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Abstract

Often more honoured in the breach than the observance, the prevailing discourse of early
modern England encouraged widows to live as celibates, to epitomize piety, and to devote
themselves to safeguarding their children’s interests. Of these injunctions, celibacy was crucial.
Among Shakespeare’s elderly widows, all but Mistress Quickly remain single, a condition most
vehemently prescribed by Catholic writers, who reluctantly exempted only the youngest widows—
prejudged as concupiscent by virtue of their nubility and gender. In print, if not practice,
Catholics and Protestants alike appeared to regard celibacy as the only suitable state for older
widows. My paper briefly considers five widows of a certain age: Mistress Quickly, who violates
the injunction when, betweétenry 1V, Part 2andHenry V, she weds Ancient Pistol; Paulina of

The Winter’'s Talevho, by the end of Act V, has not formally accepted Camillo as a substitute for
Antigonus; and the celibate, child-focused widow€afiolanusand All's Well That Ends Well,
‘widows indeed’. Whether these characters remarry or remain celibate depends, to a significant
extent, on their financial situations, those with greater economic needs remarrying if they can.

Although neglected as a category, widows are prominent in Shakespeare’s plays, appearing in
every genre. Including ‘seeming widows'—wives uncertain of their marital status like Amelia in
Comedy of Errors,Thaisa inPericles and Paulina inThe Winter’s Taleor like Imogen in
Cymbeling who mistakenly believes herself widowed—I count thirty-one members of this

character group.The hefty number reflects early modern English demographics, the percentage

! Aemilia (The Comedy of ErrojsLady Grey Henry VI, Part 3, Richard 1) Queen Margaret, Duchess of York,
Lady Anne (Richard Ill), Tamora , Lavinidifus Andronicuy Hortensio's wife The Taming of the ShrgwDuchess
of Gloucester (Richard )] Juliet, Nurse (Romeo and Jujietady Faulconbridge, Constance, Elinor (King John
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of widows hovering around some fifteen percehost historical widows, of course, were older
women, as are only about a third of Shakespea(Esen though played by boys, younger
women, presumably, would have more audience appBat. like their real-life counterparts,
literary widows regardless of age are inherentlypedded within a specific and individual set of
political, social, and economic circumstances. Wasolitical power and safety that Gertrude
sought between incestuous sheets? Having enjogesbttial status of a queen, did she choose to
pre-empt a successor? Did she fear dwindling melans@ntrast, ideological preceptors, whether
in the name of morality or decorum, were pronegtwre the particular circumstances that each
widow faced. Rather, they lay down rules and madkies judgments as if widows were a
monolithic abstraction.

Elderly widows were a favourite target. Despite ibasontradictions between residual
Catholic and dominant Protestant discourses of winbmd (celibacy versus remarriage), their
expositors generally saw eye-to-eye concerning wopest the age of childbearing. Celibacy
was the approved behaviour. The purpose of marnegge above all, procreation. Forestalling
fornication and providing mutual comfort were segary® Body-curers supported soul-curers,
the former opining that sexual intercourse betwaging spouses was hazardous to their héalth.
Steven Mullaney provides insight into a more exeeview. Explaining Hamlet’'s response to
Gertrude’s remarriage, he writes: ‘Gertrudelging sexuality [is] conceived at times as a
contradiction in terms, at times as a violatiorj®&értrude’s] own body akin in its unnaturalness

to a rebellion in the body politic: hers is a passthat “canst mutine in a matron’s bones”.

Lady Percy, Hostess QuickiHénry IV, Part 2, Henry ¥ Gertrude lamle), Countess of Rossillion, Widow
Capilet @lI's Well That Ends Wéll Mistress OverdoneMeasure for Measuje Regan King Lear), Cleopatra,
Octavia @Antony and Cleopatja Volumnia (Coriolanug, Thaisa Pericleg, Cymbeline’'s Queen, Imogen
(Cymbeling, Paulina The Winter’s Talg and Three Queenstfe Two Noble Kinsmgn

2 Amy M. Froide, ‘Marital Status as a Category off&lience: Singlewomen and Widows in Early Modermland’,
in Singlewomen in the European Past 12B80Q ed. by Judith M. Bennett and Amy M. Froide (Pidfphia:
University of Pennsylvania, 1999), pp. 236-69 (pp6—37). Following Laslett (see note 31 below) bmtering a
more inclusive period and area, Rosemary O’Daysfitneenty percent of households headed by widds; Family
and Family Relationships, 1560900: England, France and the United States of AcadNew York: St. Martin’s,
1994), p. 94.

% Kathleen M. Davis cites Henry Smith,Preparative to Marriagg1591) and Heinrich Bullingef,he Golden Book
of Christian Matrimony(1543) to this effect ; ‘Continuity and Changeliterary Advice on Marriage’, iMarriage
and Society: Studies in the Social History of Mageg ed. by R. B. Outhwaite (London: Europa, 1981), §§-80

(p. 62).
4 Keith Thomas, ‘Age and Authority in Early Modermdtand’, Proceedings of the British Acaden82 (1976),

20548 (p. 243).
® Steven Mullaney, ‘Mourning and Misogyniflamlet, The Revenger's Trageayd the Final Progress of Elizabeth
I, 1600-1607’, Shakespeare Quarterlg5 (1994), 13962 (p. 151).
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Mullaney’s reading points to a broader questionagivyg social historians and literary critics: did
a significant part of the English populace sharenldéis feeling about the unnaturalness of
women’s ‘aging sexuality’? Was there, as receivpohion would have it, a stigma against the
older remarrying widow in Elizabethan England? D&t neighbours think her a ‘lusty widow’,
comical, pitiable, or immoral, according to theights? Or was the widow's remarriage, as
Jennifer Panek argues, approved of ‘socially, egooaly, and morally’? Whereas Panek
excludes Shakespeare from her study, | focus ondmgibution to the discussion, taking as my
subjects a widow no longer young who weds agaimidow who may wed again, and two
widows who elect celibacy. What does a study of¢heharacters, in the context of each one’s
particular social and material circumstances,uslabout Shakespeare’s attitude toward a single-
minded ideology?

Whom one labels as no longer young is a subjectieterminatiorf. Generally,
Renaissance women were thought to have become etldebn the ages of fifty and sixty,
perhaps earlier if widowetl.Social historians distinguish between chronoldgi¢anctional
(decrepitude), and cultural old age, the last prinaependent on appearan@epr like Nestor
an older woman can be ‘most reverend for [herjtait‘d-out life’ (Tr., I. 2. 61), yet healthy and
energetic’ Maimonides asks, ‘Who is an old woman?’ and repli@se who is called old and
does not protest? Being unable to chat with Shakespeare’s widowall Ifack on the adjective

‘old’ prefaced to the widow’s name in the text asiseful marker of age. Diana’s mother, the

® Most social historians hold that vestiges of teademnatory Catholic position lingered on; see, éeample,
Barbara J.Todd, ‘The Virtuous Widow in Protestamgl&nd’, pp. 66-83 (pp. 76-75), and Elizabeth Foyster,
‘Marrying the Experienced Widow in Early Modern Hagd: The Male Perspective’, pp. X2, both in
Widowhood in Medieval and Early Modern Eurogel,. by Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner (Harlovgeks
Longman/Pearson Education, 1999).

" Jennifer PaneRWidows and Suitors in Early Modern English Comé@gmbridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), p. 11. She argues that remarriage was rstiggnatized in England, the lusty widow trope imealies by
Shakespeare’s contemporaries and successors lmegmgpwering fantasy for suitors of wealthy widows.

8 Lynn Botelho, ‘Old Age and Menopause in Rural Wonwé Early Modern Suffolk’, inWomen and Ageing in
British Society Since 150@d. by Lynn Botelho and Pat Thane (Harlow, Eskexgman/Pearson Education, 2001),
pp. 4365 (pp. 66861). Also valuable is Lynn Botelho and Pat Thariibliographical Essay: Older Women in
Britain Since 1500’, in Botelho and Thav#pmen and Ageingp. 232-38.

° See Botelho, ‘Old Age and Menopause’, p. 43; amiyM. Froide, ‘Old Maids: The Lifecycle of Single athen

in Early Modern England’, in Botelho and Thakéomen and Ageingp. 89-110 (p. 91)

10 Claire S. Schen, ‘Strategies of Poor Aged Womesh \&fidows in Sixteenth-Century London’, in Botelhnda
Thane Women and Ageingp. 13-30 (pp.14-15).

1 All Shakespeare references are taken fitra Riverside Shakespeaeel. G. Blakemore Evans, 2nd edn (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1997).
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Widow Capilet inAll's Well That Ends Welnd Queen Margaret Richard Il are so described.
Widow Capilet appears in tHeramatis Personaas ‘An old Widow of Florence’; similarly, a
stage direction stated-nter old Queen Margare{R3 I. 3. 109). The descriptor ‘old’ may be
part of the dialogue, as when Parolles inquiresublddi’'s Wells Countess of Rossillion by
asking the Clown, ‘O, my knave, how does my oldy®d (II. 4. 19)** or when the page i@
Henry 1V refers to ‘old Mistress Quickly’ (Il. 2. 152). Martio mocks Juliet’'s nurse as ‘an old
hare hoar’ Rom, Il. 4. 134) and ‘ancient lady’ (Il. 4. 143), addliet fidgets when the nurse is
late: ‘But old folks —many feign as they were de@tl’5. 16)** Paulina, whom Leontes in anger
calls a ‘crone’ and ‘hag’ (Il. 3. 77, 108), refaxs herself as ‘an old turtle'WT, V. 3. 132),
determined to mourn her husband Antigonus, lostetosixteen years before when their oldest
child was fourteen. We may question Paulina’s motbagedness, as we may doubt Mercutio’s
and Juliet's (to the young most adults are old), oy early modern demographic standards
Paulina and the Nurse may indeed be elderly.

There are various less direct signals of &fjeors’s Abbess Aemilia is not called old, but
her husband Aegeon is (I. 1. 986Moreover, she believes her sons to be thirty-tharek despite
some textual confusion about this matter, she shimbw. InRichard Ill the Duchess of York
indicates that she is old when she promises thlatldiRichard triumph in the ensuing battle, she
will promptly die ‘of grief and extreme age’ (IV.. 486). Also inRichard Il the Duchess of
Gloucester, having just foretold her own deatheady her age as she loses her train of thought
and then contradicts herself:

Lo this is all — nay, yet depart not so;
Though this be all, do not so quickly go;

| shall remember more. (I. 2. 63-85)

2 Quoted in Botelho, ‘Old Age and Menopauge’43.

13 Occasionally the Folio speech prefixes read ‘Otditess’ or ‘Old Lady’.

4 On the other hand, since the nurse’s daughtemShsa she lived, would have been Juliet's agentiise may be
younger than she appears to Mercutio and Julietingdost most of her teeth-| have but four’ Rom. l. 3. 13)—
the nurse would look older than her years, ‘cultyrald’.

5 From what we know about age at marriage amongniflling sort’ in Shakespeare’s England, we maguase
that the difference in years between them is neatgr

16 She is played in David Giles’s 1978 televisiondarction for the BBC serieFhe Shakespeare Playsy the very
elderly Mary Morris.
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Yet anothersignifier of age is the widow’s relationship to HeHow characters. Elinor iKing
John,convinced that the Bastard Faulconbridge is a Btgartet, claims him as a grandson: ‘Il am
thy grandame, Richard, call me so’ (I.1.168)priolanus Volumnia is also a grandmother.
Though her grandson appears to be no more tham sgveght years of age, Coriolanus seems
older than the Bastard, perhaps thirty, thus makiofumnia an incipient older woman. She
appears no younger than Menenius, an elderly mahbahaves with the authority of age. All in
all, we may count some eleven widows of a certgara

At least in theory, the authority of age was edtghto men, who possessed the right to
rule by virtue of their wisdom and experience, batsuch claim was made on behalf of older
women'® Status—i.e., wealth, rank, and what today we waat social class—would have
largely accounted for their position in sociélyDespite great differences in widows’ status, for
the most part conservative ideologues, the wouldab&ers of manners, assumed that widows
were able to get alonfinancially. But while polemicists continued to ectraditional views,
encouraging widows to live as celibates, to epimampiety, and to devote themselves to
safeguarding their children’s interests, and whikywrights successfully exploited the trope of
the lusty widow, the English were remarrying witmpunity. Remarriages are commonly
estimated at about a third of all marriages, allveist on the part of widowers, who were also apt
to remarry sooner than wido®s.n contrast to historical remarrying widows, Sheseare’s
older widows are a particularly chaste lot, all Mistress Quickly remaining single. In print if
not practice, celibacy was crucial for elderly wido Not only was sexuality, the presumptive
driving force behind remarriage, considered unsgamiwomen past middle age but, at least
according to George Minois, the appearance of fdewas thought to be repulsive, in part
because of the Renaissance privileging of youth beduty. Also distasteful was female

longevity; aristocratic women were beginning tolieetmen, a phenomenon particularly evident

7] exclude Mistress Overdone from the categoryldéry widows only because the text tells us najrétout her
age. Of course, it must have taken some yearsefoiohacquire and shed nine husbands. Also thegsmh of bawd
or madam is associated with a woman older tharstadf and, as Jeanne Addison Roberts notes, wgadndly
employed by Renaissance dramatists to sexualizere,c'Types of Crone: The Nurse and the Wise Wotnan
English Renaissance DramRenaissance Pape(2000), 786 (p. 74).

8 Thomas, p. 207.

19 Sara Mendelson and Patricia Crawfdfdgmen in Early Modern England 1550720 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998)
p. 180 and p. 193.

%0 Demographic scholars state that ‘itasfortiori beyond reach to discover what proportion of tho$® were
widowed later remarried’; E. A. Wrigley and otheEgglish Population History from Family Reconstituti1586-
1837 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),7d. and p. 173.
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from 1575 to 1608' A consequence of these aesthetic and demogragttir$ was that in early
modern English literature a widow of fifty or oldeith a predilection for the altar was on shaky
moral ground, whatever her status.

The gap between precept and practice was a wideFameesxample, Anne Locke, among
the ‘godliest’ of women, being the friend of Johmdg, was thrice married. Daughter of a
widower who had himself remarried, Anne first wednify Locke, a mercéf. Two years after
Locke’s death in 1571, Anne married Edward Deragreacher ten years younger than she, who
died within three years at the age of thirty-sixin& remarried for the last time in her late forties
or early fifties, this time to a draper three tinmeayor of Exeter, and remained a woman of the
highest repute. Nonetheless, the literary widow wharried a younger man was apt to be
represented as a joke. Remarriage is hardly aijohakespeare, though. More than half of the
ten Shakespearean widows of all ages who remagpywdo—Anne Neville and Gertrude—xkilled
by their second husban@fsThe tacit assumption of writers’ praises and cdsas that every
widow has a choice; she is the site gfsychomachian which fidelity to her deceased husband
opposes lechery.

Lechery wins the battle over Mistress Quickly. &ldoshe be seen as a ‘lusty widow’, a
stereotype so ancient as to disable a myth ofrd@?i§ioes any man know where to have her? In
Henry IV ‘an honest man’s wife’ (Ill. 3. 119), she becomepdar widow of Eastcheap’ id Henry
IV (Il. 1. 70), betrothed, or so she thinks, to s tavern keeper who would have inherited her
husband’s privileges from the Vintners’ Companyg & something of a financial prize. To the
horror of moralists and the amusement of cynicslows like Quickly often quickly remarried.
Although Sir John falsely engages her affectiohg soon has her choice of two ne’er-do-well
untitled suitors, Nym and Pistt.The tavern hostess never becomes a lady, a rankntght have
lightened her labours, but Ancient Pistol, as Quiskhusband irHenry \, improves his economic

standing significantly, though he perceives a dedin status:

1 George MinoisThe History of Old Age: From Antiquity to the Ressaince trans. by Sarah Hanbury Tenison
(Oxford: Polity Press, 1989), p. 249 and pp.- 222

22 Despite his protests, upon Knox’s entreaty shehlef husband for two years (15%0) to live with the Protestant
exiles in Geneva, where she translated works byi&aPatrick Collinson, biographer of Anne Lockecommends
Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1875 essay, ‘John KnoxHisdRelations to Women': Collinsogodly People: Essays
on English Protestantism and Puritanighondon: Hambledon Press, 1983), p. 279.

% Elizabeth Woodville, Hortensio’s wife, Mistress €@done, and Octavia survive. Anne Neville, Tamétastess
Quickly, Gertrude, Cleopatra, and Cymbeline’s Quaienas does Regan, who wished to remarry.

24 Usually the fewer children, the sooner the earbgdern English widow would remarry (Wrigley, pp. 7B).
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Base tike, call'st thou me host?
Now by Gadslugs | swear | scorn the term;
Nor shall my Nell keep lodgerdd, 1. 1. 28-30)

Though now, it would appear, legal owner of the Bodlead, Ancient Pistol immediately
abandons the tavern to his wife’s care. Eager fantial male camaraderie, he follows the wars.
Why then did Pistol marry Nell?

A popular plot motif during the first two decadek the seventeenth century was the
‘widow hunt’, in which the widow was involved in guatory financial relationships. She might
be presented as the object of a hunt motivatedebyvealth, or the widow might be the wealthy
(and lusty) hunter of a younger spouse. Amongisatividow-hunt plays are Chapmarntée
Widow’s Tears Middleton’s A Trick to Catch the Old Oné'he Duchess of Milanand The
Widow Jonson’sThe Alchemistind Bartholomew Fair and Fletcher'swit Without MoneyIn
tragedy the widow-hunt is often a corollary of thiglow’s first cuckolding, and then killing her
husband, as in Webstershe White Deviland Middleton’s Women Beware Woméh
Shakespeare gives the widow hunt a political spifRichard Ill, when Richard seduces the
vulnerable Anne, not for her money but for her pgésus family status. (Although the histories
generally occlude desire for material gain as aveptve may assume that Shakespeare trusted
his audience to understand the nexus of wealthysstand power.) One could read Nym’'s and
Pistol’s rivalry for Nell Quickly as an aspect ofsddow hunt, a parody of an inherently parodic
courtship, mercenary at bottdth.

Overall, however, Shakespeare is wary of the ‘luatjow’ trope. If Quickly is lusty, never
came lust in such mundane attire. Among Shakesgeai@ows, only the foreigners Tamora and
Cleopatra—two out of thirty-one—have explicitly sek lines,prima facietextual evidence of
lust. Quickly’s sexual malapropisms testify to In@ivety in language as in life. Yet the textual

confusion over whether it was Nell or the prosétitoll who contracted ‘a malady of France’

% See Katherine Harriett James, ‘The Widow in JaaobBrama’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Ursitg of

Tennessee, 1973), pp.—iiv and p. vi. She notes, ‘[tlhe early satiric treant of the character is modified
considerably as Jacobean satiric comedy changkstdean romance in the second decade of the we(mtuiri).

% Aside from Quickly’s and Anne’s courtshipsneither explicitly mercenasy-1 find no other widow hunts in
Shakespeare.
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(H5, V. 1. 81)?continues what may be a deliberate blurring andbearead as an attack on the
entrepreneurial womafi.If Nell died, are we to believe that aside front tveo husbands there
were unsanctioned others who might have infectet? h&e have heard Falstaff swear
cryptically, ‘A pox of this gout! or a gout of thigox!" (2H4, 1. 2. 243-44). In her most recent
study of crones in Renaissance drama, Jeanne Ad&eberts observes that the crone, whom
she defines as ‘a mature woman not characterizedaply as virgin, wife, sex object, or
potential mother’ is frequently ‘trivialized’ and/¢sexualized?® Mistress Quickly, she notes, is
trivialized as a stupid woman, ‘easily duped andegito malapropisms® to this we might add
that the nature of her fatal illness sexualizesasewell.

But like real widows left with taverns, Quickly, mess than her suitors, would have had a
financial motive for remarriage. Although Peter leftsdescribes the owner of a commercial
undertaking as head of an extended faffilwhich normally ensures a regressive social stgbili
such is not the case when a woman replaces tharpatand the undertaking is both criminal and
democratic. Quickly presides over the unruly sgodéta tavern where princes mingle with paupers,
Lenten fasts are broken, and prostitutes are lodgésl cannot lodge and board a dozen or fourteen
gentlewomen that live honestly by the prick of tmeiedles but it will be thought we keep a bawdy-
house straight’ H5, Il. 1. 32-35), complains Hostess Quickly. In bsaments such as hers,
robberies were planned, and their perpetratorseaded. Alice Clark, drawing on the Hertford
County Records for 1626, describes one woman ipate&vho received stolen goods at the sign of
the “Leabord’'s Head” in Ware, [and] had there aivige place” for hiding stolen goods and
suspicious persons. Clark continues, ‘at the dssoldiers she hid five men from the constables,

and can convey any man from chamber to chambetthietbackside®’ Paul Slack’s comment on

" David Bevington,The Complete Works of Shakespedith edn (London: Pearson/Longman, 2004) and G. B.

Evans have Ancient Pistol lamenting the death df.[3@e Evans’s ‘Note on the Text’, pp. 1645 (p. 1016). But

Stephen Greenblatfhe Norton Shakespeafdlew York: Norton, 1997), following the Oxford eidih, changes

‘Doll’ to ‘Nell'.

8 See Jean E. Howard and Phyllis RaclEngendering a Nation: A Feminist Account of Shagasss English

Histories(London: Routledge, 1997), pp. &b, especially p. 180.

2 Jeanne Adison Roberts, ‘The Crone in English Resaamice Drama’Medieval and Renaissance Drama in

England,15 (2003), 11637 (p. 116).

%0 Roberts, ‘Crone in English Renaissance Dramal 2.

31 peter LaslettThe World We Have Lost: England Before the Indals&e 2nd edn (NewYork: Scribner's, 1973),
. 2.

Ez Alice Clark,Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Cer{ti8%9; repr. New York: Kelley, 1968),

p. 233.
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alehouses holds for Quickly’s tavern as well; tingre ‘obvious centres of disorder, where stolen
goods could be disposed of, whores picked up, maasyed and youth corruptety’.

Running such an enterprise would pose a challeBgme widows had to contend with
guild restrictions on the widow's right to ply heusband’s trad&. Even where there were no
restrictions, hired help was an additional expendereas an improvident husband’s labour was
free and his self-interest might promise a greaemive to hard work. So for all her fear of
swaggerers, Mistress Quickly remarries, perhapsotsole herself for a lost mate—or the lost
title she had dreamed of—perhaps for companiongvien desire, but surely for a helpmate to
keep her demanding business solvent. That she sguidied in her choice of spouse is
regrettable, but as her audience would have knavamy a widow, caricatured as lusty, above all
sought security through remarriajeShakespeare’s plays reflect current findings aglish
widows at whatever class level who did not needisbhnd to conduct a business, provide legal
protection, or help to raise children, were lekslji to wed again.

Another widow of a certain age wimaightremarry—in an unwritten epilogue—is Paulina of
The Winter's TaleFinally assured of her widowhood, Paulina is offesereplacement by the king,

guilt-ridden for effectively causing Antigonus’salb:

LEONTES I'll not seek far
(For him, I partly know his mind) to find thee
An honorable husband. Come, Camillo,
And take her by the hand\(, V. 3. 141-44)

Setting aside the question of whether Camillousytmclined to wed (that is, does Leontes know

anyone’s mind?), will Paulina accept the king'sso¥ If Shakespeare took English matrimonial law

% paul SlackPoverty and Policy in Tudor and Stuart Englati@ndon: Longman, 1988), p. 103. More than a third
of the complaints listed in Norfolk petitions tasjices of the peace between 1600 and 1669 hawewdtll alehouse
offences; see S. D. Amussen, ‘Gender, Family aedSibcial Order, 156€1L725’, in Order and Disorder in Early
Modern Englanded. by Anthony Fletcher and John Stevenson (Cigdar Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp.
196-217 (p. 210).

% On widows’ relation to the guilds throughout mushEurope, see Olwen Huftoithe Prospect Before Her: A
History of Women in Western Europe, Vol.1: 250800(New York: Random/Vintage, 1998), pp. 241®.

% Historians agree on the role material circumstan@iayed in remarriage. See, for example, O’'DaylPp;
Mendelson and Crawford, p. 176 and pp.-3®82 and Margaret Pelling, ‘Finding Widowers: Mentkidéiut Women

in English Towns Before 1700’, in Cavallo and Warmmp. 3754 (pp.46—47).
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for Sicilian, he might have been aware that an iEhdPaulina determined to remarry would not
necessarily have been barred from doing so. Ini@e26 of The Law’s Resolutions of Women'’s

Rights on ‘Captivity or long absence of one which is e, the author explains:

It falleth out not seldom, the one of them whick ararried to be taken captive or
otherwise so detained that it is uncertain if ke Ibr no. Therefore because it is in
some sort dangerous to expect long the uncertaimnref an absent yoke-fellow,
here the civil law did ordain that after a husbdradi been gone five years and
nothing known whether he lived or no, the wife nmigtarry again and so might the
husband that had expected his wife, etc. But timenoon law commandeth simply

to forbear marriage till the death of him or heattls missing be certainly knowif.

Indentured servants and apprentices would have dwestrained by the common law; a woman of
means, however, could bring her case in the apiatepcourt with a reasonable chance of
success. Presumably a great lady and close commpahibe king would have won such a case.
Paulina, however, could not have remarried untidP& was found, for Paulina’s self-imposed
dual mission was to shelter the queen and to ptetenking from taking another wife. For
Paulina, celibacy was a duty. But once she hasrezstHermione to a nominally more reliable
Leontes, Paulina is dramatically a loose end thatlwe tied up by a new husbaexi machina
And tied up she must be, for ideologically sherisunheaded womart”, unruly and masterless.
Her powers of resuscitation, however benignly used|d be read as validating Leontes’s earlier
characterization of her as ‘a mankind witcWT, II. 3. 68), whom he appropriately threatens to
burn. To once again invoke Roberts, demonizatios yed another way to deal with the threat of
the powerful crone. Supplying Paulina with a matauld not only salve Leontes’s conscience—

her old petticoat brings forth a new codpiece—bould disempower and subsume her under

% The Law’s Resolutions of Women’s Riglets. by T. E., 1632, iDaughters, Wives, & Widows: Writings by Men
about Women and Marriage in England, 150640,ed. by Joan Larsen Kleifyrbana: University of lllinois Press,
1992), p. 39. Klein observes thHhe Law’s Resolutionwas apparently written at the turn of the centafthough
printed later.

3" T. E. describes the widow as one whose ‘head tisoffu her intellectual part is gone’ (in Klein, p0). The
adjective ‘unheaded’ is used in the anonymous plag Puritan: or, the Widow of Watling Stregdi607), once
attributed to Shakespeare. The widow has almostthehilbird, Idle, unmasked in the nick of timg d& nobleman,
who concludes, ‘such is the blind besotting in $tete of an unheaded woman that's a widow' (V.DBisputed

Plays of William Shakespeared. by William Kozlenko (New York: Hawthorn, 1974p. 236-61 (p. 256).
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Camillo’'s domestic authority and legal covertureriaps Shakespeare’s nod to the scepticism of
the more judicious playgoers is Paulina’s and Caisikilence when confronted with the king’s
surprising offer®

Contrary to the tropes of the lusty widow and thdow hunt, in early modern England
wealthy widows were not apt to remarry. Amy LouiEgickson, an economic historian,
interrogates the received notion of the ‘wealthgow’ as a prize, wealth supposedly being a
primary source of a widow’'s allure: ‘Aside from thH®eathtaking arrogance of both the
contemporary and the historical stereotype, ith®Ny untenable in the light of demographic and
economic facts’. As compared to poor and ‘middlsat’ widows, the well-to-do were least
likely to remarry ‘from medieval England to ninetéie-century Virginia®® For a woman of
property, remarriage could be a desperate gamhlessi she had legally sequestered some part
of her possessions before marriage, all she haanfeeder husband’s to spend or bequeath at
will; moreover, ‘though he bequeath them not, yetthey the husband’s executor’s and not the
wife’s which brought them to her husbafiiThus, despite the protection offered by prenuptial
contracts, despite the wisdom of the era whichhatlat ‘“The rich Widow weeps with one eye
and casts glances with the othBrgver half the widows of London aldermen (a repnésiive
group of well-to-do women) remained singfe.

There is, however, a downside to celibacy, not dohthe elderly widow but also for the
child who becomes the focus of her life. This isiobs inCoriolanus as Volumnia, addressing
her daughter-in-law, cheerfully imagines herselVingilia’'s stead and her son’s bed: ‘If my son
were my husband, | should freelier rejoice in thbsence wherein he won honour than in the

embracements of his bed where he would show must (& 3. 1-5). Having lived vicariously

% The text allows Leontes’ final speech to be plagecordingly. Leontes could pause at line 146f amiting for a
physical or gestural reply from Paulina and Camilmbarrassed that it is not forthcoming, he quyickders, ‘Let's
from this place’, only to encounter more causedimcomfort as Hermione shrinks from Polixenes, ‘{?himok
upon my brother’ (V. 3. 14647).

%9 Amy Louise EricksonyWomen and Property in Early Modern Englafi®ndon: Routledge, 1993), p. 196.

“°The Law’s Resolutions in Klein, p. 47.

“1 Morris Palmer Tilley,A Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sedth and Seventeenth Centuries: A
Collection of the Proverbs Found in English Litena and the Dictionaries of the Perigdnn Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1950), p. 722a, entry W340.

2 V/ivien Brodsky, ‘Widows in Late Elizabethan LondofRemarriage, Economic Opportunity and Family
Orientations,” inThe World We Have Gained: Histories of Populationd é5ocial Structureed. Lloyd Bonfield,
Richard M. Smith, and Keith Wrightson (Oxford: Bkaeell, 1986), pp. 12254 (p. 123). Also see Barbara Todd,
‘The Remarrying Widow: A Stereotype Reconsider@d\Women in English Society 15€I80Q ed. by Mary Prior

(London: Methuen, 1985), pp.-5@2 (p. 69).
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through her son, dominated his life, fostered hiswess and fatal inflexibility, and gained
esteem through him, she becomes Rome’s saviouelbyedng him to death (V. 3. 185-89). The
downside is less obvious WllI's Well That Ends Welbut, reading against the grain perhaps, |
argue that the play’s two well-intentioned widowadthers do their children far more harm than
good. Aside from the works of psychoanalyticallyeated critics, little has been written about
the Countess, Shakespeare’s addition to his soather than praise for her graciousness and
gravity. The best known comment on the CountesstiisBernard Shaw's; hers is ‘the most
beautiful old woman'’s part ever writtef?.Yet the play’s very first line, revealing the ptau
nature of the Countess’s fidelity to her dead hodpgives us pause: ‘In delivering my son from
me, | bury a second husband’ (I. 1. 1). Blurring 8eparate identities of husband and son, she
implies through the obvious reluctance with whitte dets Bertram leave Rossillion that she is
losing a husband surrogdfeAt the same time, knowing herself old and wishirgself young—
‘To be young again, if we could’ (Il. 2. 37) —shkis her identity with Helena’s. Having raised
Helena and formed her character far more succhsghdn she has Bertram’s, the Countess
unconsciously sees herself in the receptive cHildeo own sex. With Helena’'s father dead, the
Countess’s attachment grows more intense; sheistepbe role of Helena’s mother as if retreating
into a Lacanian Imaginary in which distinctions vieeén mother and child are erased. Taking
Helena’s part against Bertram, she becomes Hé%dnahis sense, she herself may marry Bertram
while fulfilling her chief family obligation: to esure the continuance of the Rossillion line. A
passive abettor of Helena’s suit, the Countessrtimless plays a part in Bertram’s unwelcome
marriage. Publicly disgraced by his own lies, Bertris trapped by the fulfilment of the impossible
conditions he set for Helena, trapped in his m&hdream. How he feels is indicated by his

response to Helena’'s question: ‘Will you be minevnmu are doubly won?’ He replies not to

43 George Bernard Sha@ur Theatres in the Ninetiésondon: Constable, 1932), |, 30.

4 W. Speed Hill describes the Countess as ‘oneasedb him [Bertram] that he has supplied for her place of
her own absent husband’. He further suggests thetuse Helena is the Countess’s adoptive daugbeetram
‘wants—and fears—that transposed intimacy [with his mother] in equeasure’; ‘Marriage as Destiny: An Essay

on All's Well That Ends Well’, English Literary Rensésice 5 (1975), 34459 (p.351, p. 355). Richard P. Wheeler
speaks of Bertram's need to ‘win a woman he calatesdrom his unconscious dread of incest’; ‘Maggaand
Manhood inAll's Well That Ends WellBucknell Review?1.1 (1973), 10324 (p. 116).

% See Ruth Nevo, ‘Motive and Meaning ill's Well That Ends Well''Fanned and Winnowed Opinions’:
Shakespearean Essays Presented to Harold Jeréthsby John W. Mahon and Thomas A. Pendleton daon
Methuen, 1987), p. 33; she cites Otto Rank and ldorhiolland as having earlier identified the cousigeanconscious
motives. The transference has also been enactethge. J. L. Styan writes, ‘With “Why, Helen, thshalt have my
leave and love” the Countess gives her such aitjeasd embrace as to suggest that she is actediling her own
story’; All's Well That Ends Well. Shakespeare in Perforcedllanchester: Manchester University Press, 1984)3.p.
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Helena but to the King, and he uses the condititihadhe, my liege, can make me know this clearly
| I'll love her dearly, ever, ever dearly’ (V. 308-10, my emphasis). His squirming suggests that,
despite the evidence of the rings and her bellystitiehopes that she will not be able to prove her
assertions. Is Helena ever likely to seem lovetbla very young man of shallow affections and

unresolved tensions over his mother/wife/siéfer?

Though no countess, Widow Capilet is also giftéith \@n impressive lineage, being ‘derived
from the ancient Capilet’ (V. 3. 158), one of theaj families of Italy’’ But since her ‘estate be
fal’'n’ (lll. 7. 4), she needs a generous dowry foiana if the girl is to make an advantageous
marriage. This mother's motives are not buried witier unconscious but are blatantly pecuniary.
Suspecting that Helena is Bertram’s wife, Widow i&apnitiates the ‘sale’ of Diana: “This young
maid might do her [Bertram’s wife] a shrewd turslike pleas’d’ (lll. 5. 67-68). Helena understands,
and two scenes later offers three thousand cromwaddition to the gold she has already given the
Widow, buying the Widow’s consent to an encourewhich Diana is to ‘buy’ Bertram’s ring by
falsely promising to sleep with him; or conversdlyana must promise to sell herself to Bertram.
Within a hierarchical society in which beauty cdnites to the vulnerability of the poor, to protect
Diana from seduction the Widow must contribute & taughter's psychological scarring: ‘My
mother told me just how he would woo | As if sheisa heart. She says all men | Have the like
oaths’ (IV. 2. 69—71). The cautions of an eldenhgke parent burdened by economic responsibilities
and by a minatory double standard of morality, HadeDiana to universalize Bertram. Filled with
mistrust of men, she decides, ‘Marry that willjMel and die a maid’ (IV. 2. 74). She is no more
likely to change her mind than is Bertram, her epee of him in France having revealed an even
darker vision of the prerogatives of male desim @sregard than she had seen in Italy. Even when
the King offers to pay her dowry, Diana remainergif® The bedtrick that assures the continuance
of the Countess’s line becomes all the more prosienby reason of its unexpected toll on the

Capilet’s.

6 Ann Blake asserts that althougl's Well is Shakespeare’s ‘only play concerned with adtfisdrepancies in rank
in a serious affective relationship,’ for all buefam, that discrepancy becomes irrelevant. Byetigk of the play,

the discrepancy that destroys the possibility ofmaoce is his lack of desire for her; ‘Breaking Raink

Shakespearean Marriage Plots’, $thakespeare Matters: History, Teaching Performaresk, by Lloyd Davis

(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2003),203 (p. 113).

47 Bertram’s companions in Florence, the two Frenctld, refer to Diana as ‘a young gentlewoman’ @V13), and

apparently think his seduction of her all the moe@ous because of her birth.
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Would things have gone better for Bertram and Di&waa the child-focused widows
remarried? —a question not to be asked. Mkt Well does allow spectators to reflect on whether
celibacy is necessarily the ultimate good thatlmtpees and their literary advocates would have had
widows believe. We may also observe that Paulinaluinia, and the Countess reflect how
financial sufficiency enabled celibacy among wealEnglish women, and that Mistress Quickly
reflects how financial inadequacy deterred celibaoyong entrepreneurs. (Granted old Widow
Capilet remains celibate, but the financial congitiens that lead her to put her desirable daughter
reputation at risk can be seen as a displacemBnbad generalizations about Shakespeare
reinforcing or undermining the celibate imperat@@mittedly risk warping individual plays;
moreover, Shakespeare’s conscious concern waswgtretelling a story, not with critiquing a
discourse of widowhood. Even so, the plays | haxamened intimate that the exaltation of
celibacy falls short. Unlike the ideologues who dmblly sexualized a behaviour to a considerable
extent contingent on material factors, Shakespeatderly widows gently interrogate the paradigm
of the faithful ‘relic’ of her deceased husbandovathieves happiness for herself and others as she

freely chooses the single state in a social, palitand economic vacuum.

8 1n an insightful Lacanian reading, Susan Snydebtowhether Helena's desire is ever fulfilled drather Diana
marries; “The King’'s Not Here”: Displacement an@ferral inAll's Well That Ends Well,” Shakespeare Quarterly

43.1 (1992), 2632 (pp. 29-30).
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