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Laxton’s joke is revealing for it maintains the hermaphrodite as sexual monster
while recuperating the gender binary of male and female. Randolph Trumbach
poinis out that in the seventeenth century the paradigm that related sex to
gender was “three biological sexes — man, woman, and hermaphrodite” —
but only two genders, male and female.® His point is reiterated by Stephen
Greenblatt who notes in his discussion of Jacques Duval in Shakespearean
Negotiations that the sexual prodigy reaffirms the “normal”:

Discourse on hermaphroditism and discourse on normal sexuality and
childbirth do not conflict for Duval; on the contrary, they are the same
discourse, for the knowledge that enables one (o understand the monstrous
conjuction in one individual of the male and female sexes is the identical
knowledge that enables one to understand the normal experience of sexual
pleasure and the generation of healthy offspring.”!

Ultimately, the monster is a social outcast with no gender identity of its own
~—readable only in terms “normal,” the hermaphrodite is at best an unfortunate
abnormality. Historically, the sexual abnormality was also normalized so-
cially. The courts assigned a gender, either male or female, to the hermaphro-
dite “according to the preponderance of the sexual organs.”?

The term monster then serves as insult, but cannot function as gender
identifier in this play, because it disallows the possibility of positive transfer-
ence from the literal to the metaphoric —~ from essentializing genitalia and/or
sexual intercourse to symbolizing gender indeterminancy as a self-fashioned
construct. If Moll is not a literal hermaphrodite, and the play’s conclusion
shows Sir Alexander apologizing for misreading Moll, then her hermaphro-
ditic costume indicates something else — either a transgressive desire or a
transcendent symbol. Like her insistence that she is different from other
women, this something else is not easily understood by the “normal” charac-
ters in the play. Greenblatt may be correct in his claims that the real monster
in early modern Europe serves to reinscribe the normal person; however, the
self-fashioned monster depends on an aesthetics of perversion or transcend-
ence that remains inexplicable to the normal person.

Dekker and Middleton choose the aesthetics of transcendence and depend
on the other significant cultural identity of the hermaphrodite in Renaissance
Europe — the neoplatonic ideal of bisexual oneness that intellectualizes
hermaphroditic self-sufficiency -— for a positive reading of their sexually
ambiguous character. Edgar Wind comments on the pervasiveness of the ideal:
“Among French humanists of the sixteenth century L’androgyne de Platon
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became so acceptable an image for the universal man that a painter could apply
it without impropriety to Francis I” (213-14).2* This ideal is also the “faire
Hermaphrodite”™ of Spenser’s Fairie Queene (3.12.46a). Consider Spenser’s
bisexual Venus in Book IV:*

The cause why she was couered with a vele,
Was hard to know, for that her Priests the same
From peoples knowledge labour’d to concele.
But sooth it was not sure for womanish shame,
Nor any blemish, which the worke mote blame;
But for, they say, she had both kinds in one,
Both male and female, both vnder one name:
She syre and mother in herself alone,
Begets and eke conceiues, ne needeth other none.
(4.1041)%

Although Spenser specifies that Venus’s veil covers both kinds of sexual
organs, in actuality he removes sexuality from his Venus. Self-sufficient, she
is socially asexual. Renaissance Platonists intellectualized Venus in other
combined forms. Clearly, the Hermes-Aphrodite union produces
Hermaphroditus, who during the Renaissance can be elaborated either through
the Ovidian portrayal as physical monster, or through one of the alternate
portrayals as symbol of harmony.* In addition, the armed Venus who takes on
the guise and the role of her opposite, Diana, also finds considerable play in
Spenser and in the cult of Elizabeth, both before and after the queen’s death.
One of the most powerful elaborations of that cult reveals the manly female,
the armed queen at Tilbury, a sixteenth-century Venus Armata. Even though
the most famous picture celebrating Queen Elizabeth as heroic virago is a
Stuart creation by Thomas Cecil (1625), poets and ballad-makers from 15838
on record the queen visiting her troops and equipped with the accoutrements
of war.”” A 1603 engraving by Crispin Van de Passe after a portrait by Issac
Oliver, uses as gloss a pun on Virgil’s description of the Venus/Diana figure
from the Aeneid: “Virginis os habitumque geris, divina virago.”* I am not
suggesting that Dekker and Middleton turned a notorious underworld figure
into a goddess or an allegorical queen of England. WhatIam suggesting is that
they used a pervasive intellectual symbol — the hermaphroditic ideal® — to
avoid socio-sexual issues that could not be resolved positively and without
irony in terms of city comedy and had no place in romantic comedy. And
because a positive cultural reading of the heroic virago existed in conternpo-
rary literature and political ideology through the poetic elaboration of mytho-
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logical figures, Moll's cross-dressing could be normalized into the outward
sign of a noble and courageous spirit. Thus, Moll’s hermaphroditic costume
becomes the symbol of transcendence.

In the prologue to the printed version, Middleton begins the mythic
reconstruction of Moll Cutpurse. He confesses that this play avoids issues not
suited for a “modest assembly” -~ that the play consciously transforms the
social and sexual transgressiveness of the actual Moll into other terms:

worse things Imust needs confesse the world ha’s taxt her for, then has beene
written of her; but "tis the excellency of a Writer to leaue things better than
he finds ‘em . . .. we rather wish in such discoueries, where reputation lies
bleeding, a slackenesse of truth, then fulnesse of slander.

(“To the Comick Play-readers,” 11.18-28)

He also supplies the mythological premise for those other terms, the hermaph-
roditic neo-platonic third term: “Venus being a wornan passes through the play
in doublet and breeches” (11.13-14). This hermaphroditically costumed
Venus is reminiscent of Spenser’s bisexual Venus who “needeth other none.”
We learn from Moll herself that she is “man enough for a woman” and likes
“to Iye aboth sides ath bed [her]self.” The character’s own terms of sexuality
are terms of self-sufficiency. The woman Moll is man enough for is Moil; the
man Mollis woman enough for is also Moll. By sleeping alone, she lies on both
sides of the bed, and “needeth other none.”

The Prologus continues the introduction of Moll as transcendent by
contrasting her with other roaring girls in and around London: “None of these
Roaring Girles is ours; shee flies / With wings more lofty” (1l. 25-26). And,
throughout the play, references to Moll’s bravery, courage and noble spirit are
defined interms of her costume. Trapdoor tells Sir Alexander, for instance, that
Moll will visit his son in “a shirt of male™ (3.3.18 and 20), punning of course
on her man’s apparel as armor. And in his very next line, he alludes to Virgil’s
Venus Armata, the Venus in breeches who assumes the guise of Diana, when
he refers to her as the Moon — the most commonplace symbol of Diana. At
other times, the cross-dressed Moll is called “braue Captaine male and female”
(3.3.170), is compared to a soldier (2.1), is complimented for her “heroicke
spirit and masculine womanhood” (2.1.32). All of these references, despite
their comic context, depend on the “divine virago” subtext.?'

Moll’s character depends on other intellectual and mythological combi-
nations that Renaissance writers manipulated in their attempts to define the
unusual, both real and ideal. As a Cutpurse by reputation, Moll herself brings
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up the connection to Mercury when describing another of that tribe who uses
a2 wand or walking stick to lift rings from a goldsmith’s stall. She call his stick
a caduceus, the symbol of Mercury, god of thieves, father of Hermaphroditus,
and companion to Venus. Mercury as god of thieves is such a commonplace
that for many Moll’s reference to the caduceus operates as a synecdoche.
Moreover, the combination of Venus and Mercury as astrological influences
on the character of a female underworld figure is readily apparent. The
biographer of the actual Moll, writing shortly after her death, admits that he
does not know the month of her birth; nonetheless, he proceeds with confi-
dence to outline her horoscope as “Mercury in conjunction with, or rather in
the house of Venus at her Nativity™:

This Planet Mercury you must know . .. is of a Thievish, Cheating, Deceittul
Influence. . . . For the other of Venus, most Men and Women know without
teaching what are her properties. She hath dominion over all Whores, Bauds,
Pimps, &c. and joined with Mercury over all Trapanners and Hectors.”

The astrological reading — Renaissance substitute for sociology and
psychology — seems ready-made to explain the actual Moll Cutpurse; but
Delkker and Middleton’s Moll Cutpurse demands a less transgressive inscrip-
tion. From Mercury/Hermes she seems to inherit eloquence, craftiness without
deceitfulness, and musical ability. And, just as she was recreated as a chaste
Venus/Aphrodite in her heroic championing of women against Laxton, so her
character inverts the negative aspects of Mercury: Hermes traded his lute for
the caduceus; the stage Moll retains her viol while the thief carries the
caduceus. And rather than the conjunction of Mercury and Venus constructing
Moll negatively as an entrapper of innocents or a bully, the same qualities are
reinscribed positively, so that she recognizes and exposes the thief and the
blusterer. It must be emphasized, however, that she accomplishes these good
deeds because she is the child of Venus and Mercury. She entraps the entrapper
and bullies the bully. So she trips up the braggart Trapdoor, and later entraps him
into exposing himself as a counterfeit, just as she entraps the cutpurse in her midst.
In dramatic terms, the trickster of city comedy acquires an ethical dimension.

At every opportunity, the playwrights displace the negative social read-
ings of Moll and replace them with the positive ideal. By privileging the
intellectual reading of Moll as symbolic hermaphroditic ideal over the social/
sexual readings of Moll as whore or monster, the playwrights deemphasize
questions of sexuality. As Middleton insisted in the Preface, it is the “excel-
lency of the writer to leave things better than he finds ‘em,” and where he and



16/ Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme

Dekker found Moll’s character defined in terms of sexual binaries — male or
female, normal or monster — they left the transcendent synthesis.

But this identity of Moll remains only one of several. It is in the interplay
of all these identities that the character Moll is socially rehabilitated for an
audience already familiar with the actual Moll through her scandalous reputa-
tion. Yet the rehabilitation is in itself complicated and problematic, and
Middleton calls attention to its incompleteness or insufficiency in the epilogue,
knowing that the character “Cannot pay full [the audience’s] expectation”
(1.34). Perhaps as Dawson argues, by leaving questions of gender unresolved,
the playwrights demonstrate their “awareness that theatrical images are a
matter of exchange and that what is evoked in the theater is a fluctuating,
unstable currency.” Perhaps the several readings reveal instead the problems
of combining the genres of city comedy and romantic comedy, and unlike Ben
Jonson’s Epicoene, taking both of them seriously, What is clear by the end of
the play is that Moll is not threatening to the culture -- that, when she has the
most power, she uses it to support conventional social values, not to disrupt
them. Should we read this as a plea for greater social tolerance, or as an
avoidance of confronting issues of social difference, or as another instance of
dominance containing its opposition? In one sense, by making Moll transcend-
ent the playwrights have begged the question: the character does not need or
desire incorporation into a society that she herself terms the baser world; nor
can she transgress against a society she is above. Like the monster hermaph-
rodite who is reinscibed in terms of the male and female gender binary and, by
becoming socially normalized, loses hisfher identity as a third sex, the
metaphoric hermaphrodite Moll Cutpurse loses her social identity as a third
gender by becoming intellectualized into the ideal synthesis.

Ultimately, the characterization of Moll Cutpurse in The Roaring Girl
may do more to conceal the actual Moll than it does to reveal her. However,
the actual Moll, as the playwrights promised, appeared on stage at the Fortune
following a performance of The Roaring Girl and provided one inore reading
of the character by serving as visual comparison and verbal commentary. She
appeared cross-dressed, “in mans apparell & in her boote & wth a sword by her
side,” and she usurped the male actors’ prerogative by performing for the
audience. Again, the London Correction Book captures the impropriety: “And
[she] sat there vppon the stage in the publique viewe of all the people there
plrese]nte in mans apparell & playd vppon her lute & sange a songe.” Even more
scandalous was her unrehearsed behavior; she made “imodest & lascivious
speaches” and invited those curious and prurient in the audience to her lodgings
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where, she promised, she would expose herself to prove her female sexnality >
The actions of the real Moll Cutpurse reject her fictional rehabilitation as
either a supporter of conventional societal values or as a non-threatening
androgynous ideal. By offering to prove her sex as female, she, like those who
call her monster, again essentializes genitalia, but she forces the audience to
juxtapose her normal sex organs with her “abnormal,” transgressive appear-
ance and behavior. The real Moll recuperates transgression as social signifier
and uses it to define her gender identity. Dekker and Middleton may have
intended to advocate an increased social liberality when they chose to depict
Moll as hero in their play; but, if they did, they mistakenly assumed that the
marginalized would want to be incorporated into the center. The real Moll
accentuates her marginal status and uses it instead to decenter society. Society,
of course, retaliated, and Moll was sent to serve a short sentence in Bridewell.
But we know the story of her actions because she repeated the transgression —
appearing about three-quarters of a year later at St. Paul’s with her “petticoate
tucked vp . . . in the fashion of a man.” Arrested again, Moll’s actions reveal
the real significance of the transvestite/hermaphroditic costume — to disrupt
society and to challenge its categories, and, by so doing, to offer itself as a
transgressive aesthetic that creates the terms by which it must be read.

University of New Orleans
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