakens, all of the hermeneutic problems associated with cross-

confessional debates about female martyrs in England, thereby accentuating the mystery, 

or unknowability, of Joan all the more.  

 One of the things that supports a more open-ended reading of Joan in the early 

part of Henry VI, Part I is the fact that despite transgressing class and gender norms, 

nothing about Joan affirmatively indicates any kind of underlying “treachery, depravity, 

[or] insolence”, as Ricks so confidently asserts. Except for her infringements against 

contemporary social norms--- things which, it turns out, had ample precedent in the 

Bible, as early moderns were well aware of--- her behaviour in the first four acts fails to 

provide any kind of adequate insight into the moral and religious dimension of her 

character. There are no occurrences of sorcery, no conversations with the devil; no 

instances of dishonesty; and no clear examples of military misconduct. To be fair, there 

are some occasions in the Henry VI, Part I where Joan’s reputation appears to be called 

into question. One is when she is speaking privately with Charles behind closed doors on 

her initial visit to the court and the French Lords intimate that they may be having a 

sexual, rather than a political, or religious, encounter; and the other is when Joan, and her 

French entourage, deceive the English soldiers by entering Rouen disguised as French 

peasants. On a certain level, both of these scenes appear to lend themselves to a less than 

favourable interpretation of Joan. But, if looked at critically, and without any intrusion of 

political, religious, or dramatic biases, nothing indubitably incriminating seems capable 

of being detected.   

 In the first example, we are not made privy to any kind of sexual encounter 

between Joan and Charles; nor do we hear them engage in any kind of lascivious 

discourse. Even though the sophomoric comments of the French suggest that both 

characters are perhaps getting to know each other in more ways than one, there is never 

any indication that this is in fact the case. And, it is not that we are urged in the opposite 

direction either---that of assuming their meeting is honourable. What occurs between 

Joan and Charles here remains behind closed doors----not just for the French lords, but 

for us as readers , who are given nothing conclusive upon which to make any kind of 

moral or religious judgment about their characters.  

 In the second example, a similar kind of elusiveness can be found. For some 

critics, the disguises that Joan and the French lords assume upon entering Rouen has been 

thought to be one of the most obvious early signs of Joan’s duplicity in Henry VI, Part I 

[reference]. In this view, taking on the appearance of peasants in order to access, 

and eventually re-capture, Rouen is both deceptive and dishonest, and therefore 

reprehensible in nature. But, within an early modern context at least, this issue would 

have been much more complicated. Although difficult to gauge how it was received by 

sixteenth-century Protestant England, medieval Catholic theology had always allowed for 

the legitimacy of a certain degree of deception during military conflicts. In his Summa 

Theologiae, for example, Thomas Aquinas argued, in his discussion on ambushes, that 

hiding from the enemy, and essentially concealing one’s identity, did not infringe upon 
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any kind of moral law (Aquinas, 180).4 The lack of correspondence between an enemy’s 

implied location and their actual location, or in the case of being disguised, between their 

implied identity and their true one, was an inference that was considered to be drawn by 

the person (or, people) being misled, rather than by the person who was doing the 

concealing. A similar precedent, from which Aquinas drew upon, was also available in 

the Protestant New Testament (something definitely available for English Protestants), 

where Christ encouraged his followers to conceal the external signs of their fasting by 

putting on, or creating, as it were, an outward appearance of normality and health.5 In 

both cases, the distinction is between claiming a false reality and simply withholding the 

truth of something. Within this light, Joan’s act of deception could be considered morally 

and religiously legitimate: rather than making an objective statement to the English 

watchman, her disguise merely provides them with a basis upon which to misinterpret.  

 Now, this resolves to a certain degree the problem of Joan’s disguise, but what 

about the false claims she makes to the English soldiers before the walls of Rouen? When 

the English “watch” first detects the disguised French before below his post, he asks them 

“qui la? (who is there?), to which Joan responds: “Paysans, la pauvre gens de France; / 

Poor market folks that come to sell their corn” (3.2:  13-14). In this instance, the issue is 

not merely concealment, but outright lying. As such, is not Joan at least reprehensible in 

this one case? The answer, simply put, is no, or to be more exact, possibly no. While 

Thomas Aquainas and other medieval theologians adhered to the categorical position that 

lying was always wrong, many sixteenth-century writers, especially those who reacted 

strongly against scholasticism, argued that it was a legitimate moral option under very 

serious circumstances. Sir Thomas More, for example, alludes to this controversy, 

without any final say in the matter,  in his Dialogue of Comfort Against 

Tribulation,6 and Erasmus, in his work The Praise of Folly makes fun of those who 

contend that “it were better that the whole world perish than for someone to tell a single 

tiny insignificant lie” (Erasmus 156).7 Within this context, then, even Joan’s false claim 

to be “poor market folks that come to sell their corn” escapes total and certain censure. 

                                                 
4 Taken from a selection of Aquinas’ Summa theologica found in The Ethics of War: 

Classic and Contemporary Readings, ed. Gregory M. Reichberg, Henrik Syse and Endre 

Begby (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006): 169-198. 

 
5 In chapter 6 of the gospel of Matthew, Jesus instructs his disciples: “when ye fast, be 

not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may 

appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, they have their reward. But thou, when 

thou fastest, anoint thine head and wash thy face; that thou appear not unto men to fast, 

but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward 

thee openly” (Matt 6: 16-18, King James Bible). 

 
6 For More’s comments on the controversy concerning lying see Sir Thomas More, A 

Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation, ed. Gerard B. Wegemer (US: Scepter 

Publishers, 1998), 132-136. 

  
7 Erasmus’s comments on lying have been drawn from Desiderius Erasmus, Moriae 

Encomium, trans. Betty Radice (Hardmondsworth: Penguin, 1971).   
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As there was considerable disagreement among early moderns about what lies 

contravened the moral law, her words merely evoke a discourse of moral confusion, 

rather than clear cut rules. In this way, as with her initial discussion with Charles, the 

moral and religious undercurrents of Joan’s military decisions, in both this particular 

scene and throughout the rest of the first four acts, remain frustratingly unknown and 

impenetrable. 

 In addition to her rather ambiguous depiction early on, Joan’s identity, and, in 

particular, the meaning behind both her class and gender transgressions, are also 

complicated by the voices of both the English and French, who read her character in 

opposite ways. From the very beginning of the play, right until its close, England’s 

impression of Joan is made strikingly clear: she is a demonic force that represents a threat 

not only to the social and political fabric of both France and England, but also to the 

integrity and value of Christianity itself, in that she poses, in their view, as someone who 

she is not. More specifically, the English claim that Joan is a sexually perverse witch, 

who has sold herself to the devil, and in exchange, has received tremendous powers (both 

physical and intellectual) that far surpass the capabilities of both her class and gender. 

While many English characters express this particular view throughout the first four acts, 

no one voices it more vocally, or forcefully, than does Talbot. At one point, for example, 

he calls her the “Foul fiend of France, and hag of all despite, / Encompassed with thy 

lustful paramours” (3.5: 12-13), and at another, says that she is the “Devil or devil’s dam. 

. . a witch [who gives] thy soul to him thou serv’st” (1.7: 5-7). In addition, Talbot also 

constantly intimates both her religious and moral bankruptcy by referring to her in the 

English slang as “puzzle” (“slut” in English), rather than “pucelle”, which means “virgin” 

in French.  

 Where the English see nothing but a demonic influence in Joan, however, the 

French see only the workings of divine favour. This view is encapsulated in the Bastard’s 

first introduction of Joan, as remarked upon earlier:  

 [she is] a holy maid. . . . . . 

 Which, by a vision sent to her from heaven, 

 Ordained is to raise this tedious siege 

 And drive the English forth the bounds of France. 

 The spirit of deep prophecy she hath, 

 Exceeding the nine sibyls of old Rome. 

 What’s past and what’s to come she can descry” (1.3: 30-36).  

Significantly, although her physical strength, wisdom and eloquence, would have 

certainly been seen as unwomanly and transgressive, even in contemporary French 

culture, the French characters in Henry VI, Part I are more than happy to except that 

Joan’s social and religious infringements have been divinely ordained and that she has 

been sent by God to liberate their country from English rule.  

 As an English play, being performed for what would have been a predominantly 

Protestant audience, one would expect that the first four acts of Henry VI, Part I would 

validate, or make credible, to some extent, the English’s claims about Joan. Despite this 

expectation, however, readers are afforded little, if any, basis for considering the English 

characters as trustworthy interpreters. One of the things that undermines the credibility of 

England’s voice in the early part of the play is the dispute between its two leading noble 

families---the Yorks and the Lancasters. In their feud with each other, which begins in the 
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garden, and continues to the close of the play, these two noble families provide us with 

starkly contrasting views, or interpretations, on a wide range of different issues:  the 

legitimacy of Richard II’s deposition; the divine right of kings; honour, and its 

relationship to both inherited nobility and royalty; the definition and meaning of treason; 

who was and was not guilty of treason in England’s past; and who of the two families is 

more loyal to their country. While the nobles’ disagreements with each other obviously 

have dire consequences for their war with France, they also have equally as serious 

implications for how we perceive them as interpreters, both individually and nationally. 

The question that these civil disputes effectively pose to us as readers is: whose 

narrative,--whose story and claims-- are valid here? In attempting to resolve this issue of 

authority, Henry VI, Part I, as with so many of its other issues and characters, provides 

no easy answer. Throughout the play, neither of the two families are ever validated as 

correct in their respective political positions, and neither of them are proven false. The 

issues upon which they vehemently debate at different points in the play are essentially 

left in question form, and as a result, so is the prospective honours and loyalties of each 

family. Even when we look to the actions and words of members of each family, nothing 

much materializes. If anything can be concluded upon with regards to their individual 

characters it is that each of them have their own faults, and each of them have a number 

of different familial, political and social factors tugging at their capacity for impartiality. 

As with Joan’s character, up to this point, many of their motivations, and the verity of 

their claims, remain somewhat hidden—not to mention contradictory.   

 With respect to English interpretations of Joan, a similar kind of confusion 

pervades. For one, while the English seem confident in their readings of Joan in the first 

four acts—that she is a lascivious witch who conspires with the devil against the 

legitimate power and rule of England--- they are never given any kind of firm basis upon 

which to confirm, or ascertain, their assumptions. For all they know, and for all we know, 

at this particular junction in the play, she could be, in all possibility, a genuine emissary 

and instrument of God. There is no way of telling! In this sense, how can their word, or 

reading of Joan, be considered in any way reliable?  

 Moreover, there are also contradictions to be found among individual English 

readings of Joan in these portions of the play. While some English soldiers readily admit, 

for example, that Joan, in fact, possesses some kind of supra-natural strength, Talbot, at 

one point suggests that her power is merely a well-contrived illusion, as noted earlier. 

Both cannot be correct at the same time and in the same respect! In addition, Talbot, 

himself, seems to have some considerable problems at even arriving at a consistent 

position on Joan. At the same time, for instance, that he posits a theory about her power 

being merely an appearance, he also intimates in many other places that her strength is so 

potent that it could only derive from the devil. Hence, his numerous accusations of 

witchcraft! Together with the lack of available evidence for discerning her true identity, 

these hermeneutic incongruities suggest that the English are anything but trustworthy 

when it comes to interpreting Joan’s character. The only thing that can be known with 

any certainty about the English at all up to this point is that for all their disagreements, 

and seemingly unfounded assumptions, they are nevertheless fully united in their hatred 

of Joan and in their desire to end her influence on the battlefield at any cost.  

 Although we might expect it to be seriously jeopardized--given the authorship of 

the play--, the credibility of the French voice in Henry VI, Part I is also a complicated 
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issue. The first time we are introduced to Joan, as mentioned earlier, is when the Bastard 

arrives at the French court and announces to Charles that he has brought with him a “holy 

Maid”, who has been “ordained” by God to “drive the English forth the bounds of 

France” (1.3: 33). Some critics have seen this introduction by the Bastard as one of the 

first signs of Joan’s duplicity, since illegitimate children in early modern England were 

always looked down upon as abortive in nature.8 But, this conclusion is difficult to fully 

endorse. While Bastards, or any kind of “villain” for that matter, were certainly viewed 

with suspicion and scorn, they could also be the vessels of significant insight in early 

modern English plays. In King Lear, for example, Edmund, though both malicious and 

deceptive, is also represented as being quite perceptive of human nature. In comparison 

with his father’s and brother’s ignorance of himself, he reveals that he knows both of 

them perhaps better than themselves, as when he says that he has,  

 a credulous father, and a brother noble, 

 whose nature is so far from doing harms 

 That he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty 

 My practices ride easy” (Q. 2: 153156).  

He is also the only person in the play that seems aware of the absurdity and escapist 

mentality that underlies characters’ attempts to blame occurrences and events on external 

cosmological causes:  

 This is the excellent foppery of the world: that when we are sick in fortune—often 

 the surfeit of our own behaviour—we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the 

 moon, and the stars, as if we were villains by necessity, fools by heavenly 

 compulsion” (Q. 2: 105109).   

The same is also true for Shakespeare’s other infamous bastards: Philip Faulconbridge in 

King John; Don John in Much Ado About Nothing; and perhaps even more so for 

Thersites in Troilus and Cressida. Like Edmund, each of these characters reveal a 

profound insight about behaviour and habits of human nature, even as they act out and 

cultivate significant shortcomings. The problem with these Bastards, and it seems with 

Bastards in general in early modern English drama, is not that they are wanting in 

wisdom--- on the contrary, they have these things to the fullest; it is rather that they are 

entirely void of moral integrity. In other words, that they employ their wisdom for the 

sake of shameful and degenerate ends, without any consideration of the consequences of 

their actions on other individuals, or even on their own well-being. When looked at 

within this contemporary framework, then, the Bastard’s introduction of Joan in Henry 

VI, Part I complicates things on a much larger scale: for spectators who may have been 

expecting some kind of confirmation concerning the duplicity of Joan’s character in the 

beginning of the play, the Bastard’s words seem to invite our trust—not our suspicion, 

even at the same time that he invites, within an early modern context, our scorn. 

 The complexity of gauging French credibility in Henry VI, Part I, however, is not 

limited merely to the Bastard, --- it encompasses other French characters as well. When 

French soldiers, for example, attempt to come to terms with the exceptional military 

virtues of Talbot and other English warriors, what surfaces is not an homogenous voice 

that fails to perceive anything and everything, but one that is fractured between both truth 

                                                 
8 See Albert H. Tricome, “Joan La Pucelle and the Inverted Saints Play in 1 Henry VI,” 

Renaissance and Reformation 25 (2001): 12-13. 
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and falsity, one that is both credible and suspect. This dual hermeneutic among the 

French is perhaps most visible in relation to Talbot. While the Bastard, for instance, 

swears that he is “a fiend of hell” (2.1: 47), a number of other French characters voice a 

less partial view: responding to the Bastard’s accusation, Rene says  “if not of hell, the 

heavens sure favour him” (2.1: 48).; Alencon characterizes Talbot and the whole English 

army as “none but Samsons and Goliases” who like “[l[ean raw-boned rascals” assault 

their men with great demonstrations of both “courage and audacity” (1.3: 12-15); the 

French Countess’s admits, after beholding him for the first time (somewhat 

disappointingly), that she was expecting “some Hercules”, or a “second Hector” (2.3: 18 

& 19); and a French messenger echoes this same sentiment when, upon approaching a 

number of English nobles, he asks: “Which of this princely train / Call ye the warlike 

Talbot, for his acts / So much applauded through the realm of France?” (2.3: 35-36). The 

effect of these interpretational incongruities between different French characters is not 

that the French’s hermeneutic authority is undermined in the play; it is rather that it is left 

conflicted and uncertain: because some of them seem capable of properly interpreting 

Talbot, where others do not, there still remains the possibility that some of them may be 

correct in their readings of Joan—at least in so far as her identity, as of yet, has not been 

fully revealed.   

 The complications created by these details in the first four acts of Henry VI, Part 

I, as to who Joan really is—a holy maid sent by God, or merely an instrument of some 

demonic plan--- reaches a greater level of complexity when we consider the play in light 

of contemporary discourses of martrydom. In its rather fluid and non-authorial treatment 

of Joan—Henry VI, Part I reproduces for early modern English audiences a range of 

different hermeneutic problems associated with female martyrs (as discussed previously): 

the absence of martyred women in the Catholic community; the denial among Catholic 

writers that the vocation of martyrdom was being divinely offered to women during the 

time; the surprising number of contemporary Protestant female martyrs who had defied 

both class and gender expectations; the deeply ironic arguments of both  Protestants who 

read these transgressions as signs of divine favour and of Catholics who interpreted them 

as evidence of the devil’s influence; and the uncanny contradictions between both cross-

confessional debates about Protestant female martyrs in England and the polemical 

disputes between Catholics and Protestants over the historical Joan. With each of these 

problems being brought to bear on Henry VI, Part I, as they would have been for 

contemporary spectators familiar with the culture of martyrdom, Joan’s character in the 

first four acts becomes not merely a site of interrogation, or questioning, but one of 

complete and utter ambiguity. Where the play seemed only to hint at, or flirt with, the 

possibility that she was of a corrupt nature, in such things as her disguise and deception 

before the gates of Rouen and in the English voices that accused her of being a lascivious 

whore (though it refrained from any authorial conclusion in either case), these 

hermeneutic complications urge, or compel, playgoers into a more problematic terrain 

where interpreting the signification of Joan’s actions and words appears almost 

impossible. Indeed, within this terrain, where both class and gender transgressions were 

taken as signs of both God’s grace and the Devil’s power for Protestants and Catholics 

alike, Joan’s own transgressive behaviour comes to fall outside of any kind of stable, or 

transparent, character referent. Her character’s signification, as it were, becomes 

completely lost amidst the confusion that her martyrological title evokes.    
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 Now, while heuristic in and of itself, the tendency of the early part of Henry VI, 

Part I to lend itself to an ambiguous reading of Joan also has a significant bearing upon 

other aspects of the play. One of the things that this ambiguity does for us as readers—

which, as I have said, is an effect of both the play itself and the martyrological discourses 

it reproduces—is that it provides us with an important rationale for Joan’s actions, or, to 

be more precise (dramatically speaking), for what happens to her, in the fifth act. In this 

last act, almost to the complete detriment of the rest of the play, as many critics have 

argued, Joan is presented in a number of different self-incriminating and shameful 

gestures: she conjures up and converses with a number of “fiends”, and at one point even 

offers up her body and soul in exchange for their assistance; after being captured, she 

curses Charles, who was previously one of her closest allies; she denies the parentage of 

her poor father, claiming instead to have descended from a line of kings; and then, as if 

things could not get any worse, she also claims that she has been impregnated by a slew 

of different French Lords, including the Dauphin himself. What has bothered critics over 

the years with regards to this final act is not only that Joan is actually vilified (especially 

after having been left untarnished in earlier scenes), but that she is vilified in such a 

hyperbolic fashion--- that the author(s) of the play was not content merely to have her on 

stage conjuring up, conversing with, and imploring the help of, devils, but also had to 

present her as a thankless and dishonest daughter, a pretentious coward, and a lascivious 

whore. Where many critics have expressed outrage, shock and disappointment at the 

extremity of this final scene, few have offered any kind of reason for why such a course 

of action may have been necessary, even for a zealous Protestant dramatist, in the first 

place. What has been mapped thus far, however, concerning Joan’s fluid portrayal in the 

early part of Henry VI, Part I, and the problematic martyrological discourses her 

character evokes, provides us with at least one explanation for these decisions. In failing 

to offer any kind of referential closure to her character in the first four acts of the play 

(for whatever reason), and in simultaneously reproducing the many hermeneutic 

complications that were attendant upon cross-confessional debates about female martyrs, 

Henry VI, Part I effectively makes Joan so ambiguous that she seems incapable of ever 

being satisfactorily resolved, in a dramaturgical manner. It is almost as if by focusing 

solely on the elusive signification of Joan’s transgressive behaviour, the only way the 

play can actually come close to inserting its own confessional and national perspective in 

the end is by having Joan carry out a surplus of self-incriminating actions. But, even such 

things being accomplished, the disproportion between both the space and time given to 

ambiguity, on the one hand, and clarity, on the other, is still considerably significant. 

David Sundelson states that in its final treatment of Joan the author of Henry VI, Part I 

seems “unable to tolerate any uncertainty about the source of Joan’s potency” 

(Sundelson, 20).9 This is a good observation, but more important than this is that by 

disclosing its unwillingness to allow for any kind of uncertainty, the play inadvertently 

foregrounds its own anxiety and frustration over being able to adequately conclude upon 

the issue of Joan’s interiority, even in a dramatic setting. In other words, what is 

significant in the fifth act is not so much Joan’s exaggerated portrayal; rather, it is the 

seeming unease that accompanies, or underlies, its method of resorting to every possible 

means of discrediting her character. 

                                                 
9 See also A. L. French, “Joan of Arc and Henry VI,” English Studies 49 (1968): 47.  
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 In addition to helping emphasize a certain degree of anxiety at the end, the earlier 

ambiguity of Henry VI, Part I also has a bearing upon the relative success, or credibility, 

of the play’s ultimate position on Joan. Because of the predominant confusion 

surrounding her character in the early part of the play, the fifth act forces us to ask some 

necessary questions about the validity, or verity, of her final portrayal: are the means by 

which Joan is eventually revealed effective? Or--to be more precise--are they accurate? 

Do they cohere with what early modern English audiences would have known, or read, 

about her from different historiographies? Or, do they in any way draw from, or resonate 

with, contemporary Protestant narratives that claimed Joan’s corrupt nature was readily 

apparent? Since Joan was an actual historical person, concerns about accuracy would 

have been raised in any play that sought to divulge her inner life--- after all, she did 

inspire much confusion in almost all of her contemporaries---and they were Catholics! 

But for Henry VI, Part I, these concerns would have been much more operative, and 

relevant, since in the first four acts her portrayal seems to completely disallow for the 

possibility that her true identity can be known. 

    Against the backdrop of what early modern English audiences may have known 

about Joan, much of which has been discussed earlier, the answer to these above 

questions is a resounding no. Although there is a certain degree of correspondence 

between how Joan is presented in the final act and how she was read by certain English 

Protestants (i.e. she is depicted as a whore, a witch and a dishonest coward, as both Hall 

and Holinshed claimed she was in their respective narratives, and in their respective 

ways), there is very little at this juncture in the play that is authentically true, at least with 

regards to contemporary historiography: Joan never pleaded pregnancy before her 

accusers (Hardin, 24-31);10 she never claimed to have slept with Charles and a number of 

French Lords; she was never witnessed by anyone conjuring up, and conversing with, 

devils; she never cursed the English or any of her French comrades upon capture; and she 

certainly never denied her father, claiming instead a royal lineage (Goy-Blanquet, 50).11 

                                                 
10 See Richard F. Hardin, “Chronicles and Mythmaking in Shakespeare’s Joan of Arc,” 

Shakespeare Survey 42 (1989): 25-35. Hardin shows not only that such a charge was the 

single and sole invention of Holinshed, but also that not one English writer prior the 

sixteenth century in England ever expressed any hostility towards Joan whatsoever, let 

alone gave voice to charges of witchcraft.   

 
11 See Dominique Goy-Blanquet, “Shakespeare, Burgundy, and the Design in the Arras” 

in Representing France and the French in Early Modern English Drama, ed. Jean-

Christophe Mayer (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2008), 50. About this issue, 

Goy-Blaquet writes: “In act 5 of 1 Henry VI, the Maid disowns her humble father, 

claiming she is ‘issued from the progeny of kings.’ Shakespeare wrote this, presumably, 

in the 1590’s, but ask any historian and he will tell you that the legend of Joan’s royal 

origin is the invention of an obscure nineteenth-century playwright, Pierre Caze. The 

same serious historians even have a name for the lunatics who spread this ridiculous 

theory, the ‘Bastardizers.’ Pending further evidence, it looks as if Shakespeare invented it 

himself: I could find no earlier trace of Joan’s royal blood, apart from the words used by 

Joan herself at her trial to express sheer impossibility, ‘Si j’avais eu cent peres et cent 
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Like many elements of Henry VI, Part I, these particular details are nothing but 

inventions--employed for the purpose of either adding entertainment value to the play, or 

appealing to national and religious bias--or possibly both. As they have no 

historiographical currency, they also have no connection with what may have been read 

as authentically true, or factual. By including these dubious details, the author(s) of 

Henry VI, Part I, may have peaked a greater interest in his play—especially given that 

devils were rarely ever dramatized on stage during the early modern period—but he 

certainly did not offer audiences any kind of stable basis upon which to construct, or 

resolve, their view of Joan. If anything, by emphasizing Joan’s elusiveness so much early 

on, and then “clarifying” her identity in the end in such an apocryphal manner, he offered 

only greater grounds for doubting that her identity could ever be known. 

 The final effect of Joan’s early portrayal has less to do with Joan herself and more 

to do with the English in the play. In recent years, many critics have called attention to 

the fact that while Henry VI, Part I certainly depicts the French in a bad light, it also 

subjects its own country and national characters to a similar, if not as intense, form of 

criticism. Some critics, for instance, have pointed out the ill-consequences of the civil 

dissension between England’s two competing families: the Yorks and the Lancashires 

(Bullough, 39-42 & Levine, 27-30). Others have remarked upon King Henry VI’s 

cowardice, as well as his ignorance of both military and political affairs (Hillman, 121); 

and still, others have discussed the cruelty and ambition of a number of different English 

nobles, who seem little interested in the well-being of their nation (Levine 34-40). But 

there is also another more subtle form of self-criticism that appears to be operative in 

Henry VI, Part I that has not been addressed by scholars at all—and it concerns the value, 

or validity, of the interpretations of Joan offered by the English in the first four acts. In 

most readings of the play—both past and more modern—it has always been the 

assumption that the English are held up, and celebrated, as both insightful and astute in 

their estimation of Joan’s character early on. Of course, there is good reason why this 

reading has stood for so long, and continues to do so: the fifth act confirms all of their 

previous accusations. As true as this is, however, that the English are correct in their 

“analysis” of Joan, there is also an indication that their accuracy is of little worth, in that 

their view appears to result merely from a national and religious (retroactively viewed) 

bias, which is incapable of interpreting positively, or properly, anything that threatens to 

undermine its assumptions, or power. What supports this view is not that the English’s 

word, loyalty, and readings of events and people are already compromised by the civil 

war, an ignorant king and severely flawed nobles (although these things certainly have 

some relevance here); it is rather that they have not been given—nor have we-- any kind 

of stable basis upon which to verify, or ascertain, the truth of their accusations about 

Joan. In the first four acts, when the English put forth their charges, there has been no 

sighting of her conversing with devils; no witnessed act of whoredom; and no observable 

hint of dishonesty. Indeed, there has been nothing presented at all that provides us with 

even an inkling of a look at her interior identity. She is completely enigmatic, completely 

impenetrable—especially in the context of contemporary discourses of female martyrs, 

which the play compellingly invites. The incongruity that exists between what the 

                                                                                                                                                 

meres et si j’etais fille de roi’ [Even if I (49) had a hundred fathers and a hundred 

mothers, and were a king’s daughter]. 
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English say about Joan and what they actually see—which is absolutely nothing—

suggests that while they may have been correct in their readings, they cannot be said to 

have “known” or “seen” that Joan was, and would later fully reveal, such a corrupt 

character. In fact, it would be wrong to even categorize their accusations as “readings”—

since such a word would seem to intimate their attempt to authentically engage with some 

external reality, event or person. Theirs is not a reading—it is a mere desire, a hope, for 

something that, for the sake of their national identity and control over the French, had to 

be true, but was not (at least at that particular time). It just happened that in their case 

their claims of who Joan really was turned out to be correct. What is the value, or the 

worth, in that?  

 While this conclusion, concerning the English’s proclivities to biased readings, is 

for the most part left for us (as both spectators and readers) to piece together, it does seem 

to be alluded to in one of Joan’s comments towards the end of the play. Just after being 

captured, for instance, Joan says to both York and Warwick:  

 you [the English] that are polluted with your lusts, 

 Stained with the guiltless blood of innocents, 

 Corrupt and tainted with a thousand vices— 

 Because you want the grace that others have, 

 You judge it straight a thing impossible 

 To compass wonders but by the help of devils” (5.6: 43-48).  

Though outraged, and quite discredited, at this point in the play, Joan’s claims here do 

possess a certain degree of insight that should not be overlooked. Her comments, of 

course, come at a time when the English are revealed to be correct; but they also come at 

a time when nothing in the play was ever given to support their position when it was 

originally adopted. Their early views are still shown to be completely and utterly 

unfounded, and therefore, untenable. In this light, then, while Joan may not have been 

allowed to triumph morally, or spiritually, these final words give to her character one 

lasting impression of her wisdom, and remind us that within early modern English drama, 

demonic individuals, like Bastards, are sometimes allowed a certain degree of intellectual 

virtue. 

 Critics of Henry VI, Part I have always been preoccupied with the implications of 

Joan’s divided portrayal for the play’s authorship. Could one single author render Joan so 

mysterious, and seemingly irreproachable, in the first four acts, and then malign her so 

incredibly in the final scene? Are these two images even consistent with a single author 

hypothesis? While the rationale for this division, and its implications for authorship, may 

never be agreed upon by critics, one division in Henry VI, Part I that does seem to 

conduce to some kind of agreement is the play’s unavoidable, and perhaps, unintentional, 

division of its depiction of Joan: not only is she depicted very differently in the fifth act 

than in the first four, but she also seems to be caught in between two entirely oppositional 

religious traditions. Although the play works towards placing her within what Protestants 

would have termed the community of the Antichrist (i.e. the Catholic Church), her 

actions and her words---her class and gender transgressions—argue for her close 

association with a number of Protestant women. Although possibly somewhat 

overreaching in his final estimation of her, George Bernard Shaw astutely observed of 

Joan: “Though a professed and most pious Catholic, and the projector of a Crusade 

against the Husites, [Joan] was in fact one of the first Protestant martyrs” (Shaw, Preface, 



 50 

i). Perhaps this is what many early modern English spectators saw in Henry VI, Part I—

that despite its attempt to fully resolve the issue of Joan’s identity, it could not help but 

preserve what it so desperately wanted to hide: that Joan was the perfect image of 

England’s own Protestant female martyrs.   

 

 


