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Introduction 

  Oh, were you of our faith, I’d swear great Mullisheg 
  To be a god on earth. 
  ---Thomas Heywood, The Fair Maid of the West (P2.5.2.118-119) 

 

Diplomacy makes strange bed-fellows. As the Virgin Queen took the helm of England’s 

domestic and foreign policy, her encounter with the infidel was inevitable and 

unavoidable. The infidel Saracen of Medieval times is now reincarnated in the form of 

the Turk and Moor, and the sheer hostility was replaced with a sense of ambivalence 

towards them, a love-hate relationship that welcomed a political and military union 

against a hostile Spain:  

. . . the English attitude toward the Ottoman threat was not simply and 
universally one of fear and loathing. As long as the Turkish expansion 
was at the expense of Roman Catholic power, it was not, from the 
Protestant point of view, an altogether negative phenomenon. The Turks 
were often seen by the Protestants as a scourge sent by God to punish 
Roman papal pride, and some Protestant writers expressed a hope that 
the rival powers of pope and sultan would annihilate each other, leaving 
a power vacuum that might be filled by an expansion of Protestant 
Reformation.1  

 

And, in matters of religion, there was always room for negotiations to find common 

ground. Indeed, it was rumored that Elizabeth “made advances to the Porte2 on the 

ground that she and the Great Turk were alike enemies of idolaters.”3 That their queen 

was declaring to be “semi-Musselman,” to use Barton’s expression, may not have sat 

well with either her subjects or her enemies, but it certainly did with the Turks: 

To such an extent were the Turks persuaded of the similarity between 
Protestantism and Islam that if we are to believe a contemporary report, 
addressed to the emperor, Sinan Pacha told the Roman ambassador that 

                                                 
1 Daniel J Vitkus, Three Turk Plays from Early Modern England (New York: Columbia UP, 2000)7; see 
also Kenneth M Setton, “Lutheranism and the Turkish Peril,” Balkan Studies 3.1 (1962): 151. 
 
2 Also known as “Sublime Porte,” which was a name for the Ottoman court; it was in reference to the 
high palace gate at which justice was administered.  
 
3 Samuel C. Chew, The Crescent and the Rose: Islam and England During the Renaissance (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1937) 104. 
 



   2 

 

to be good Mussulmans all that was wanting to the English was that they 
should raise a finger and pronounce the Eshed or confession of faith.4 

Elizabeth, like many leaders of many nascent European empires at the time, was 

involved in “. . . negotiation, compromise, ingenuity, diplomacy, bargaining, and 

ingratiating ambassadors (often bearing comically unwieldy gifts as tribute),” 5  to 

survive and flourish in the midst of a raging and expansionist Ottoman Empire.6  She 

had solicited Ottoman favor by presenting Sultan Mahomet III with an elaborate organ 7 

and by sending a letter to Sultan Murad III arguing the benefit of good “so that by 

mutual traffique, the East may be joined and knit with the West.”8 Her military 

involvement in the crisis in Barbary was also a hot topic, as was her welcoming and 

accommodating the Moroccan ambassador to London in 1600.  

Less mentioned correspondences with the Ottomans were those between 

Elizabeth and the Sultan Valide, the Venetian Safiye.  Barton claims that “Elizabeth 

herself assisted to maintain a good understanding by entering into a correspondence 

with the Sultan Valide.”9 No opportunity for diplomacy was to be wasted. The nature of 

the correspondence between the two women may be discerned through the translation of 

a letter from Safiye to Elizabeth:  

                                                 
4 Edward Barton, and Edwin Pears, “The Spanish Armada and the Ottoman Porte,” The English 
Historical Review 8.31 (1893) 439-466. 
 
5Mohja Kahf, Western Representation of Muslim Women: From Termagant to Odalisque (Austin: U of 
Texas P, 1999) 57. 
 
6 There was no question that the Islamic Empire of the Ottomans, the Barbary state of North Africa, and 
the Moghuls in India were powerful states of varying degrees, and England found itself, like the rest of 
Europe, forced to acknowledge their sovereignty and integrity. For Moghuls on the English stage in 1676, 
see John Dryden, Aurengzebe ed. Frederick M. Link (Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1993) 
 
7 Thomas Dallam, John Covel, and James Theodore Bent, “The Diary of Master Thomas Dallam” Early 
Voyages and Travels in the Levant Ed. J. Theodore Bent, F.S.A., F.R.G.S. (London, 1893) 4-6.Thomas 
Dallam, a herald of Queen Elizabeth, wrote a diary of more than one hundred pages during his one-year 
journey in the East, in which he mentions carrying a letter and an organ (a gift from the Queen) to Sultan 
Mahomet III.    
 
8 Thomas Burton, Traffic and Turning (Newark: U of Delaware P, 2005) 18. 
 
9 Barton 465. 
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This present letter is written to the most gracious and most glorious, the 
wisest among women, and chosen among those which triumph under the 
standard of Jesus Christ, the most mighty and most rich governor, and 
most rare among womankinde in the world, the most gracious Queene of 
England, which follow the steps of the virgine Mary, whose end be 
prosperous and perfect, according to your hearts desire. I send your 
Majesty so honorable and sweet a salutation of peace, that all the flocke 
of Nightingales with their melody cannot attaine to the like, much lesse 
this simple letter of mine. The singular loue which we haue concerned 
one toward the other is like to a garden of pleasant birds: and the Lord 
God vouchsafe to saue and keepe you, and send your Majesty a happy 
end both in this world and in the world to come. After the arriual of your 
honovrable presents from the Court of your Majesty, your Highnesse 
shall vnderstand that they came in such a season that euery minute 
minstred occasion of long consolation by reason of the coming of your 
Majesties Ambassador to the triumphant Court of the Emperor, to our so 
great contentment as we could possibly wish, who brought a letter from 
your Majesty, which with great honour was presented vnto vs by our 
eunuks, the paper whereof did smell most fragrantly of contents whereof 
we haue heard very attentiuely from point to point. I thinkt it therefore 
expedient, that according to our mutual affection, in anything whatsoeuer 
may concerne the countreys which are subject to your Majesty, I neuer 
faile, hauing information given vnto me, in whatsoeuer occasion shall be 
ministred, to gratifie your Majesty to my power in any reasonable and 
conuenient matter, that all your subiects businesses and affaires may 
haue a wished and happy end. For I will always be a sollicitour to the 
most mighty Emperour for your Maiesties affaires, that your Maiesty at 
all times may be fully satisfied. Peace be to your Maiesty, and to all such 
as follow rightly the way of God; Written the first day of the Moone of 
Rabie Liuoll in the yere of the Prophet, 1002.10 

As an intermediary agent between Elizabeth and the Sultan, Safiye asserts women’s 

sovereign power as the basis for sixteenth-century Anglo-Ottoman relations.  In the 

process, Safiye and Elizabeth exchanged many gifts,11 which  

short-circuit[ed] the patriarchal symbolic system that casts women as 
objects and men as agents of exchange. . . Womanliness, exercised by 
women as agents rather than imposed on them as objects of exchange, 

                                                 
10 Barton 465. 
 
11 For a list of all the gifts exchanged between the two women see Bernadette Andrea, Women and Islam 
in Early Modern English Literature (New York: Cambridge UP, 2007) 28. 
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thus becomes the means to establish political and economic bonds across 
cultures.12  

 

It seems relevant, at this point, to ask what a sixteenth-and seventeenth-century 

Turk and Moor play would be without a woman character after all. More importantly, 

would any discussion of such plays be complete without the discussion of its women? 

In English national thought and memory, Elizabeth was the first Englishwoman to 

initiatiate the first official contact with the Turkish Seraglio during the reign of Murad 

III.  As J. Bent states, “Until the reign of Amurath III the English had been altogether 

strangers to Turkey,”13 and it is equally true that if not for the Virgin Queen no Anglo-

Muslim relations would have occurred in the first place. Her diplomatic ventures with 

the Ottomans and Moors were intimate and must have, consciously or unconsciously, 

influenced the crafting of any early modern plays with Islamic themes, characters and 

settings. Equally influential was Elizabeth’s correspondence with the women of the 

Sultanate, and their growing comaraderie as women who were ready to manipulate 

gender and cultural norms for politlcal gains.   

As Anglo-Muslim diplomatic relations gained momentum during Elizabeth’s 

reign, the staging of plays with Islamic themes, settings and characters did as well. To 

English theatergoers, the Turks and Moors they witnessed on stage were not simply 

“fantasies about fictional demons lurking at the edges of the civilized world,” but rather 

representations of real contact with Muslims in Ottoman Turkey, North Africa and the 

Mediterranean. From the period between 1579 and 1624, Turks and Moors became a 

staple on the English stage, replacing the Saracens of the medieval epic poem with 

plays featuring the new “bogey[s].”14 The public battle-scenes of medieval literature 

had moved indoors, within the walls of Ottoman and Moorish palaces and harems. But, 

to a great degree, the popular theatrical impression of the followers of Islam is carried 

over from the past, in plays such as: Thomas Kyd’s  The Spanish Tragedy (1592) and 

                                                 
12 Andrea 28-29. 
 
13 James T Bent, Early Voyages and Travels in the Levant (London, 1893) 7. 
 
14 Vitkus, Three Turk plays 3. 
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Soliman and Perseda (1590);  Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, Parts I and II (1587-

88) and the Jew of Malta (1588); George Peele’s Battle of Alcazar (1588) The Famous 

History of the Life and Death of Captain Thomas Stukeley (1596); Robert Greene’s 

Alphonso, King of Aragorn (1588), Orlando Furioso (1589) and Selimus (1594); Fulke 

Greville’s Mustapha (1594); Thomas Dekker’s Lust’s Dominion (1600); Thomas 

Heywood’s The Fair Maid of the West, Parts I and II (1602-1630); Robert Daborne’s 

Christian Turned Turk (1612); Thomas Goffe’s The Courageous Turk (1618) and The 

Raging Turk (1618); John Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta (1618); Thomas Middleton 

and William Rowley’s All’s Lost by Lust (1620); and Philip Massinger’s The Renegado 

(1630).15 According to Chew, these plays, among other popular literature on the 

Muslims, are the gauge through which we can measure English awareness and 

sentiments of their Muslim counterparts: 

Englishmen [and women] of average education and intelligence had in 
mind the conquests of Tamburlaine and his humiliation of Sultan 
Bajazet; the heroic resistance of Scanderberg; the fall of Constantinople 
and the ruthless cruelty of Mahomet the Conqueror; the alternately 
advancing and retreating tides of Turkish forces in the Balkans and the 
Danube country (the aggressions and recessions confusedly 
remembered); . . .  the repulse of the Turks from Malta; . . . the growth of 
piracy in the Barbary states; the hostility of the Turks and Persians; 
England’s establishment of diplomatic commercial relations with the 
Porte; and the grim fact that largely because of the rivalries of the 
Christian states no definite and decisive barrier had yet been set up 
against Islam.16 

 

It is true that, for the most part, Elizabethan and early Stuart representations of the 

Ottoman Turk and the Moor conformed to their traits of the past as cruel, lusty, 

Sansfoy-like, treacherous, evil, fierce, and satanic infidel villains whose military 

successes were “God’s scourge” to punish Christian dissension—which, by the way, are 

characterizations that applied to Turkish and Moorish women as well.  Yet, during this 

                                                 
15 Based on Chew’s survey, there are approximately 71 plays containing some representation of Islamic 
themes, settings and characters. See also Alfred Harbage, Annals of English Drama (London: Menthuen, 
1970) for a more complete list of plays, including lost plays, with similar themes, characters and settings.  
 
16 Chew 103-104. 
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time we also encounter an occasional temperate, dignified, virtuous, courageous, 

helpless and/or beautiful character whose soul is redeemable (through conversion).   

These characters are, exclusively, the women of the early modern Turk and 

Moor plays, which will be the focus of this dissertation. The dissertation will attempt to 

answer a number of questions regarding the representations of these women in twelve 

non-canonical, male-authored Turk and Moor plays. Some of the concerns include 

whether the representation of the Muslim women in the plays share a single, standard, 

homogenous, and uniform characterization, as do their male co-religionists. Do their 

characterizations reflect developments in the gender discourse of English women, such 

as Queen Elizabeth, or that of Muslim women? Do their characterizations shift 

according to specific sociopolitical moments in sixteenth-and seventeenth-century 

England in the domestic and international scene? And finally, are they products of 

specific moments and developments in Anglo-Muslim encounters?  

There is a dearth of scholarship on early modern representations of Muslim 

women on the English stage.  Among the few examples of this scholarship are the 

works of Nabil I. Matar, Bernadette Andrea, and Galina Yermolenko. Nabil I. Matar, in 

“The Representation of Muslim Women in Renaissance England,”17  discusses the 

effect that the accounts of Muslim women had on British writers and travelers engaged 

in debates about the status of women in England. According to Matar, at a time when 

“Some women had been leaving the domesticity of their homes to become male-like 

figures in their autonomy and demeanor, while others were attacking in pamphlets male 

chauvinism and defending the status of women,”18 Muslim women’s lack of liberties, 

their obedience and fidelity to their husbands, was looked upon favorably. The aim was, 

according to Matar, to justify the legitimacy of female subordination.  His article looks 

briefly into Massinger’s Donusa in The Renegado, but he is predominantly interested in 

exploring English representations of Muslim women in accounts by writers and 

travelers into Ottoman lands, and not in the genre which memorializes them, the plays.  

                                                 
17 Nabil I. Matar, “The Representation of Muslim Women in Renaissance England,” The Muslim World 
86.1 (1996): 50-61.  
 
18 Matar “Representations,” 144. 
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Bernadette Andrea’s19 innovative study in Women and Islam in Early Modern 

English Literature focuses on the contributions of English and Ottoman women 

correspondence and travelogues to early modern cultural awareness of the Islamic 

world. Of concern is the first chapter, entitled “Early modern queens and Anglo-

Ottoman trade,” in which she provides a detailed account of the correspondence 

between Elizabeth and Safiye. It marked a point of heightened political power for 

women in the Ottoman Empire. Her study takes a detailed account of actual letters and 

exchange of gifts between the Queen and Safiye as they appear in Richard Hakluyt and 

other early modern historical sources. Roxolana, as she appears in Richard Knolles and 

in charterizations of other travelers of the time, is also given mention in the study.20  

Andrea’s study advances our understanding of how women negotiated conflicting 

discourses of gender, orientalism, and imperialism at a time when the Ottoman Empire 

was powerful and England was a marginal nation with humble global influence. The 

study does not examine the representations of women in early modern plays that linked 

Islamic themes to concerns about women’s sovereignty, although she mentions some of 

the plays in this dissertation.  

The only literary critic to examine Ottoman women’s sovereignty through 

western representations in European history, literature and culture is Galina 

Yermolenko. She is solely interested in Roxolana, and has recently edited a collection 

of scholarly essays entitled Roxolana in European History, Literature, and Culture.21 

Her book Roxolana: From Slave to Legend, is still in the works. Yermolenko asserts 

that the early modern western image of Roxolana was inspired by the Ottoman view of 

Hurrem, as it was transmitted to Europe by western travelers and diplomats. She 

contends that the image of Roxolana evolved and shifted with the developments in 

gender discourse of both English and Ottoman women. I agree with Yermolenko, and I 

map the evolution of Roxolana’s image from her first appearance on the English stage, 

                                                 
19 Bernadette Andrea, Women and Islam in Early Modern English Literature (New York: Cambridge UP, 
2007) 
 
20 Richard Hakluyt, Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation 
(London, 1598-1600). 
 
21 This collection is forthcoming.  
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in Fulke Greville’s Mustapha as a ruthless schemer and opportunist, all the way to the 

quintessential sultana in the latter part of the seventeenth century in plays such as Sir 

William Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes, and the Early of Orrery’s Mustapha.  

 With this project, I am joining the sparse literary and critical discussion on the 

representations of Muslim women on the early modern English stage. So far, the 

scholarship has been mainly through political, religious, historical and cultural artifacts. 

Such literary studies help us in a number of ways. They help us speculate on the 

playwright’s inspiration for the representations of these women as expressed in these 

plays. To contemplate whether the discourses that shape, and are shaped by specific 

historical moments influenced the appearance of Muslim women on stage and the roles 

they undertook. The studies also help us chart the terrain of Anglo-Muslim early 

modern historical relationships and encounters and the discourses that emerged as a 

result. Such information, if it coincides with the time of composition and/or 

performance of the plays, can shed light on the representations of the women in the 

plays but cannot supplant the plays themselves. Isolating and viewing the women 

outside of their dramatic context does not give them full life. It’s time to examine them 

in their most organic form.  

The first chapter of the dissertation, entitled “Overshadowed by Elizabeth,” is 

concerned with the uniformity in the image of the Muslim and non-Muslim women 

characters in four plays—Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, Marlowe’s Tamburlaine Part I, 

Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar  and Heywood’s The Fair Maid of the West Part I and II. 

Regardless of whether they are Muslim or non-Muslim, some of the women in these 

plays, in varying degrees, resemble Queen Elizabeth; and those who do not are her 

antitheses.  For instance, Bess’s perfection in physical stature and morals emphasizes 

Tota’s physical imperfections and degenerate morals in Heywood’s play, and 

Marlowe’s absolute monarch and heiress to the throne of Egypt, Zenocate,  emphasizes 

two-fold the limitations of women’s sovereignty, based on association, in Zabina. The 

first chapter also sheds light on national sentiments that emerged as a result of 

Elizabeth’s political and military involvement with the Muslims.   
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The sexual allure of Islam that perverted and converted, as it is expressed 

through the women of Islam on stage, is the subject of the second chapter, “Lust is a 

Definite Must.” After Elizabeth’s death, and just before and after the staging of the first 

early modern English conversion play in 1610,22 the Muslim menace hit very close to 

home in the form of piracy and forced conversion to Islam, also known as “turning 

Turk.” Although the Englishmen who took up piracy and turned Turk were rumored to 

have led prosperous lives, the loss of their irredeemable souls was much lamented. They 

had sunk lower than the Turks and Moors themselves by surrendering gleefully to the 

new erotic, irascible, and libidinous desires they acquired through mingling freely with 

the “loose women” of Tunis, Barbary, and Algiers:  

They sleep with the wives of the Moors, and when discovered, buy their 
way out of being shot; the penalty which others have to suffer without 
remission. In short, every kind of debauchery is allowed them: even that 
which is not tolerated among the Turks themselves.23 

 

These national anxieties over the result of English and Christian close commercial and 

cultural encounters were reenacted within a sexual context, with Turkish and Moorish 

“loose” women predators roaming the streets of Tunis and Malta lusting after European 

men.24 Such representations came at a time when the Barbary corsairs claimed an 

alarming number of English captives and converts to Islam. Playwrights attempted to 

quell heightened national anxiety by propagandizing against the allure of Islam through 

plays such as Daborne’s Christian Turned Turk and Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta.  

The third chapter, “The Conversion of Turkish Harem Women,” takes a sharp 

turn. The depictions of Turkish women in two plays are a far cry from the just 

previously demonized sexual creatures Agar, Voada, and Xanthia. All was not grim and 

horrid on the English stage. Hearts may have doubted that waves of captivity and 

conversion could be prevented, but the imagination of playwrights could transgress 

bitter reality. Relief on stage, although imaginary, came through the crafting of 

                                                 
22 Vitkus, Three Turk Plays 149. 
 
23 Vitkus, Three Turk Plays 33. 
 
24 This is a speculation on my part and will be discussed in detail in the second chapter of the dissertation 
through the discussion of Robert Daborne’s Christian Turned Turk.  
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conversion narratives of two virtuous female harem characters—Fletcher’s, Lucinda, in 

The Knight of Malta, and Massinger’s, Donusa, in The Renegado—whose inherent 

goodness,  although corrupted by a false religion that legitimizes their submission and 

victimization under an Islamic tyrant, is reversible. The chapter dwells on early modern 

English thought that saw harem women as oppressed slaves held against their will,  

subsequently waiting to be rescued and incorporated into Christian society through 

conversion.  The chapter also entertains the possible gender discourses that emerged as 

a result of the development of English women’s public roles that could have contributed 

to the positive models we see in the Turkish harem characters on stage.  

The dissertation concludes with the most controversial Turkish concubine ever 

to exist, Roxolana.  Her appeal to playwrights is noteworthy. In the time period under 

study, from 1594-1664, she appears in three early modern plays—Greville’s Mustapha 

(1594), William Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes (Parts I and II) and Earl of Orrery’s 

Mustapha (1664). The evolution of her image from an ambitious, shrewd and scheming 

intriguer who threatens the order of the monarch to the quintessential sultana, who takes 

on noble political roles, will be traced in the fourth chapter, entitled “Roxolana: the 

Most Popular Turkish Concubine on the English Stage.” Interestingly, early modern 

ideas of Muslim and English women flourish within new contexts in plays featuring 

Roxolana.  

It is my contention that without the discussion of the women in the Turk and 

Moor plays, a complete picture of the nature of Anglo-Muslim relations and encounters 

cannot be achieved—the less mentioned correspondences between Elziabeth and Safiye 

attest that women played an integral part in the politics of the time. And, on a lighter 

note, without a woman, an early modern Turk and Moor play would be, for the most 

part, another Selimus-like dull play on the ruthless dynastic struggles of a Turkish or 

Moorish regime, in which an Islamic tyrant faces a series of attempted coups d’états 

launched by his rebellious brothers or sons.   
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Chapter One 

Overshadowed by Elizabeth 

In scrutinizing the women characters of Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy (1592), 

Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the Great Part I (1587), George Peele’s The Battle 

of Alcazar (1589), and Thomas Heywood’s The Fair Maid of the West Part I and II 

(1602-1630), one expects to encounter female characters exhibiting unique 

characteristics that can be considered English representations of Muslim women in 

Renaissance England. 25 Rather in these four plays, most of the women—Muslim or not-

- were familiar, and could really be divided into two categories: Elizabeth-like, or not.  I 

say Elizabeth-like because it would be misleading to claim that the women in the former 

category are accurate replicas of Queen Elizabeth or her life. Nonetheless, these 

playwrights, to greater or lesser extents, created characters whose representations 

paralleled Elizabeth’s situation or even her temperament. It is no surprise, since she was 

the first English woman who took the initiative to make the first official contact with 

the Turkish Seraglio during the reign of Murad III. J. Bent states, “Until the reign of 

Amurath III the English had been altogether strangers to Turkey,”26 and inversely true is 

that if it weren’t for the Virgin Queen no Anglo-Muslim relations would have occurred 

in the first place.27  Even after her death, the effects of her efforts were to be seen in 

England. For instance, ‘The Company of Merchants of the Levant’ which was 

established in England as an immediate outcome of the correspondence between Queen 

Elizabeth and the Turkish Sultan Murad III. This company would become one of the 

vital contributors to the prosperity of England for the ensuing two and a half 

centuries.28  So, her connection with Anglo-Ottoman history is etched in early modern 

thought and memory and must have, consciously or unconsciously, influenced any early 

modern plays that dealt with Anglo-Muslim relations and encounters. Indeed, her 

                                                 
25 Louis Wann, “The Oriental in Elizabethan Drama,” Modern Philology 12.7(1915): 423-447. This 
article calls what I call early modern Turk and Moor plays “Oriental plays.”  
 
26 Bent 7. 
27 Bent, J. Theodore, Early Voyages and Travels in the Levant (London, 1893) 21. 
 
28 Bent 21. 
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association might have influenced or set a dramatic convention in the characterization 

of the women of the Turk and Moor plays written around her time, and thereafter.   If 

viewed as such, the close reading of the plays would also disclose the extent of her 

subjects’ knowledge of her political and military involvement with the Turks and 

Moors, sentiments towards such diplomatic ventures, and the public mood that 

permeated England as a result. By comparison, there are also women in the plays, who 

are exclusively Muslim, who do not exhibit Elizabeth-like characteristics but rather 

crude parallels thereof. They serve a number of functions in the play, as will be 

discussed, the most important being to exaggerate the perfection of the Virgin Queen’s 

beauty, status, and character.  

  

Kyd’s Bel-Imperia and Perseda:  what is life and what is performance? 

Arthur F. Kinney, in Renaissance Drama, points out the indecipherable 

difference between real life and dramatic performance: “…how perilously thin the line 

was between public performance and the culture that produced and saw it,”and suggests 

that sometimes there may have been no dividing line at all.29 This is indeed the case in 

Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy.30 From the 1570s onwards, scores of Renaissance 

scholars have immersed themselves in England’s fixation on the improbability of their 

Queen taking a husband, and what such a possibility meant to the future of the English 

monarchy. Elizabeth did not lack suitors, for she was sought after by national as well as 

international suitors—the latter a phenomenon that complicated and worried her 

subjects. How would the Queen’s acceptance of a foreign proposal impact England? In 

Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, the uncertainties of a nation’s future are played out 

through the figure of the unmarried heiress to the Spanish throne, Bel-Imperia, who 

resembles Elizabeth to a great degree. She is relentlessly wooed by Balthazar, the 

Portuguese prince, who wishes to cement a union between Spain and Portugal through 

marriage. But Bel-Imperia resists invasion through this union, and eradicates him 

through the enactment of a Turk play in which she plays Perseda, who also resembles 

                                                 
29 Arthur F. Kinney, Renaissance Drama (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, 2002) 51. 
 
30 Thomas Kyd, The Spanish Tragedy ed. J. R. Mulryne (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989). 
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Elizabeth. With one strike, Bel-Imperia/Perseda is able to remove a Catholic threat, in 

the body of Balthazar, and a Muslim threat in the body of Soliman.  

At the onset of the play, Bel-Imperia has lost her lover, Don Andrea, at the 

hands of Balthazar, the prince of Portugal:  

Then young Don Balthazar with ruthless rage,  
Taking advantage of his foe's distress,  
Did finish what his halberdiers begun, 
And left not, till Andrea's life was done. (Span. 1.4.23-26) 

 

Balthazar has been taken captive by Bel-Imperia’s brother, Lorenzo, in a recent battle 

between Portugal and Spain.  In a twist of events, the captive Balthazar expresses 

interest in his captor’s sister, Bel-Imperia.  His captor, Lorenzo, welcomes the offer, so 

much so that he clears the path to his sister by killing another of Bel-Imperia’s lovers, 

Don Horatio. Things further work in Balthazar’s favor when her father, the Duke of 

Castile, and her uncle the King of Spain—the two most powerful men in the most 

powerful nation during Queen Elizabeth’s time—welcome the prospect and proceed to 

force her to wed the prince of Portugal. 

 These marriage arrangements, although portrayed tragically in this play, are 

typical of those practiced among the nobles and royalty of England. The arrangements 

not only involved the interests of the family but the nation as a whole. Bel-Imperia’s 

marriage to Balthazar is meant to stabilize the uneasy political situation resulting from 

the recent military victory of Spain, through the inauguration of a new ruler. The heiress 

of a royal throne involved in dynastic courtships is reminiscent of Queen Elizabeth’s 

courtships and (almost) wedding during the Renaissance.  The Courtships of Elizabeth 

displays the intricacies of what is called:  

The greatest diplomatic game ever played on the world’s chessboard was 
that consummate succession of intrigues which for nearly half a century 
was carried on by Queen Elizabeth and her ministers with the object of 
playing off one great Continental power against another for the benefit of 
England and Protestantism, with which the interests of the Queen herself 
were indissolubly bound up.31  

                                                 
31 Martin Andrew Sharp Hume, The Courtships of Queen Elizabeth: A History of the Various 
Negotiations for Her Marriage (Whitefish: Kessinger Publishing, 2003) 1. 
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Similarly, Bel-Imperia’s courtships will have an impact on the affairs of state, for it is 

through her that the royal bloodline is to continue. Interestingly, the status of her brother 

Lorenzo as heir to the throne is never brought up in the play, and, in the words of Frank 

Whigham, Bel-Imperia is the central focus and hence “repository of the royal 

bloodline.”32 Furthermore, her staged performances of courtships are similar to the 

Queen’s cultural performances of courtship. These performances entertain the 

possibility that both women can negotiate courtship and marriage rituals arranged by the 

men around them to secure political and familial hierarchies. Susan Doran echoes both 

national and international anxieties of Elizabeth’s courtships:  

Until 1581, Elizabeth’s marriage was a dominant and often divisive 
political issue in England and was treated with such importance by 
contemporaries that it provoked both polemical debate and political 
unrest:  Elizabeth’s observers realized, even if later commentators have 
forgotten, that the final outcome of the courtship was uncertain and could 
affect the political stability of the realm, determine its religious future, 
and influence the direction of England’s relations with her neighbors 
abroad.33 

 

Advisors arranged these courtships according to national or international policies, 

which in turn were enacted in the royal court by Elizabeth and her many suitors. The 

intricacies of these courtship arrangements were probably as complicated as were the 

politics of England itself and would have failed to accommodate all parties competing 

for the Queen and her throne.  For example, one of England’s many dilemmas was the 

incompatibility of England, a Protestant nation, with its Catholic neighbors while still 

desiring stability among them.  When cast in such a light, it would be safe to say that 

courtships and marriages were clearly political state institutions with the potential of 

bringing national and international stability to the nation.  

                                                 
32 Frank Whigham, Seizures of the Will in Early Modern English Drama (New York: Cambridge UP, 
1996) 26. 
 
33 Susan Doran, Monarchy and Matrimony: The Courtships of Elizabeth I (New York: Routledge, 1996) 
1. 
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In The Spanish Tragedy these unpredictable outcomes of political courtships and 

weddings arise essentially because of Bel-Imperia’s powerful agency. Like Elizabeth, 

who wooed and deferred the Duke of Anjou and other suitors,34 among many others, 

Bel-Imperia divides her wooing and deferring efforts between her lovers Don-Andrea, 

Don-Horatio, and Prince Balthazar. And while the King of Spain and the Viceroy of 

Portugal bask in their confidence that the marriage will  take place and will  bring about 

peace between the two nations through a royal heir to the throne of Portugal, Bel-

Imperia tactfully encourages them by assuming the role of the obedient daughter. She is 

no way a passive pawn, but a powerful agent. Her agency does not develop in the play, 

but it is characteristic of her from the onset of the play, when she is shown to selectively 

invite particular suitors and keep others at bay. The account of her first courtier, Don 

Andrea, is very telling of Bel-Imperia’s agency in encouraging and fostering the 

relationship:  

I was a courtier in the Spanish Court, 
My name was Don Andrea; 
 My descent, Though not ignoble, yet inferior far 
To gracious fortunes of my tender youth. 
For there in prime and pride of all my years, 
 By duteous service and deserving love, 
 In secret I possess’d a worthy dame, 
 Which hight a sweet Bel-Imperia by name. (Span. 1.1.4-11) 
 

Don Andrea claims he offered his “service” and “love” to Bel-Imperia and she allowed 

him to “possess” her. Note that he attributes his relationship with her to “gracious 

fortune” rather than to his own will. In fact, Don Andrea explicitly empowers Bel-

Imperia by describing her as a “worthy dame” to whom he does “duteous service.” 

Even her brother, Lorenzo, calls her a “savage bull” and “the hardest oak” (Span. 2.1.3, 

5). And equally interesting is Balthazar, who echoes Don Andrea and offers to live in 

“pleasing servitude” to Bel-Imperia, an offer which she scornfully rejects with digust: 

“A heartless man, and live? A miracle!” (Span. 1.4.85-9). When Balthazar responds: 

“Ay, lady, love can work such miracles” (Span. 1.4. 90), she turns his words against 

                                                 
34 Doran’s Monarchy and Matrimony discusses courtships such as: Dudley, the Archduke Charles 
Matrimonial Project 1563-7, Henry Duke of Anjou 1570-1, the Alencon Match 1572-8, and the wooing 
of Francis Duke of Anjou 1579-81. 
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him, knowing that his interest in her is not a matter of the heart but of the state. For that 

she leaves Balthazar entangled in the role of the suffering lover with his unfulfilled 

desires and loss of agency, while she simultaneously encourages another non-

aristocratic rival, Horatio. After a witty banter with Balthazar, she drops her glove for 

Horatio to retrieve (Span. 1.4.100). This gesture can be interpreted in two different 

ways—for Horatio it serves as a love token, but for Balthazar it is an open challenge to 

a duel.   

Not only does Bel-Imperia prove a challenge to Balthazar but also to the two 

powerful men in the play who convince themselves that she will yield to their match 

made in heaven. The frequent re-occurrence of their assuring themselves reveals the 

existing tension between the desire to control Bel-Imperia and their recognition of her 

power. Bel-Imperia’s father, Castile, assures the King of Spain that she will acquiesce: 

“Although she coy is, as becomes her kind, / And yet dissemble that she loves the 

prince, I doubt not, I, but she will stoop in time” (Span. 2.3.3-5). The marriage will 

assure an alliance and league between Spain and Portugal, as revealed through a 

conversation between the King of Spain and the Portuguese ambassadors:  

Advise thy king to make this marriage up, 
For strengthening for our late confirmed league:  
 I know no better means to make us friends.  
Her dowry shall be large and liberal; . . . 
 I’ll grace her marriage with an uncle’s gift;  
 And this it is--in case the match go forward--:  
 The tribute which you pay shall be releas’d; (Span. 2.2.10-19) 

 

Bel-Imperia’s marriage arrangement to Balthazar is a public event, the dowry of which 

will erase the borders between two nations and signal an international alliance between 

Spain and Portugal. The ambassador relays the Viceroy of Portugal’s acceptance of the 

marriage based on the political assurances that the marriage will guarantee:  

In person therefore will he come himself, 
To see the marriage rites solemnized,  
And in the presence of the court of Spain,  
To knit a sure, inexplicable band  
 Of kingly love, and everlasting league,  
 Betwixt the crowns of Spain and Portugal. (Span. 2.2.43-8) 
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Such an event is worthy of the Viceroy of Portugal’s personal attendance in which he 

will witness “the marriage rites solemnized,” a performance uniting two countries rather 

than two people. The “inexplicable bond” knit here is the “everlasting league” between 

the “crowns of Spain and Portugal.” The language refers to the joining of two crowns, 

rather than the joining of a man and woman. “In the presence of God” is envisioned by 

the Viceroy as “in the presence of the court of Spain.” Yet, the international political 

aspirations upon which this marriage relies do not, however, ensure that Bel-Imperia 

will acquiesce. In fact, the king alludes to the possibility that she may reject Balthazar 

and hence the union of Spain and Portugal: “If she neglect him and forgo his love, /She 

both will wrong her own estate and ours” (Span. 2.3.45-6). Furthermore, Bel-Imperia’s 

absence in these negotiations as well as the hovering uncertainty of her acceptance of 

Balthazar, renders all these political assurances hollow.   

Bel-Imperia, under the guise of the obedient daughter and sister, makes her final 

move from within her own wedding masque to rework the dynastic match made for her 

by her father and uncle.  We now come to the much anticipated play-within-a-play 

entitled “Soliman and Perseda.” Horatio’s father, Hieronimo, devises it to revenge his 

son’s murder.35 Apart from the wedding masque as the venue through which Bel-

Imperia murders Balthazar to avenge her lover’s murder and the venue through which 

she rebels against familial and social order showing her refusal to be a pawn in political 

negotiations, the play introduces the possibility of another layer of anxiety about foreign 

invasion, this time that of the Ottomans--although not so real as the encroaching threat 

of Spain, which is the main focus of events of the play. It would be only two years after 

The Spanish Tragedy (1586) that the Spanish Armada would be dispatched to crash on 

English shores in 158836.  But the play-within-a-play of Soliman and Perseda does 

                                                 
35 The “Soliman and Perseda” play is the only reason why scholars such as Louis Wann categorize Kyd’s 
The Spanish Tragedy as an Oriental play.   

36 The Spanish Armada was a fleet assembled and dispatched by King Phillip II of Spain in attempt to 
invade England in 1588. His attempt was unsuccessful. Queen Elizabeth I of England held the defeat of 
the armada as one of her greatest achievements, which assisted in the decline of the Spanish Empire. The 
armada had a mission of both political and religious aims. King Phillip, the leader of the Roman Catholic 
Spain, was not able to stop a revolt of his Protestant subjects in the Netherlands, a revolt which began in 
1566, aided by Protestant England. By 1586, Phillip had decided that he could not defeat the Dutch until 
he had defeated England first. Long time religious rivalry between Spain and England was hoped to be 
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introduce a secondary threat, one not as urgent as the former was to England or as the 

Ottomans to Europe. England, like Europe, did not feel exempt from the lurking wrath 

of the Turks. It is within the Soliman and Perseda play, through the character of Perseda 

who again resembles Elizabeth, that the secondary Ottoman threat is played out.  

The action of the play-within-a-play focuses on the beautiful Perseda (played by 

Bel-Imperia), who is relentlessly pursued by the Turkish Sultan Soliman (played by 

Balthazar). Art imitates real life events of The Spanish Tragedy when Soliman kills 

Perseda’s husband to make way for himself, and, although appearing compliant, she 

plots and finally slays Soliman to escape his tyranny. The second layer of cultural 

anxiety about the growing threat of the Ottoman Empire is presented through the 

costumes of the characters.   The Catholic Balthazar is transformed into the Turkish 

Emperor Soliman: “you must provide a Turkish cap, / A black mustachio, and a 

fauchion” (Span. 4.1.144-45). He is given lines to mark his religious otherness or his 

Muslim-ness:  

Bashaw, that Rhodes is ours, yield heavens the honour,  

And holy Mahomet, our sacred prophet; . . . 

But thy desert in conquering Rhodes is less  

Than in reserving this fair Christian nymph,  

Perseda, blissful lamp of excellence  
Whose eyes compel, like powerful adamant  
The warlike heart of Soliman to wait. (Span. 4.4.11-19) 

 

Soliman’s desire for Perseda is displayed as an impending invasion of Christian 

territory. Through her body the invading Turk will embark upon an imperial conquest. 

                                                                                                                                               
resolved by King Phillip in the dethroning of Queen Elizabeth, reconverting England to Catholicism. The 
plan for conquering had begun. By July of 1588, the armada was spotted off the coast of England on July 
29. Lord Charles Howard intercepted it with a larger English fleet near Plymouth, and for the next week 
made small attacks on the Spanish in battles off of Plymouth, Portland Bill, and the Isle of Wight. Unable 
to break the Spanish Armada, they waited for their chance at a big blow. The opportunity finally arrived 
when the Armada anchored near Calais, France, hoping to join troops scheduled to sail from the 
Netherlands. Ingeniously, Howard ordered ships set on fire to be sent against the Armada, producing a 
panic that broke the Spanish formation. In the ensuing battle of Gravelines, on August 8, the Spanish 
were defeated by England and the Armada sailed home with remaining ships that were heavily damaged 
to Spain; 67 of the original 130 ships reached Spain, most in poor condition. For details see Collin 
Martin, and Geoffrey Parker, The Spanish Armada (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2002). 
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Soliman’s actions suggest that he is a corrupt dynastic power acting out of fanatical 

devotion to Islam’s “holy Mahomet, our sacred prophet,” and Perseda represents 

Christianity. If that were the case, then her rejection of Soliman/Balthazar takes on both 

nationalistic and religious fervor—in this case Catholic, as it is Balthazar who is the 

focus here.   

The Christian Perseda is another character inspired by Elizabeth I, a fact 

expressed through her costume, which evokes mythic imagery often associated with 

Queen Elizabeth: “And madam, you must attire yourself / Like Phoebe, Flora, or the 

Huntress” (Span. 4.1.147-148). Renaissance literature, music, and art constructed many 

allusions to Queen Elizabeth as the chaste moon-goddesses Diana and Phoebe. She even 

rivaled the Virgin Mary: "In earth the first, in heaven the second Maid.”37 Although we 

do not know which costume Bel-Imperia chooses for her character, the fact remains that 

all these mythic women were associated with England and her Queen: steadfast in her 

political motto; fickle-hearted like other women; yet powerful, gentle, and chaste. 

Would the English audience recognize the allusions to their Queen?   Perseda is Italian 

and obviously Catholic, but her allusive costume would have de-emphasized the 

national and religious differences between her and her English Protestant audience. 

There is a possibility that they would have simply seen her as a Christian woman 

pursued by a Turkish Emperor and hence would have sympathized. It feels almost as if 

Christians—Protestants and Catholics—have their differences but are ready to unite 

against a common Ottoman enemy. Furthermore, the fact that Perseda is Italian would 

also allow the English audience to make the connection between her and the Turkish 

threat. Even after a European fleet defeated the Turks at the battle of Lepanto in 1571, 

the Turks held all of the land around the Mediterranean, including all of North Africa, 

Asia Minor, Greece, Yugoslavia, and much of Austria. In other words, the Turks were 

present on the borders of Italy. Indeed, situating Perseda in the conquered island of 

Rhodes intensifies the threat of a Turkish invasion.  

But whether facing an impending Spanish or an Ottoman invasion, Bel-Imperia 

proves capable of eradicating both simultaneously with one sweep.  When Soliman, 

                                                 
37 Christopher Haigh, Elizabeth I (New York: Longman, 2000) 13-20. 
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who desires Perseda, realizes that : “. . . she was not otherwise to be won, / But by her 

husband’s death, the knight of Rhodes” he kills her husband: “Whom presently by 

treachery he slew” (Span. 4.1.120-122). As a result, Perseda is “stirred with an 

exceeding hate” for Soliman but appears to acquiesce to his desire for her, though not 

for long:   

  Tyrant! Desist soliciting vain suits; 
  Relentless are mine ears to thy laments, 
  As thy butcher is pitiless and base, 
  Which seized on my Erasto, harmless knight, 
  Yet by thy power thou thinkst to command,  
  And to thy power Perseda doth obey:  
  But were she able, thus she would revenge 
  Thy treacheries on thee, ignoble prince:  Stab him 
  And on herself she would thus be revenged. Stabs herself  

(Span. 4.4.59-67) 
 

She pretends submission only to enact her revenge of Soliman, but in actuality she slays 

Balthazar and then stabs herself. With that, she defends Perseda’s chastity from a 

transgressing Turk and destroys plans of an alliance between two nations through Bel-

Imperia’s political empowerment. She has crushed the hopes of both the King of Spain 

and Viceroy of Portugal, just as Elizabeth voiced her adamant refusal to marry, hence 

crushing any hopes of political alliances resulting from her accepting any of the many 

suitors who came to her court. As she famously stated:  “…I am already bound unto a 

husband which is the Kingdom of England, and that may suffice you.” 38 

One minute detail about the play piques any curiosity, and that is the killing of 

Balthazar through the body of Soliman. Does this choice of detail coincide with any 

historical event? According to Halil Inalcik, Donald Quataert, and Suraiya Faroqhi:  

Also, England herself was under the threat of a Spanish invasion. Under 
these circumstances, Elizabeth I (1558-1603) was left no choice but to 
turn to the only great power capable of checking Philip II’s plans of 
world domination, the Ottoman Empire, as Italian states in the fifteenth 
and then Francis  I in the first half of the sixteenth century had done. 
Before the defeat of the Spanish armada in 1588, “the only course open 

                                                 
38 Elizabeth, Leah Sinanoglou Marcus, Janel M Mueller, and Mary Beth Rose, Elizabeth I: Collected 
Works (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2002) 59. 
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to her was an alliance with the Turk,” and the political motive “was 
present from the start in the reopening of connections with Turkey.” In 
the 1580s Spain was anxiously following the negotiations between 
Elizabeth and the Sultan. 39 

And Nabil Matar, in Islam in Britain also points to the fact that “When the threat of the 

Spanish Armada loomed in the mid 1580s, Queen Elizabeth did not hesitate to ask the 

Ottoman Sultan Murad40 for naval assistance against the Spaniards. Indeed her 

secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, pressed hard for coordinating military policy with 

the Turks.”41The integrated play is a revenge plot devised by Hieronimo with the help 

of Bel-Imperia to avenge Horatio’s death but also a vehicle through which Bel-Imperia 

can resist a dynastic match which will leave the two nations, Spain and Portugal, in 

ruins because of the lack of a clear successor to the throne, using an Ottoman Turk. 

The resemblances suggest that Kyd, in his characterization of both Bel-Imperia 

and Perseda, was inspired by his Queen. The play’s end confirms it further. The play 

ends with Andrea passing judgments on the dead characters--Lorenzo, Balthazar, and 

Bel-Imperia. His description of Bel-Imperia in the afterlife is interesting: “I’ll lead my 

Bel-Imperia to those joys / That vestal virgins and fair queens possess;” (Span. 4.5.21-

1). Frank R. Ardolino describes the transformation of Bel-Imperia in the afterlife:  

Bel-Imperia whose name means beautiful power, emerges as a virgin 
queen. Even though her earthly life consisted of secret love, lust, intrigue 
and violence, she is now reborn into an Astraen age of justice. She 
moves toward the golden world of Elizabeth the Virgin Queen who rules 
over England in an age of national glory.42 
 

                                                 
39 Suraiya Faroqhi, Halil Đnalcık, and Donald Quataert, An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman 
Empire (New York: Cambridge UP, 1997) 367. 
 
40 The historical Suleiman reigned from 1520-1566 but he remains the most popular character of all the 
sultans in Turk plays in both sixteenth-and seventeenth-century England.  
41 Matar, Islam 123.  
 
42 Frank R. Ardolino, Thomas Kyd's Mystery Play: Myth and Ritual in the Spanish Tragedy (New York: 
Peter Lang Pub Inc., 1985) 43. 
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And according to Susan Doran, Elizabeth, as the Vestal Virgin, was given pictorial 

representation:  

The idea of Elizabeth as the Virgin Queen was given pictorial 
representations for the first time during the debate on the Anjou in the 
series of some seven ‘Sieve’ portraits between 1579 and about 1583. The 
paintings showed Elizabeth holding a sieve, which served as a symbol of 
virginity through its reference to Tuccia, a Vestal Virgin, who when 
accused of breaking her vestal vows, proved her virginity by filling a 
sieve with water from the River Tiber and carrying it back to the Temple 
of Vesta without spilling a drop . This imagery was deployed to show 
that Elizabeth’s virginity was her strength, providing her with magical 
power to make the sieve (the state) impenetrable and thus invulnerable.43  

  

It is indeed no secret that Elizabeth took on a long list of symbolic names, both created 

by and resurrected through poets and dramatists of the time. Symbolically, she took on 

names such as Cynthia, Diana, Gloriana, Belphoebe, Pandora, Astraea, Justitia-

Clementia, Una, Mercilla, the Vestal Virgin, Ceres, and Beta, some of which we have 

encountered in our discussion of Kyd’s play.44 Undoubtedly, the English audience 

would have recognized these allusions to their Queen. The allusions would have 

affected and contributed to their understanding of both Bel-Imperia and Perseda. Of 

course, Kyd’s Bel-Imperia and Perseda are not exact portraits of Queen Elizabeth, nor is 

Kyd intentionally pulling from the historical events that coincide with the time the play 

was performed.45 But it is hard to believe that he was not inspired by his Queen or the 

historical events of his time, as has been shown through our examination of Bel-Imperia 

and Perseda in Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy.  

 

Zenocrate an empress by birth, and Zabina an empress by association 

Another marriage with the potential for socio-economic advancement through a 

sole heiress to a throne is that of the nomad Tamburlaine and the empress of Egypt, 

                                                 
43 Doran 171. 
 
44 Theodora A. Jankowski, Women in Power in the Early Modern Drama (Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1992) 
67; and Francis Amelia Yates, Astraea (New York: Routledge, 1995) 29. 
 
45 I have avoided mentioning names of specific courtiers who sought the Queen, lest it be thought that 
Balthazar represents any single one of them. Rather, I am entertaining the idea that these courtships 
inspired the characterization of Bel-Imperia in Kyd’s play.  
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Zenocrate, in Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine Part I (1587).46 Unlike Bel-Imperia 

or Perseda, whose characters are inspired by Elizabeth to a great degree, Zenocrate 

resembles her to a lesser degree. Zenocrate’s character exemplifies a phenomenon more 

familiar to an English audience, a phenomenon I would like to call “heiresses to 

thrones”47—a much more familiar concept in England than it was in accounts of 

monarchy about Ottoman Turkey.48 It must be pointed out, however, that although 

“heiresses to thrones” was an image foreign to the Ottomans. Of course, one may argue 

about the Sultanate of the Women,49 but these women were all concubines who rose as 

co-regents to the Sultans; their political influence came as a result of their immature and 

incapable sons taking on duties of the sovereign. As Robert Bator and Chris Rothero, in 

Daily Life in Ancient and Modern Istanbul, explain, "When such a son became sultan, 

his slave mother would become the most powerful woman in the Ottoman Empire"50 

These concubines51 would have to first rise in the hierarchies of the harem to the status 

                                                 
46 Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, ed. J. S. Cunningham (Manchester: Manchester UP, 
1998). 
 
47 As discussed previously, Bel-Imperia like Zenocrate is the sole heiress to the throne even though she 
has a brother. Nowhere in Kyd’s play is this questioned.  
 
48 H. Murray Lane, “Heiresses Presumptive to the English Throne,” Notes and Queries 7.7 (1889): 221. 
 

49 Valide Sultan (literally "Mother Sultan") was the title held by the mother of a ruling Sultan in the 
Ottoman Empire. The position was arguably the most important position in the Ottoman Empire, after the 
Sultan himself, and had significant influence on the affairs of the Empire. In particular, during the 
seventeenth century, in a period known as the “Sultanate of Women,” a series of incompetent or child 
sultans raised the role of the Valide Sultan to new heights. Sultana Nur-Banu was the Venetian-born wife 
of Selim II, the mother of Sultan Murad III, and the de facto co-regent as the Valide Sultan from 1574-
1583. Nur-Banu managed the government together with the Grand Vizir Sokollu Mehmet Pasha, and 
became the first Valide Sultan who acted as co-regent with the sultan in the “Sultanate of Women.” 

 
50 Bator, Robert and Chris Rothero, Daily Life in Ancient and Modern Istanbul (Minneapolis: Runestone 
P, 2000) 42. 

51  Three of the well known “Women of the Sultanate” were: Kösem who of Greek ethnic origin, and 
daughter of a priest from the island of Tinos. Her maiden name was Anastasia. She was transferred to the 
old palace on the death of Sultan Ahmed in 1617, but returned as Valide Sultan when Murad IV was 
installed in 1623; Hürrem who was born to a father who was a Ukrainian ("Ruthenian" in the terminology 
of the day) Orthodox priest. She was born in the town of Rohatyn, today in western Ukraine. She was 
captured by Crimean Tatars and taken as a slave probably first to the Crimean city of Kaffa, a major 
centre of the slave trade, then to Istanbul. She was selected for Sulaiman's harem; Sultana Nur-Banu, or 
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of favorite concubines of the sultan, have sons by the Sultan, then become the legitimate 

wives of the sultan, and finally put their sons on the Ottoman throne and thereby wield 

their political influence through their sons. But all their power is relinquished should 

their husbands or sons die. They have only been known to hold associative and 

subordinate monarchical roles dependent on their relation to the Ottoman Sultan,52 and 

as a result thrones are not inherited through them as they are through English queens, or 

in this case Tamburlaine’s Zenocrate. And this concept is the key to understanding the 

difference between Zenocrate and Zabina’s characters, as well as to why, despite their 

seeming similarity, Tamburlaine treats them differently. Zabina is an empress by 

association and not by birth, but Zenocrate, also an empress, is an absolute monarch by 

birth, and through her marriage Tamburlaine’s territories and hers will be united. The 

ambitious Tamburlaine is aware of this advantageous trait in Zenocrate and hence does 

not subordinate her to the same pain as he does Zabina, Bajazeth’s Turkish wife. 53  

Zenocrate and Zabina are seemingly similar women.  They are both foreign and 

privileged—Zenocrate is an Egyptian empress, and Zabina is empress and wife to 

Bajazeth, the Turkish Sultan. Both Zenocrate and Zabina are Tamburlaine’s captives, so 

each is cast in a compromised posture--Zenocrate is captured, subjugated, and detained 

by Tamburlaine and his troops while on her way to Memphis; Zabina the Turkish 

empress, is taken captive when Tamburlaine overcomes her husband, Bajazeth. Despite 

similarities, Tamburlaine treats them differently—he is courteous to Zenocrate and 

extremely harsh to Zabina. One might expect that Zabina, being Tamburlaine’s co-

religionist, would get the better treatment, but that is not the case. Tamburlaine clearly 

favors Zenocrate over her. Tamburlaine’s disparate treatment of these two women 

                                                                                                                                               
Cecilia Venier-Baffo (ca. 1525 – 7 December 1583) was a Venetian-born woman of noble birth, the first 
cousin once removed of Sebastiano Venier, the Doge of Venice. She was the mother of Sultan Murad III, 
and the de facto co-regent as the Valide Sultan in 1574-1583. See Leslie P. Pierce, The Imperial Harem 
(New York: Oxford UP, 1993); Fanny Davis, The Ottoman Lady (Westport: Greenwood P, 1986). 

52 We have no accounts, whether real of fictitious, of women holding positions as absolute monarchs in 
the Ottoman Empire.  
 
53 Despite their pleas for mercy, Tamburlaine slaughters the Virgins of Damascus and hoists their bodies 
on the city walls. 
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suggests motives other than familiarity with the captive or chivalrous conduct. There is 

an inherent and fundamental difference in their character profiles as he perceives them.    

Tamburlaine is a man of humble beginnings struggling to become a world 

conqueror, and his courting and marrying Zenocrate acts as a catalyst for him to attain 

royal connections and entrance into a society, that despite his military prowess and 

successful campaigning, is closed to him.    

Marlowe returns obsessively to the theme of the self-made man, who in a 
way was the embodiment of the Renaissance dream, but at the same time 
was a medieval nightmare. Marlowe’s typical subject is the man who 
refuses to accept the status into which he was born—who finds a way to 
rebel against the conventional social order, using his wits and talent to 
make a name for himself and rise in the world. 54 

 

Throughout the play, Tamburlaine reminds his audience of his ignoble beginnings as a 

Scythian shepherd, he proclaims that he is:  “. . . a shepherd by my parentage” (Tam. 

1.1.35). He is described by his opponents as “that sturdy Scythian thief” (Tam. 1.1.36), 

“paltry Scythian” (Tam. 1.1.53), “shepherd” (Tam. 1.1.7), “peasant” (Tam. 1.1.64) and 

“base-bred thief” (Tam. 4.3.12) who possesses “barbarous arms” (Tam.1.1.42). 

Furthermore, he draws attention to Zenocrate’s noble status by calling her “lady” (Tam. 

1.1.1), even when she calls him “shepherd” (Tam. 1.1.7). In one case in particular, he is 

likened to a “fox in midst of harvest time” (Tam. 1.1.31) and befittingly so, for he 

strategically takes great pains not to subjugate Zenocrate, whom he suggestively 

characterizes as “rich and brave” (Tam. 1.1.186). This attention contradicts much 

scholarship that contends that Tamburlaine is after Zenocrate for her beauty—rather it is 

her wealth and valor which are of paramount interest. Corinne S. Abate, in “Zenocrate: 

Not Just Another ‘Fair Face,’” asserts that a considerable amount of scholarship55 
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contests that Tamburlaine was enamored by Zenocrate’s “fair face and heavenly hue” 

and wanted them in his bed (Tam. 1.2.36).  I agree with Abate’s claim that 

Tamburlaine: 

. . . recognizes traits in Zenocrate, as well as her superior economic 
position, which is why he does not subordinate her while she is his 
prisoner of war and later his betrothed. Thus it is Zenocrate’s privileged, 
empowered status, not her beauty, that successfully reshapes zealous 
masculine ambition throughout the play56  

His proposal promises to embellish her already impressive worth with one hundred 

attendants and garments of silk encrusted with jewels, as they are “more rich and 

valorous” (Tam. 1.1.97). After an extensive and highly detailed list of material 

offerings, he adds himself as a bonus: “. . . all we offer to Zenocrate, /And then myself 

to fair Zenocrate” (Tam. 1.2.104-5). So confident is he in her acquiescence that he calls 

her from thereafter “empress of the East” (Tam.1.1.47), which is technically her 

marriage title should her lands and those under Tamburlaine’s dominion be united.  

Zenocrate is not dazzled by Tamburlaine’s offer, but she neither declines nor 

approves. She is silent, and her silence speaks volumes. As Christina Luckyj observes, 

“silence reflects an independent and defiant mind.”57 And Jonathan Goldberg also 

provides a trenchant and helpful definition: “It is not necessarily a sign of power to have 
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a voice, not necessarily a sign of subjection to lose it.”58 Paul E. J. Hammer, in 

Elizabeth’s Wars, mentions the silence and delay in making decisions as being one of 

Elizabeth’s traits:  

This form of (literal) man-managing required careful handling to avoid 
creating dangerous divisions at court, but Elizabeth proved as shrewd at 
sustaining the system as in creating it. A complementary strategy was 
simply to delay making difficult decisions. Elizabeth postponed hard 
decisions because she wanted to keep her options open as long as 
possible because she instinctively disliked committing herself to policies 
which might limit her ability to change her mind in the future…This 
idiosyncratic style of queenship represented a brilliant piece of political 
improvisation which transmuted the handicap of her gender into an 
advantage. However, it did not work so well during wartime…Once 
England entered open war against Spain in 1585, military necessity and 
the need for urgent decisions consistently ‘imprisoned’ Elizabeth’s 
‘fancie.’59 

 Likewise, Zenocrate’s silence and delay in making a decision about Tamburlaine have 

a powerful effect, for they provoke his anxiety and doubt: “For you then, madam, I am 

out of doubt” (Tam. 1.2.258). This delay lasts quite long in the play; Zenocrate 

disappears only to appear again in act 3 scene 2 when Tamburlaine has acquired the 

crown of Persia—an acquisition adding to his worth as a suitor. He reiterates his 

proposal, and she now sees it in a different light.  Her companion, Agydas, is puzzled 

by her change of heart, but she justifies it through reasoning that her associating herself 

with a man as handsome, wealthy, and eloquent as Tamburlaine complements her 

worth: 

Higher would I rear my estimate 
Than Juno, sister to the highest god,  
If I were match’d with mighty Tamburlaine. (Tam. 3.2.53-55) 
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With that rationale, she accepts his marriage proposal and allows Tamburlaine to lead 

her “lovingly by the hand” (Tam. 3.3.48).  

As his future wife, Zenocrate neither falls into the traditional wife’s role nor 

fades into the background. Tamburlaine treats her graciously and holds her in high 

esteem, to such an extent that he includes her in every aspect of his glory-seeking 

career. She is even present in his discussions of war—a martial space thought to be 

traditionally masculine, although not entirely in England, which was governed by the 

Queen.  But discussion and counsel is the furthest that Zenocrate gets to martial affairs, 

a condition that sets a limit for her gender when it comes to warfare. War foregrounds 

the question of gender, as it did for Elizabeth:  

As a woman, Elizabeth could not lead her army into battle like her father 
Henry VIII, and was forced to depend upon men to fight and manage the 
war for her. War was the quintessential male activity and brought out all 
the prejudices of men who believed that a woman—even one as 
intelligent as Elizabeth—could not really understand it. . . Like the wars 
against Spain itself, this was a multi-faceted struggle in which success 
primarily meant staving off defeat. Ultimately Elizabeth proved able to 
defend her royal authority, but the pressures of wartime government 
reduced her system of man-management to a hollow shell.60 

  

So, a war of words was the farthest that Elizabeth could get, as it is with Zenocrate. 

While in battle with Bajazeth, Tamburlaine entrusts her with his crown and asks her to 

fight a verbal battle with Zabina while he fights Bajazeth with his sword: “And manage 

words with her as we will arms” (Tam. 3.3.131).  Her weakness in warfare and her need 

to resort to words and tears is further emphasized when her father, the Soldan, is 

threatened by Tamburlaine. Assuming that Tamburlaine is holding his daughter as 

captive against her will, the Soldan prepares to wage war against the “peasant” (Tam. 

1.1.64) and “base-bred thief” (Tam. 4.3.12) with a war of words:  

It is a blemish to the majority 
And high estate of mighty emperors  
That such a base usurping vagabond  
Should brave a king or wear a princely crown. (Tam. 4.3.10-22) 
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While the two men in her life are busy waging a war of words in preparation for a war 

of arms and Tamburlaine is at the gates of her homeland, Damascus, Zenocrate’s 

concern grows. She struggles with the implication of being the wife of the apparent 

enemy:  

My lord, to see my father’s town besieged, 
That country wasted where myself was born,  
How can it but afflict my very soul? (Tam. 4.4. 63-65)  

 

Tamburlaine explains that his conquering Egypt would enhance her status and tells her 

that when the maps are rewritten to enlarge the region under his dominion, the “blind 

geographers” (Tam. 4.4.79) will be “Calling the provinces, cities, and towns / After my 

name and thine Zenocrate”(Tam. 4.4.83-78). But her “effeminate and faint” thoughts 

dampen his excitement at invading Damascus, and he finds himself complying with her 

wishes to spare her homeland (Tam. 5.1.177).  He then rhetorically addresses Zenocrate 

in his final soliloquy, telling her that the zeal for mercy shown in her passionate plea to 

spare Damascus from his wrath has managed to influence him:  

  Ah fair Zenocrate, divine Zenocrate!  
 Fair is too foul an epithet for thee,  
That in thy passion for thy country’s love 
 And fear to see thy kingly father’s harm  
 With hair dishevell’d wip’st thy watery cheeks; 
. . . Whose sorrows lay more siege unto my soul  
 Than all my army to Damascus’ walls;  
 And neither Persians’ sovereign nor the Turk  
 Troubled my senses with conceit of foil  
 So much by much as doth Zenocrate. (Tam. 5.1.135-39, 155-59) 
 

It is Zenocrate’s passionate words that cause Tamburlaine to advocate peace. She is able 

to save Damascus in a fashion similar to that of Elizabeth, who, unable to bear arms in 

August 1588, instead visited her army gathered at Tilbury to oppose Spain’s Armada to 

motivate them with words. She:  

. . . wielded words and gestures in defence of her realm. Addressing the 
troops, perhaps even wearing a stylized form of armor, she famously 
proclaimed ‘I know I have the bodie of a weake and feeble woman but I 
have the heart and stomach of a king.’ This episode has long exerted a 
peculiarly strong hold on the popular imagination because it encapsulates 
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the tensions implicit in Elizabeth’s position as a female war-leader and 
places her at the very center of one of the most famous events in British 
history…This piece of theater succeeded so well that Elizabeth’s 
defiance and the Armada victory of 1588 subsequently became potent 
symbols of English heroism and its will to resist whenever the realm was 
threatened with invasion from abroad. 61 

 

As Elizabeth’s words planted in the English imagination awe in her untraditional and 

un-masculine resistance in the face of the greatest empire of her time, so do Zenocrate’s 

words and tears manage to conquer Tamburlaine’s violent instincts and destructive 

desires. So much so, that he is transformed into a truly noble man: “that virtue solely is 

the sum of glory/ And fashions men with true nobility” (Tam. 5.2.189-90). The 

shepherd characteristically imperious, arrogant, and self-assuring assumes a global 

peaceful conduct, and he fashions himself into a man of nobility to allow “what 

Zenocrate would like to see, supplant what she has seen“ in his past militant conduct.62 

Tamburlaine’s first acts of reconfiguring his career as conqueror are immediate; he 

agrees with Theridamas to spare the Soldan’s, life “for sweet Zenocrate, whose 

worthiness / Deserves a conquest over every heart” (Tam. 5.1.206-7). In the rest of the 

play Tamburlaine pays tribute to Zenocrate’s honor, acknowledging her influential role 

in his leading a peaceful lifestyle. He is so appreciative that he attributes his sparing the 

Soldan’s life to Zenocrate because she “calm’d the fury of my sword” (Tam.5.2.437). 

He then bestows on her a name with the strength of “a title higher than thy Soldan’s 

name” (Tam. 5.1.434) for being responsible for saving a royal authority in the figure of 

her father. Tamburlaine assures the Soldan that since he, Tamburlaine, has been 

divinely ordained by the gods to be “general of the world” (Tam. 5.1.41), he is content 

to keep the Soldan on his throne: 

Render all into your hands,  
And add more strength to your dominions 
Than ever yet confirm’d th’ Egyptian crown. (Tam. 5.1. 447-49)  
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It is indeed a clever way for Tamburlaine to justify not deposing his future father-in-law 

while simultaneously honoring his previous vow to Zenocrate: “Egypt and Arabia must 

be mine” (Tam. 5.5.89). He is content to be a legitimate heir to the Egyptian throne 

through his marriage to Zenocrate.  His transformations continue, and at the end of the 

play Zenocrate is crowned Queen of Persia and hence the ruler of “all the kingdoms and 

dominions / That late the power of Tamburlaine subdued” (Tam. 1.5.508-9). For 

Zenocrate’s sake, Bajazeth and Zabina will receive an honorable burial. And for 

Zenocrate, “Tamburlaine takes truce with all the world” (Tam. 5.1.529). The peaceful 

tone of the ending leaves us with a vision of harmony and triumph; Tamburlaine is 

appeased because of the changes to his social standing—that of legitimizing himself 

through sovereignty and marriage, which would not have been possible without 

Zenocrate.  It is clear to the audience throughout that Tamburlaine depends upon her 

and the legitimacy her status accords.  

 In studying Zenocrate’s character, an interesting book by Alan Shepard entitled 

Marlowe’s Soldiers63 comes to mind, in which he discusses Marlowe’s plays in the 

context of an ongoing discourse concerning militarism and state security that took 

place in England during the years following the defeat of the Spanish Armada. 

Tamburlaine is, in his view, marked by an extreme anxiety about “performativity,” and 

we sense this anxiety reflected in the character of Zenocrate. Anxieties arise as her 

performance is always placed under question. She is a monarch in captivity, vulnerable 

because of her gender, and pursued by her captor whom she agrees to marry. As a wife 

she becomes Tamburlaine’s co-regent at a time of warfare; but on realizing that her 

gender prevents her from taking up arms, she resorts to a war of words. And finally, 

she is caught between her loyalty to her husband, who has besieged her homeland, 

Damascus, and loyalty to her father, the Soldan.  Zenocrate is constantly placed in 

situations where her performance is tested, and it is through her actions that we are 

able to understand her character, as was the case with Elizabeth, especially in the first 

eighteen years of her forty-four-year-reign, when the threat of Spain loomed overhead. 

At this time her reign involved a personal struggle to maintain her royal authority in 
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the “face of male demands for policies which conferred greater power upon men. Like 

the war against Spain itself, this was a multi-faceted struggle in which success 

primarily meant “staving off defeat.”64 

How does the proud, Turkish empress, and wife of Bajazeth Zabina, compare to 

the empress of Egypt? To Bajazeth she is  

Zabina, mother of three braver boys 
 Than Hercules, that in his infancy 
 Did bash the jaws of serpents venomous; 
 Whose hands are made to gripe a warlike lance, 
 Their shoulders broad for complete armour fit,  
 Their limbs more large and of a bigger size 
Than all the brats y-sprung from Typhon's loins; 
 Who, when they come unto their father's age,  
Will batter turrets with their manly fists. (Tam. 3.3.103-111)  

 

To Bajazeth her name recalls Greek mythological heroes—probably because her name 

is of Latin origin—the Sabine tribe.  Legend has it that Romans abducted Sabine 

women to populate their newly built town. The women ended up marrying their 

abductors and mothering their children. When the fathers of the Sabine women came to 

retrieve their daughters, the Sabine women, torn between their husbands and fathers, 

end up throwing themselves and their children between the two armies. So the origin of 

her name suggests a past involving captivity. Moreover, her name is non-Turkish, thus 

suggesting that she had been subjugated to concubinage after being taken captive by the 

Ottomans.65 As previously mentioned, most of the powerful women of the sultanate 

were aspiring concubines taken captive from places around Europe. Perhaps the best 

known example is Nurbanu Sultan or Cecilia Venier-Baffo (ca. 1525 – 7 December 

1583), who was a Venetian-born woman of noble birth and natural daughter of Nicolò 

Venier, Lord of Paros.66 She was the mother of Sultan Murad III of the Ottoman Empire 
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and the de facto co-regent as the Valide Sultan in 1574-1583. She was captured when 

the Turks conquered the Aegean (Egean) island of Paros during the 1537 war, and she 

was taken to the royal harem of Prince Selim in Istanbul, where she was renamed 

Sultana Nur-Banu, "Princess of Light." She became the most favored wife of Sultan 

Selim II, who was put on the throne in 1566, and the mother of Sultan Murad III. When 

Selim II died in 1574, she concealed his death and hid his corpse in an icebox until her 

son Murad arrived from Manisa, where he was governor. He became sultan twelve days 

later. Nur-Banu managed the government, together with the Grand Vizier Sokollu 

Mehmet Pasha, and became the first Valide Sultan, who acted as co-regent with the 

sultan in the Sultanate of Women. She corresponded with queen Catherine de' Medici of 

France, and during her nine years of regency (1574-1583), she maintained such  pro-

Venetian politics that she became hated by the Republic of Genoa; some have even 

suggested that she was poisoned by a Genoese agent. Whatever the case, she died a 

suspicious death in her palace in the Yeni Qapu Quarter, Istanbul (Constantinople), 7th 

of December 1583.67  

 Indeed Zabina’s despair at losing everything when her defeated husband 

Bajazeth is imprisoned and  humiliated recalls Nurbanu Sultana’s desperate move to 

hide her dead son’s body, lest it be known that he was dead and she would lose her 

position as Valide Sultan. But did Nurbanu communicate with Elizabeth? No, but her 

cousin Safiye did. She was the wife of Ottoman Sultan Murad III and mother of Sultan 

Mehmed III. It is believed she was of Venetian descent as well. Her name, Safiye, 

means "the pure one." Also of noble Venetian birth, she was born Sofia Baffo, daughter 

of the Venetian Governor of Corfu and a relative of Giorgio Baffo.  She was captured 

by corsairs and presented to the Ottoman harem sometime in the 1560s, and she became 

the chief wife of the Sultan after the death of her stepmother in 1574. She was Valide 

Sultan between 1583 and 1594, and together with Nur Banu one of the most influential 

ones; she deserved the status of co-regent, which is sometimes the formal definition of a 
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Valide sultan. Safiye followed Nur Banu's pro-Venetian policy and corresponded by 

letter with Queen Elizabeth I of England;68 in 1599, Elizabeth presented Safiye with a 

carriage, which she actually used for excursions in the town—a step which was 

considered quite scandalous.  All succeeding Sultans descend from her.69 So the most 

popular Valide Sultans were primarily of European descent, and Zabina’s name 

suggests that Marlowe knew the fact and hence chose the non-Turkish name for his 

Turkish empress.  Like the women to whom she appears related, her past has involved 

captivity, bondage, and concubinage.  

As did all the women of the Sultanate, Zabina had great influence on the Sultan 

who holds her in high regard, as Tamburlaine does Zenocrate.  From our first encounter 

with the couple, Bajazeth asks her to: “Sit here upon this royal chair of state,/And on 

thy head wear my imperial crown, /Until I bring this sturdy Tamburlaine/ And all his 

captains bound in captive chains” (Tam. 3.3.112-115).  She is his vice-sultan, so to 

speak. Bajazeth perches his lady on the imperial throne and vows to be the knight who 

serves her by bringing her his captives. He serves her.  But despite the fact, unlike the 

independent Zenocrate, Zabina is but a shadow of her husband Bajazeth. When her 

husband is defeated by Tamburlaine and caged, she is as equally crushed as he is.  In 

only one instance does she appear stronger than her husband—when she advises him:  

“Eat, Bajazeth; let us live in spite of them, /Looking some happy power will pity and 

enlarge us” (Tam. 4.4.107-109). It is a desperate attempt on her part, for Bajazeth’s end 

signals her own.   

Zabina is empress by association, which means that if her husband dies, she 

possesses no agency to retain her monarchical position. Zenocrate points to Zabina’s 

parasitic existence and likens her to a protuberant part or body:  “unreverend boss” 
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(Tam. 3.3.168). While in distress Bajazeth addresses her as: “…my wife, my queen, and 

empress, / Brought up and propped by the hand of Fame” (Tam. 5.1.264-265). One can 

almost visualize Zabina, who has no backbone and needs to be held up by the “Fame” 

she attains as the wife of the Sultan. Never does Tamburlaine refer to Zabina by name; 

she is among the Turk’s possessions: “the Turk, his wife and all” (Tam. 3.3.163).  Even 

Theridamas refers to her as “his wife” (Tam. 4.4.50).  And once Tamburlaine 

overcomes Bajazeth, he grabs the imperial crown from Zabina: “Here, madam, you are 

empress [to Zenocrate]; she is none” (Tam. 3.3.228). The loss of the crown transforms 

her from a Turkish empress to the maid of Zenocrate’s maid, Ebea, pending Ebea’s 

approval “… Thou shalt be laundress to my waiting-maid. /How lik'st thou her, Ebea? 

Will she serve?” (Tam. 3.3.177-178). At which Ebea responds: “ Madam, she thinks 

perhaps she is too fine; /But I shall turn her into other weeds, /And make her dainty 

fingers fall to work” (Tam. 3.3.179-181). She is humiliated by becoming a bondswoman 

to a bondswomen, which takes its toll on her. This brings on her physical deterioration. 

Tamburlaine draws attention to it when he advises Bajazeth to kill Zabina while she still 

has meat on her bones:  

Here is my dagger. Dispatch her  
 while she is fat, for, if she live but a while longer, she will  

   fall into a consumption with fretting, and then she will  
   not be worth the eating. (Tam. 5.5.53-56)  
 

Out of despair she calls upon external sources—God and Mahomet—to redeem them 

from captivity, and when that is to no avail she curses and denounces Mahomet: “O 

cursed Mahomet, that mak'st us thus; / The slaves to Scythians rude and 

barbarous!”(Tam.3.3.270-271). Raving mad, she directs her curses to Tamburlaine as 

well:  

Let all the swords and lances in the field 
Stick in his breast as in their proper rooms!  
At every pore let blood come dropping forth,  
That lingering pains may massacre his heart,  
And madness send his damned soul to hell! (Tam. 5.1.225-229) 
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Bajazeth does not second her call for the damnation of Tamburlaine, at which she 

realizes that he has despaired:  

Ah, fair Zabina! we may curse his power,  
The heavens may frown, the earth for anger quake;  
But such a star hath influence in his sword  
As rules the skies and countermands the gods. (Tam. 5.1.230-233) 
 

His despair signals hers. Shortly thereafter, Bajazeth commits suicide, and she gives this 

grim account: “His skull all riven in twain! his brains dash'd out, / The brains of 

Bajazeth, my lord and sovereign!” (Tam. 5.1.307-8) She runs against the cage and kills 

herself in the same manner. Her imitation of her husband’s means of suicide is a final 

reminder that Zabina is not a separate entity -- she is a Turkish empress because of her 

status as wife of the Sultan Bajazeth, and his death is hers.  

Interestingly, Zenocrate and Zabina’s performance in the same captivity setting 

under the same captor brings out their fundamental differences that predict their 

likelihood of survival. I believe Zenocrate’s position as a born heiress to a throne works 

to her advantage and raises her chances of surviving in a world dominated by the likes 

of Tamburlaine, a world in which wars were breaking out all over Europe, Asia, and 

North Africa. No one, it appears, was safe from the wrath of either the Ottomans or 

Spain, and it was through the association with the fittest that one survived so long as 

one proved attractive to them. It is no secret that Elizabeth possessed such an attraction 

to leaders all over Europe; hence she was relentlessly pursued. But Zabina’s fraility and 

vulnerability, stemming from her position as monarch by association, is unattractive to 

the likes of an aspiring Tamburlaine. Hence her destruction is inevitable and comes as 

no surprise.   

 

Peele’s restorers and reflectors of the status quo 

Charles Edelman makes the following comment about the Moorish women 

characters--Abdil Rayes, Rubin Archis, and Calipolis-- in his introduction to a recent 

edited version of George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar (1588):  
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The Battle of Alcazar also has Moorish women, but their parts are so 
small that little can be said about them—when editing the quarto for his 
Malone Society edition, Greg was unaware that Abdil Rayes was 
Abdelmelec’s Queen, and listed her as one of his (male) ‘followers’: she 
gives only three speeches totaling thirteen lines, while Rubin Archis has 
four speeches for nineteen lines and a song, Calipolis’s eighteen lines in 
the notorious scene where Muly Mahamet tells her to ‘feed and faint no 
more’ (2.3.70) show a firm resolve to bear misfortune patiently and a 
distinct lack of enthusiasm for a dinner of raw meat, she is mute in her 
two other scenes. 70 

 

Actually, Edelman is the only source I have encountered that mentions the Moorish 

women of Peele’s already rarely discussed play. How can the parts of Abdil Rayes and 

Rubin Archis be small and insignificant, when they take it upon themselves to restore 

the status quo of the usurped state of Barbary?  These empowering leadership roles 

would have involved their taking on leadership characteristics. And since there are no 

English accounts, to my knowledge, of Moorish women in the sixteenth century who 

met delegates of foreign nations, negotiated alliances and built coalition armies to a 

single cause, it is more likely that the English audience would have associated such 

roles with their Queen rather than with the Moorish women of Barbary.  Indeed, we do 

have accounts of Elizabeth’s involvement in the very same crisis depicted in Peele’s 

play:  

Muly Ahmed al-Mansour was at the time of the play’s composition, a 
powerful reigning monarch, and England’s political, commercial and 
military relationship with Morocco was a vital element of Elizabeth’s 
foreign policy. As has been noted, Abd al-Malek’s victory at Alcazar 
was due, in part, to the artillery he imported from England, and the 1580s 
saw a continuation and intensification of diplomatic and commercial 
traffic between the two countries. Morocco was not only a major sugar 
exporter; its military importance to England was at its highest at the time 
of the Spanish Aramada and its aftermath.71 
 

So Peele and his English audience would have understood, to an extent, their nation’s 

political, economic and military support of the African Muslims of Barbary.  Some may 

                                                 
70 Charles Edelman, ed., The StukeleyPlays (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2005) 33. 
 
71 Edelman 32. 
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even have known that Elizabeth had contributed English artillery to the cause. And 

perhaps this involvement led to the injection of these female characters into the play as 

well as inspired their character portraits. As for the third female character on the other 

side of the conflict, Calipolis, the wife of the chief villain, the Moor Muly Mahamet, 

she is a figure lacking in all the Elizabeth-inspired traits that the former two women 

possess. Her role is relevant in helping the audience discern the play’s reactionary 

negative sentiments towards the usurper’s cause, and reflect their deteriorating state. Let 

us consider these Moorish women in light of the events of the play to better understand 

their characters.    

The roles of Abdil Rayes--Queen to the rightful King Muly Molocco, ruler of 

Morocco (also known as Abdelmlec)—and Rubin Archis—widow to Abdelmelec’s 

brother Abdelmunen--in the chaotic state of affairs of Barbary is understood through 

their many associations with the goddess of retribution, Nemesis. Like Nemesis, 

daughter of Zeus, the supreme ruler and upholder of law, justice and morals, Abdil 

Rayes and Rubin Archis are also of fine lineage. Abdelmelec points to the fact in his 

address of the two distressd ladies: 

Distressed ladies and ye dames of Fez,  
Sprung from the true Arabian Muly Sharif,  
Now clear your watery eyes,  
Wipe tears away and cheerfully give welcome to these arms.  

(BA. 1.1.49-53)  
 

Like Nemesis, the goddess of retribution, their appearance results from the strife that 

has gripped Barbary. The conflict, as was thought to be customary between Islamic 

tyrants, was fratricide:     

Till Nemesis, high mistress of revenge,  
That with her scourge, keeps all the world in awe,  
With thundering drums awakes the god of war  
And calls the furies from Avernus’ crags,  
To range and rage and vengeance to inflict  
Vengeance on this accursed Moor for sin. (BA. 1. Prol.35-40) 

 

Rubin describes her role as the same as the avenging or punishing divinity Nemesis: 

“Rubin, that breathes but for revenge” and “Of death, of blood, of wreak and deep 
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revenge / Shall Rubin Archis frame her tragic songs” (BA. 1.1.109-110). The distress of 

these women, like that of Nemesis, is caused by the imbalance caused by human 

transgression of the natural and right order of things, which is apparently what has 

happened in Barbary. The natural order of the state has been overturned, and the 

Moorish women are now in charge. They are uncomfortable being thrust into positions 

of leadership, and their distress over this fact is frequently referenced in the play. The 

Moor’s son reports,  

Rubin, our uncle's wife, that wrings her hands 
   For Abdelmunen's death, accompanied 
   With many dames of Fez in mourning weeds,  
   Near to Argier. (BA. 1.2.16-18)  
 

Through the current unnatural circumstances, and their taking on of this seemingly 

unnatural leadership, they immerse themselves in attempts to restore the status quo in 

Barbary.  

Despite the anxiety of Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis over the enormous task 

they are entrusted with, they are very much involved in the process. They are well 

versed in the current military preparations under way for the restoration of the throne of 

Morocco to its rightful owners: 

Long live my lord, the sovereign of my heart,  
Lord Abdelmelec, whom the god of kings,  
 The mighty Amurath, hath happy made, 
 And long live Amurath for this good deed. (BA. 1.1.34-37) 

 

Abdul Rayes voices her awareness that the Turkish Sultan Amurath (also known as 

Murad) has sent his troops to aid in their efforts, and Rubin Archis addresses these very 

troops:   

Brave man at arms whom Amurath hath sent 
 To sow the lawful true succeeding seed  
 In Barbary, that bows and groans withal  
Under a proud usurping tyrant’s mace,  
 Right thou the wrongs this rightful kind hath borne.  

(BA. 1.1.44-48) 
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These speeches also give the sense that the delegates from their allies are being received 

by these women. Furthermore, they, like the Queen, direct human affairs to maintain 

equilibrium in the state:  

Bashaw, great thanks, the honour of the Turks.  
Forward, brave lords, unto this rightful war.  
How can this battle but successful be.  

   Where courage meeteth with a rightful cause? (BA. 1.1.130-133).  
 

They send off the army with well-wishes: “Go in good time, my best beloved lord, 

Successful in thy work thou undertakes” (BA. 1.1.134-135). In many instances, Abdil 

Rayes is the spokesperson for the Moors, Bashaws, and Janissaries who are banded 

together towards a common cause. Indeed, her masculine name in Arabic means the 

“servant of the sovereign”  (other words for ‘Rayes’ are ‘president,’ ‘boss,’ ‘chief,’ 

‘leader,’ ‘sovereign,’ ‘superior,’ or ‘head’), and in the  absence of her husband, the head 

of the state, she has taken the rudder to steer the state back to its natural order. These 

pictures are neither consistent with the roles of Moorish women of the time nor 

consistent with any English accounts of the crisis in Barbary. Moorish women’s 

involvement in politics was not commonplace, but Elizabeth’s involvement was. It is an 

interesting detail nonetheless, because it suggests that Peele has injected the Moorish 

women into the play and has fashioned their roles to project those of his Queen—roles 

such as receiving and thanking delegates from state allies and pumping the army with 

courage by ensuring them of their rightful cause. To an English audience moreover, 

their roles would not have seemed unusual, as the audience was under the reign of a 

Queen who was taking control of the matters of state in the absence of a male figure.   

Despite Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis’s strong political roles, their gender 

prevents them from taking part in the battle itself—a fact also true of Queen Elizabeth. 

Instead they offer many forms of sacrifice. Rubin reminds her countrymen and allies of 

the ways that she will be involved:  

Of death, of blood, of wreak and deep revenge  
 Shall Rubin Archis frame her tragic songs;  
 In blood, in death, in murder and misdeed,  
This heaven’s malice did begin and end. (BA. 1.1.109- 112)  
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Abdelmelec acknowledges the relevance of her actions and calls them “rites to 

Abdelmunem’s ghost,” pointing to their effectiveness in gathering support for the cause:  

Have pierced by this to Pluto’s grave below; 
The bells of Pluto ring revenge amain, 
 The furies and fiends conspire with thee,  
War bids me draw my weapons for revenge 
 Of my deep wrongs, and my dear brother’s death.  

(BA. 1.1.113-118)  
 

Unable to take part in the fighting, she sacrifices her son to the cause:  

Rubin, that breathes but for revenge, Bashaw,  
 By this commends herself to thee Resign the token of her thankfulness.  
To Amurath, the god of earthly kings,  
 Doth Rubin give and sacrifice her son,  
 Not with sweet smoke of fire or sweet perfume.  
But with his father’s sword his mother’s thanks  
 Doth Rubin give her son to Amurath. (BA. 2.1.28-35) 

 

The sacrifice of her son arouses the spirit of sacrifice in Abdil Rayes:  

As Rubin gives her son, so we ourselves,  
 To Amurath give, and fall before his face.  
Bashaw, wear thou the gold of Barbary,  
And glister like the palace of the sun,  
 In honour of the deed that thou hast done. (BA. 2.1.36-40)  

 

Their involvement, which can be characterized as motivational, is relevant and has a 

tremendous effect on the Moorish and Turkish Janissaries by giving them steadfastness 

in bringing about order in Barbary and restoring the throne to its rightful owner. This 

motivational involvement is reminiscent of the Elizabeth in shining armor, standing 

before the army at Tilbury stirring their patriotism and commitment to defend England 

against the Spanish Armada in August of 1588.  

There are, however, Moorish woman on the other side—Calipolis, wife of Muly 

Mahamet, the usurper of the throne of Barbary. Unlike Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis, 

who take active roles in bringing on stability by mustering up the assistance of the 

Bashaws, Moors, and Janissaries, Calipolis is helpless in the face of her circumstances.  
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She is “faint” and unable to “Refresh the fading substance of [her] life.” Her husband, 

whom she asks for sustenance, is equally helpless:  

Car’st thou to live then, fond Calipolis  
When he that should give essence to thy soul,  
He on whose glory all thy joy should stay, 
Is soulless, gloryless, and desperate,  
Crying for battle, famine, sword and fire,  
Rather than calling for relief or life. (BA. 2.3.30-35) 

The statement acknowledges his weakness and helplessness as a husband, as well as a 

leader, in the face of the current trials and tribulations. Calipolis is not so strong as 

Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis in the face of difficult times; she is a helpless bystander 

affected to the maximum by the choices her husband has made.   

Unlike Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis, Calipolis has no ability to motivate, 

encourage or strengthen her husband and his followers, although she is called upon to 

do so. Her husband, Muly Mahamet, asks her to live up to the part “as brave minds are 

strongest in extremes” (BA. 2.4. 76), rather than pine “in melancholy or childish fear” 

(BA. 2.4.77). Her weakness is contagious and reflects on those around her. Her son asks 

her to lend them strength: “Good madam, cheer yourself, my father’s wife, /He can 

submit himself and live below, /Make show of friendship, promise, vow and swear,” 

(BA. 2.3.56-57). Her son asks her to “make show” to uplift the spirit of his father and 

his followers. Muly Mahamet seconds his son’s request, and says to Calipolis:  

Into the shades then, fair Calipolis,  
And make thy son and negroes here good cheer.  

  Feed and be fat that we may meet the foe 
With strength and terror to revenge our wrong. (BA. 2.4.95-98) 

 

Her inability to raise the spirits of her supporters stems from her knowledge that their 

cause is unjust:  

But more dishonor hangs on such misdeeds 
 Than all the profit their return can bear. 
 Such secret judgments hath the heavens imposed 
 Upon the drooping state of Barbary, 
As public merits in such lewd attempts 
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 Hath drawn with violence upon our heads. (BA. 2.3. 64-69) 

So very aware of the consequences of their “misdeeds,” i.e., usurping of the throne of 

Barbary from the rightful owners, she points out that they are on a downward spiral of 

“dishonor,” for such are the “secret judgments” imposed by the justice of the heavens—

the  Christian view that evil reaps nothing but evil. She personifies the resentment 

aroused in her husband and his followers. In other words, her condition reflects the 

condition of Muly Mahamet and his followers. Their losses and sufferings are reflected 

in her state of mind:  

Alas, my lord, what boots these huge exclaims 
To advantage us in this distressed estate? 
O pity our perplexed estate, my lord, 
 And turn all cursed to submiss complaints, 
 And those complaints to actions of relief. 
 I faint, my lord, and naught may cursing plaints 
 Refresh the fading substance of my life. (BA. 2.3.16-22) 
 

As Calipolis puts it, in spite of the misery Muly Mahamet has reaped he makes “huge 

exclaims” which do not benefit their “distressed estate.”  And in the voice of reason, she 

suggests that Muly Mahamet give up his pompous attitude, humble himself, and realize 

that their condition requires “actions of relief.” Yet her words fall on deaf ears, for his 

pompous words do not desert him:   

But be content thy hunger shall have end,  
 Famine shall pine to death and thou shalt live.  
 I will hunt these cursed solitaries,  
 And make the sword and target here my hound,  
 To pull down lions and untamed beasts. (BA. 2.3.-40) 
 

Calipolis is neither a leader like Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis nor does she possess 

any leadership qualities as do her counterparts. Although her guidance and motivation 

are sought, she strongly withholds them because she knows that their cause is unjust. 

Hers is the voice of conscience, and it is through her that the audience can see the 

deteriorating state of the usurpers who have been plagued by famine, helplessness, and 

pangs of guilt. She has another important role.  Since Peele’s play retains Moorish 
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names, it may have seemed very confusing to its audience. At times the reader is 

confused as to who is on which side of the battle, whose actions are justified, and whose 

aren’t. Calipolis’s presence clears that confusion.  Her name is the only memorable one 

among the villains in the camp of evil, and through her association with the villains a 

clear distinctive line between the two conflicting factions can be drawn.   

The three Moorish women in Peele’s play may speak onlya few lines, but their 

roles are significant and cannot be dismissed.  Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis take 

leadership roles and are actively involved in preparations for the impending conflict to 

restore order in the State of Barbary, which is the main objective of the events of the 

play. Their roles may have echoed Elizabeth’s own role in the crisis in Barbary. Indeed, 

their taking on such crucial roles reflected some leadership qualities that would have 

been associated with Queen Elizabeth rather than with Moorish women—no accounts 

of Moorish women’s involvement in the conflict exist.  Their counterpart, Calipolis, 

possesses opposing traits that disqualify her as a leader. Rather, she is best likened to a 

barometer that measures the poor state of the Moorish villains in the play as well as 

their unjust cause, and their final doom.  

 

Elizabeth remembered in Bess, and dismembered in Tota  

Two other female characters who owe their characterization to representations 

of Elizabeth appear in Thomas Heywood’s The Fair Maid of the West Parts I and II.72 

As Jean Howard contends, although Heywood’s play was written twenty-eight years 

after the death of Elizabeth, his heroine Bess owes much of her character to the 

representations of the Queen.73 And John Watkins, in his Representing Elizabeth in 

Stuart England: Literature, History, Sovereignty, talks extensively about Heywood’s 

infatuation with honoring Elizabeth throughout his career:  

                                                 
72 Thomas Heywood, The Fair Maid of the West Parts I and II ed. Robert Kean Turner (Lincoln: U of 
Nebraska P, 1967). 
 
73 Jean Howard, “An English Lass Amid the Moors,” Women “Race,” and Writing in the Early Modern 
Period ed. Margo Hendricks, and Patricia A. Parker (New York: Routledge, 1994) 101-117. 
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Heywood distinguished himself from his contemporaries not only in the 
number of works that he devoted to Elizabeth but also in his unqualified 
enthusiasm for her. Heywood may have treated Elizabeth more 
affectionately than many other writers because he did not know her so 
well. He lacked both Naunton’s and Greville’s firsthand experience as 
courtiers and Camden’s access to documents recording the complexity of 
her relationships with Privy Councillors, members of Parliament, and 
foreign ambassadors. Heywood based his portraits of her instead on 
previously published, already idealized accounts—especially Foxe’s—
and perhaps on personal memories of her highly staged public 
appearances.74 

He further implies that in Heywood’s depictions, which he based on “idealized 

accounts,” those characters who are inspired by Elizabeth are perfect and void of 

Elizabeth’s:  

…vanity, arrogance, vindictiveness, gullibility, and other negative traits 
that figured in more direct recollections of Elizabeth’s relationship with 
her court. They upheld her instead as a model of piety toward God, 
devotion to her country, benevolence toward private individuals, and 
even charity toward her enemies. 75 

 But Bess’s perfect portrait is, as Kathleen McLuskie points out, “a theatrical and 

artistic necessity,” for if she were not as perfect as she is, then the imperfections of the 

Moorish Queen Tota would not be so pronounced.76 In what ensues, we will be 

discussing Heywood’s perfect and unblemished Bess Bridges, the fair maid of the West, 

and comparing the imperfect Moorish Queen and wife of Mullisheg, Tota.77 
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75 Watkins 39. 
 
76 Kathleen McLuskie, Dekker and Heywood: Professional Dramatists (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
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green, the lower parts white, the hands, ears, and face black. It was known to the ancient Egyptians. Also 
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The first part of The Fair Maid of the West opens in Plymouth, where a young 

English woman, Bess78 Bridges, works as a tapster in a Plymouth tavern.  Her beauty, 

charm, and reputation for chastity have made her the focus of many male patrons. One 

day a fight breaks out between rivals for Bess’s attention and her favorite, Spencer, kills 

a man, Carrol, who has been harassing her. Despite Spencer’s reservations about Bess 

being the daughter of a Somertshire hide seller, they become engaged, after which 

Spencer departs on Essex’s mission while entrusting Bess with his picture and tavern, 

“The Windmill” at Foy. The fact that she was “. . . of low birth” (FMWP1. 1.1.52) 

reminds us of Queen Elizabeth, who was labeled a bastard child, the result of a marriage 

considered null and void. As a result, she was officially declared illegitimate and 

deprived of her place in the line of succession. Yet, like Bess Bridges, she beats the 

odds and rises from the ashes with Henry VIII reinstating her in the line of succession, 

and, later on when her sister Mary’s death moves her from the Tower to the throne of 

England. Likewise, a turn of fate and the generosity of Spencer save Bess from her 

socioeconomic class, raise her to heights unimaginable and into moments of supreme 

triumph.  

As we delve into the play, Bess is constantly associated in the mind of 

foreigners, both European and Oriental, with Elizabeth.  The Spaniard in Act 4 Scene 4 

on being told to “…pray for English Bess” (FMWP1.120) has an enlightened moment 

and says, “I know now whom you mean, but be’t your queen, / Famous Elizabeth shall 

report, /She and her subjects are merciful” (FMWP1. 4.4.122-123). According to Claire 

Jowitt, this confusion between Elizabeth and Bess is deliberate for she  

…appears cross-dressed befitting the sea-fight in which she has been 
involved, with the result that even her lover Spencer—who has been held 
captive in the Spanish ship does not recognize her. The Spanish captain’s 
misunderstanding over the identity of ‘English Bess’, then, is not 
unreasonable. However, there is little doubt that Bess alludes to herself 
since, in any earlier encounter with some captured Spanish, she 
commanded them on their release, to ‘Pray for Bess Bridge, and speak 
well o’the English’ (Part I, IV.iv.59). Bess Bridges, as she aggressively 
but mercifully scuppers the Spanish fleet, acts in a manner reminiscent of 
account of Elizabeth’s Tilbury performance. She is an extension of the 

                                                 
78 Short for Elizabeth. 
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militaristic Queen involved in a just war against a threatening and 
treacherous enemy. 79 

 

Shepherd gives a similar reading in Amazons and Warrior Women.80 Like Elizabeth, 

Bess is the most sought-after woman in Europe as well as in Morocco. It is only in Act 

4, when Bess is a wealthy tavern-owner and courted by the Mayor of Foy’s son, that she 

begins to be nominated  “fair Mistress Elizabeth” (FMWP1. 4.2.9). And it is only in Act 

5 that Mullisheg, the King of Fez, pointedly calls attention to the fact that Elizabeth is 

also the name of the “Virgin queen, so famous through the world / The mighty empress 

of the maiden isle” (FMWP1. 5.1.89-90) a nomination, according to Jean Howard  

…that calls explicit attention to the way the virgin body of the Queen—
and so of Bess—can be made to emblemize the territorial integrity of 
England. Bess modestly disclaims any resemblance between herself and 
England’s Queen, “the only phoenix of her age, / The pride and glory of 
the Western Isles. (V.i.99-100), but clearly the comparison is more than 
random.81 

 

Though at times the many suitors appear bothersome, Bess takes advantage of every 

situation and exercises her power by wheeling and dealing, going as far as to kiss 

Mullisheg for the release of captives, namely a preacher who was on a mission to 

convert Moors to Christiantiy (FMWP1. 5.2. 73-74). The awkwardness of this moment 

is expressed by Clem: “Must your black face be smooching my mistress’s white lips 

with a Moorian?” (FMWP1. 5.2.80-81) Clem here is pointing to this questionable form 

of foreign exchange, but Daniel J. Vitkus says that  

morally questionable forms of exchange become acceptable when profits 
can be made. Turning Turk means selling oneself, and Bess, the “girl 
worth gold,” knows how to display her goods to her financial advantage 
without giving up her virginity. Whether trading with the lustful Muslim 
rulers or selling wine to horny sailors, Bess preserves her chastity. Her 
exchange with Mullisheg is a microcosmic version of England’s version 
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of England’s trade in Barbary and with Muslims, and thus the text 
indicates England’s newly promiscuous status in the Mediterranean 
economy.82 

 

In Vitkus’s words, Bess here, like Elizabeth is “trafficking with the Turk”—the 

commercial contact here expressed through sexual imagery--is for the release of 

Christian captives in the Moorish court.  

English paranoia about the uncertainty of England’s future during Elizabeth’s 

reign is also expressed in the play through Bess. Regarding this aspect, the play, 

according to Jowitt, can be read in two different ways: 1) whether Elizabeth in “an 

unmarried state provokes a crisis in the behavior of her male subjects;” or whether 2) 

“Bess’s adventures celebrate all that a virgin can achieve.”83 McLuskie sees Bess’s 

intention to marry Spencer as an ultimate goal, but one postponed so as to allow her the 

liberty to take on adventurous masculine pursuits. She finds her inner masculinity: 

“Methinks I have a manly spirit in me…” (FMWP1. 2.2.5) and “Methinks I could be 

valiant on the sudden / And meet a man I’th’ field, / I could do all that I have heard 

discours’d” (FMWP1. 2.3.10-12). When Goodlack, the captain of the ship, asks “Fair 

Bess, keep you your cabin” (FMWP1. 4.4.90), she as the commander of the Negro 

responds, “Captain, you wrong me. / I will face the fight, / And where the bullets sing 

loud’st ‘bout mine ears, / There shall you find me cheering up my men” (FMWP1. 

4.4.91-93).84 The men in the play are not threatened by her masculinity, probably 

because of her marriage to Spencer and her imminent domestication: “Any threat to 

patriarchy represented by her successful entry into male-activities—sword-fighting and 

military aggression against Spain—is neutralized by her womanly desires to achieve an 

appropriate marriage.”85 Furthermore, the uncertainty of whether Bess will be able to 
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bear a child is expressed through Roughman’s interest in her on the condition that he 

has guarantees of her reproductive abilities:  “I must of what burden this vessel is. / I 

shall not bear with her till she bear with me, / and till then I cannot report her for a 

woman of good carriage” (FMWP1. 2.1.19-21). It seems all is uncertain with Bess on 

the marriage front and in her potential to bear an heir, but as regards her abilities as a 

virgin she proves considerably more powerful than the male characters in the play. Bess 

runs her tavern successfully, both financially and socially. According to Jowitt “Both 

‘The Castle’ and ‘The Windmill’ microcosmically represent the larger worlds of the 

Court and England under the Queen’s control.”86 Furthermore, Bess can unite people of 

different socio-economic backgrounds: “Reserving to myself [Bess] the prime 

command” (FMWP1. 4.2.74) through the establishment of her ship, the Negro—Clem 

(a drawer of wine), Roughman (a swaggering gentleman), Goodlack (a gentleman), 

Forset (a gentleman).  Her ship not only unites Englishman but foreigners as well. 

Hence its specifications:  

As for the ship I’ll have her pitch’d all o’er no spot of white,  
No color to be seen, no sail but black,  
No flag, but sable 
…She shall be call’d the Negro.  
When you know my conceit, Captain, you will thank me for’t. (FMWP1. 
4.4.78-80, 82-83)  

 

We do, for once the ship docks at Moroccan shores, Mullisheg exclaims: “…never saw 

a braver vessel sail, / And she is call’d the Negro” (FMWP1. 4.5.6-7) and adds that 

“Perhaps to our good fate: she in a Negro, / Hath sail’d thus far to bosom with a Moor” 

(FMWP1. 4.5.7-9). The ship suggests that the English and the Moors share the same 

interests although they do not share the same faith, a fact that Bess laments: “Oh, were 

you of our faith. / I’d swear great Mullisheg, to be a god on earth” (FMWP1. 5.2.122-

123). Other than uniting countryman and uniting nations, she is also capable of 

inspiring the men around her to improve themselves,  as in the case of Roughman, who 

is a coward and bully whom she transforms into a courageous gentleman: “She hath 

waken’d me / And kindled that dead fire of courage in me / Which all this while hath 
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slept’ (FMWP1. 2.1.132-134). England’s commercial interests with the Moors were 

closely knit, but in other aspects the English saw themselves much better: 

Our country men eat and drink as yours do for all the world;  
 Open their eyes when they would see and shut them again when they 
would sleep;  
When they go they set one leg before another;  
 And gape when their mouths open, as yours;  
Eat when they have stomachs, scratch when it itcheth. / Only I hold our 
nation to be cleanlier. (FMWP2. 1.1.68-73) 

Tota, the Moorish Queen, asks “Cleanlier? Wherein?” (FMWP2. 1.1.74), he responds: 

“Because they never sit down to eat with such foul hands and faces” (FMWP2. 1.1.75). 

Although Clem is trying to be funny, the moment is exemplary to consider the Moorish 

Queen, Tota, and how she compares to the Fair Maid of the West, Bess.  

If, through Bess,  Heywood glorifies English women as mirrors of virtue and the 

fairest maids of the West, he presents Tota as the “Black Queen of the East,”87 whose 

name is ancient Egyptian for a monkey of the Upper Nile and Abyssinina, as inferior to 

Bess in every possible way.  Clem thinks of her as a witch (FMWP2. 1.1.55).  Moorish 

women, especially in Spanish Literature, were commonly held to be experts in occult 

matters. On the other hand, Bess’s beauty in this play is legendary.  Tota has had a 

similar background; like Bess, who left England in search for her husband, Spencer, 

Tota: “Left we for this our country?” (FMWP2. 1.1.2) to marry Mullisheg. But instead 

of running into success, she has become a neglected wife: “A mere neglected lady here 

in Fez, A Slave to others” (FMWP2. 1.1.4) of no interest to others, or more importantly 

to her husband Mullisheg, over whom she has no command. Bess, on the other hand, is 

the prime commander of a ship and of an array of men-- Englishmen, the Moorish King 

of Fez, and later the ruler of Florence.   

Tota is ambitious, but her ambition pales in comparison to Bess’s. Bess’s 

ambition is spurred into action by news of Spencer’s death, after which she makes quick 

and nimble arrangements to retrieve the body by taking on masculine qualities, 

commanding a ship and embarking on dangerous adventures. She establishes relations 
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with the Moors and helps her fellow Christians—the French and Italian Merchants—in 

the process.  Tota’s is a “womanish ambition” (FMWP2. 1.1.5), the kind that can 

summon up only the vicious cycle of revenge as a solution to her existing problem. She 

is unable to decide whom she is going to take revenge on for her neglected state—

Mullisheg or Bess? She settles on neither, but goes about an aimless plan to sleep with 

Bess’s husband, Spencer. Tota, the morally degenerate stock character, is void of any 

show of Bess’s English virtue, and her degeneracy governs her spinning of the revenge 

plot involving the age-old bed trick. She calls upon Roughman to arrange the sexual 

tryst, and in return offers to “crown” him with “excess” (FMWP2.1.1.182). When he 

refuses, she bribes him with gold. When he refuses to succumb to her degenerate plans, 

she threatens to accuse him of rape. Given that her intentions and means are immoral, 

failure is already anticipated for her plans.   

Tota’s immoral and aimless bed-trick plan for revenge is transformed into a 

comical scene that makes a laughing stock of the Moors. Roughman and Goodman 

cooperate to trick the Moorish couple. On hearing about Tota’s plan, Goodman, who 

has been called upon by Mullisheg to bring Bess to his bed, remarks, “Who but a Moor, 

/ Of all that bears man’s shape likest a devil, / Could have devis’d this horror?” 

(FMWP2. 1.1.328-30). In this respect, A. J. Hoenselaars says, “In many ways, 

Heywood’s character portrayal is still traditional: the Moors are almost all presented as 

treacherous and lustful, in accordance with contemporary merchants’ 

accounts.”88Together the two manage to set a bed-trick in which the Moorish king and 

queen will sleep together while Bess and Spencer escape: 

…in the end the two Englishmen confer and then collaborate in planning 
a bed-trick whereby Tota and Mullisheg are led separately into a dark 
room where they have sex, each thinking that they are enjoying an exotic 
English lover. Part of the joke here is the dark-skinned Moors cannot see, 
in the dark that their sexual partner is as black as they are.89 
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Furthermore, the morning after also has a comic effect, for both the Moorish king and 

queen are ecstatic at the experience. Tota exclaims:  

Were I again to match, I’d marry one 
Of this brave nation, if a gentleman,  
Before the greatest monarch of the world,  
They are such sweet and loving bedfellows. (FMWP2. 3.1.5-8) 

 

And Mullisheg is equally enthusiastic about his bed partner:  

Venetian ladies, not the Persian girls,  
 The French, the Spanish, not the Turkish dames,  
 Ethiope, nor Greece can kiss with half the art  
 These English can, not entertain their friends  
 Wi’ th’ tenth part of theat ample willingness  
Within these arms. (FMWP2. 3.1.13-18) 

It is a spectacle to be laughed at rather than applauded. What Tota and Mullisheg do is 

confirm traditional traits in the English by contrasting them with the views held by the 

foreigners in the play:  

When Tota and Mullisheg define the English as promiscuous and 
lecherous, they are independently constructing and accepting an image 
remarkably similar to that disseminated by Fletcher, Massinger, and 
Jonson, who had satirized incontinent English males and female in the 
foreign setting of their plays. By elaborately demonstrating that Tota and 
Mullisheg are committing an error of judgment, Heywood is countering 
his fellow dramatists’ outlook and attempting to restore the image that 
prevailed in the drama written under Bess’s namesake, Queen 
Elizabeth.90 

So, through the imperfections of Tota, Bess’s perfections are contrasted twofold. 

Heywood can portray a favorable stock of traits in his English characters and hence a 

pro-English outlook. And this is the function of Tota—she is a crude parallel of Bess, 

rather than an independent and well-rounded character with a life of her own.  

I have attempted in this chapter to analyze the female characters-- 

English/European, Turkish and Moorish-- in four early modern Turk and Moor plays, 
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and have concluded that they fall into two categories: Elizabeth-like or crude parallels 

of the celebrated Virgin Queen. Although I do not believe that these characters that 

resemble Elizabeth are exact replicas of her, it is suffificent that their portraits have 

been influenced by her to an extent. This would not have been unusual, given that she 

was the most influential sovereign England had ever known, and had reigned 

prosperously for more than forty years, from 1558 until her death in 1603. So the fact 

that playwrights such as Kyd, Marlowe, Peele and Heywood would be influenced by 

her, consciously or unconsciously, is no surprise. Her rich and enigmatic figure must 

have lent itself to the playwrights, and her troubling times of war and intrigue must have 

also allowed them to explore complex questions in their plays as well. All in all, in 

trying to trace the women in these four plays, in some instances I was constantly traced 

back to Elizabeth, except when it came to the Turkish or Moorish characters such as 

Zabina, Tota, and Calipolis. Their portrayals did not lead me to any accounts of 

Moorish or Turkish women but rather to the fact that they were the antitheses of the 

characters who were inspired by Elizabeth. They were everything the Queen was not. 

What they held common was their being overshadowed by the favorable, bordering on 

perfect, English traits in the Queen of England. I the following chapter we will discuss 

another common trait, lust, in another group of women in early modern Turk and Moor 

plays.  
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Chapter 2 

Lust is a Definite Must  

 Medieval and early modern Western European texts about Islam nearly always 

defined it as a licentious religion of sensuality. Norman Daniel, in his Islam and the 

West: The Making of an Image, discusses the prevalent, bordering on obsessive, 

European notion that “Islam was essentially built upon a foundation of sexual license 

which was plainly contrary to the natural and the divine law.”91 This tradition of anti-

Islamic polemic, which saw the religion of Mahomet based on “fraud, lust, and 

violence,” endured.92 In 1627, Edward Kellet claimed that the Prophet of Islam’s 

epilepsy was punishment for lechery:  

The great seducer Mahomet, was a salacious, lustfull Amoroso, and his 
intemperate lascviousnesse, was wayted on by infirmities and sicknesses 
correspondent to his lewdnesse . . . he, for his lust, and by it, was 
tormented with the Great falling-sicknesse; and that disease is a plague 
of an high-hand; and in him a testimonie of a very sinfull soule, in a very 
sinfull body.93  

  

According to Leo Africanus, not only Mahomet suffered from it, but so did the female 

followers of Islam: “this falling sickness likewise possesseth the women of Barbarie.”94 

Further, the connection between Jihad and lust is no better expressed than in Henry 

Byam’s lecture, which he gave on the same day as Kellet’s sermon:    

He was the very puddle and sink of sin and wickedness. A thief, a 
murderer, an adulterer, and a Wittal. And from such a dissolute life 
proceeded those licentious laws of his. That his followers may avenge 
themselves as much as they list. That he that kills most infidels shall 
have the best room in Paradise: and he that fighteth not lustily, shall be 
damned in hell. That they may take as many wives as they be able to 
keep, and lest insatiable lust might want whereon to feed, to surfeit, he 
alloweth divorce upon every light occasion. He himself had but eleven 
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wives, besides whores, but the Grand Signior in our days kept three 
thousand concubines for his life.95  

 

 Lust was the allure of Islam, appealing not only to its followers but to Christians as 

well: “. . . the incredible allurement is giving people free liberty and power to pursue 

their lustes and all other pleasures, for by these meanes, this pestilent religion hath crept 

into innumerable Nations.”96  This was the real threat of Islam: “The attraction of 

conversion to Islam—and the reluctance of Muslims to convert to Christianity—

stemmed primarily from the greater sexual freedom allowed under Islamic law.”97 I 

agree with Rice that “turning Turk” held sexual connotations98 and will add that in early 

modern thought, the propagation of Islam to Christian men must have taken on sexual 

undertones, as it was likened to whoring and prostituting. Hence it is befitting that 

conversion be represented by the women of Islam, whether Turkish or Moorish. In this 

chapter we will explore such ideas in two Moor plays and a Turk play—Thomas 

Dekker’s Lust’s Dominion or the Lascvious Queen (1600), Robert Daborne’s A 

Christian Turned Turk (1610), and John Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta (1618) -- in 

which the alleged sexual excesses of Muslims cause anxieties of corruption and 

conversion because of English encounters with the Islamic Other.    

  

Queen, mother, woman come to your senses! 

 In 1600 the Moroccan ambassador Abd al-Wahad al-Anuri was dispatched by 

Saidian Sultan Ahmed Al-Mansur as his ambassador to Queen Elizabeth. The mission, 

according to Edward Bovill, was to propose a “military alliance between Morocco and 

England and prepar[e] for a joint invasion of Spain.”99 Although the Queen and 

governing officials saw the benefit of such an alliance, the people of England were 
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another story altogether. The presence of the Moorish delegation in England made room 

for suspicion and mistrust. Khaled Bekkaaoui expresses George Tomson’s negative 

opinion of the ambassador, one that would have echoed the opinions of the ordinary 

Englishman:  

…he is a naturall Moore borne, but the race of the Fessians, which the 
naturall Moore houldeth baseness, yet in credit by his sharpness of wit 
and guift of pen, being not imployed in matters of greatest secretes, for 
that there is another of greater estimation. His nature is to speak well of 
such as are most bountiful unto him, and to such he will show a mercy 
countenance. 100 

 

The variety of English accounts of the Moorish delegations mentioned by Bekkaaaoui 

testifies to the impact that this visit had on the ordinary Englishman, and its being so 

remote from the commoner made room for much resentment:  

Nothwithstanding all which kindness showed them, together with 
their diet and all other provisions for six months space wholly at the 
Queen’s charges, yet such was their inveterate hate unto our 
Christian religion and estate as they could not endure to give any 
manner of alms, charitie or relief, either in money or broken meat, 
unto any English poor, but reserved their fragments and sold the 
same unto such poor as would give most of them.101 

 

Adding fuel to the already inflamed rumors, the sudden death of the two Moorish 

companions of the ambassador, Hajj Messa and the interpreter, exacerbated anti-

Moorish accounts. It was thought that they were killed by their compatriots because 

they spoke well of England: “And being returned, it was supposed they poisoned their 

interpreter, being borne in Granado, because he commended the estate and bountie of 

England.”102 But it wasn’t just the commoner who eyed the delegation with suspicion; 

the merchants in the spirit of commercial rivalry characterized the Moorish mission as 

commercial espionage:  
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During their half year’s abode in London, they used all subtlety and 
diligence to know the prises, weights, measures and all kindes of 
difference to such commodities, as either their country sent hither or 
England transported thither. They carried with them all sorts of 
English weights, measures and samples of commodities.103 

 

There is no doubt that the visitors from Barbary were difficult to ignore, and how could 

they be? They stayed in England for six months and took part in “active life and visiting 

places such as Hampton Court and London Markets, and were also invited to attend 

national events such as the Queen’s coronation day at Whitehall.”104  That was the case 

of the Londoners, but how did Elizabeth I react to the Moorish mission? 

 It is said that Queen Elizabeth had refused to ally herself with the infidels, and 

in a show of her anti-Moorish sentiment she decreed the deportation of the Moors who 

had sought political and religious refuge/asylum in England from the persecution of the 

Spanish inquisition.105 The decree reads:  

After our hearty commendations; whereas the Queen’s Majesty, 
tendering the good and welfare of her own natural subjects greatly 
distressed in these times of dearth, is highly discontented to 
understand the great numbers of Negars and Blackammoors which 
(as she is informed) are crept into this realm since the troubles 
between Her Highness and the King of Spain, who are fostered and 
relieved here to the great annoyance of her own liege people and 
want relief which those people consume; as also for that most of 
them are infidels, having no understanding of Christ or his Gospel, 
hath given especial commandment that the said kind of people 
should be with all speed avoided  and discharged out of Her 
Majesty’s dominions.106 

  

The deportation was justified on grounds that the immigrants, or “Blackammoors,” 

were the root cause for poverty and unemployment in England, plunging the English 
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population into distress. 107 Such is the case in Dekker’s play, in which the Moor’s 

property is confiscated by the state and he is exiled because he is draining off “the 

Revenues of the King.” Likewise, the play closes with King Philip’s deportation of the 

Moors from Spain: “And, for the Barbarous Moor and his black train, / Let all the 

Moors be banished from Spain” (LD. 5.5.160). Such was English sentiment on both the 

official and common levels towards the Moorish delegation in England, which would 

have coincided with the staging of Thomas Dekker’s Lust’s Dominion; it is hard to 

believe that such negative sentiments would not have influenced theatrical depictions of 

the characters in the play. The character we are interested in is “the Lascivious Queen,” 

which is also the subtitle of Dekker’s play, reminding us that it is not the Moor but the 

Queen Mother who is the sexually aggressive one, and only as a result of her close 

affiliation with the foreign and morally decadent Moor, Eleazar.  Anxieties about their 

Queen’s hospitality toward the Moorish delegation for “six months space wholly at the 

Queen’s charges,” as well as their proposal of a military alliance between Britain and 

Morocco against the Spanish, are played out through a lusty relationship between the 

Queen Mother and the Moor Eleazar. The alliance is expected to cause a Moorish 

invasion of the nation by taking over the senses of the Queen Mother, which in turn 

threatens the monarchy’s stability and its future.    

 In Lust’s Dominion the master lust plot, (there is an amalgam of lust plots in 

this play), involves Queen Eugenia’s infatuation with the only Muslim character, the 

Moorish Prince of Fez, Eleazar, who is being held captive in the Spanish Court. In spite 

of his captivity, he is honored for his military prowess and the victories he has won for 

Spain—in this respect he anticipates Othello in Shakespeare’s Othello the Moor of 

Venice. Eleazar harbors a strong grudge against the Spaniards for the death of his 

father, and as a result enacts ruthless attempts against the Spanish crown by employing 

his lusty alliance or “wantoning” with the Queen Mother to execute his plans.  
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 The play wastes no time. At the very onset, Eleazar and Eugenia’s sexually 

charged relationship is evident: “Eleazar appears with the Spanish Queen engaging in 

an illicit but not entirely unnoticed affair, which marks Spain as ‘lust’s dominion,’ his 

lover as a ‘lascivious queen,’ and himself, he says, as ‘the Minion108 of the Spanish 

Queen,’ who ‘makes a Cuckold of our King.’”109 The Spanish court has been penetrated 

by the Moor through the body of the Queen, who gives herself readily to the 

transgressor, for it is not Eleazar who is lusting after Eugenia but the other way around. 

Indeed, the Moor is portrayed as shunning Eugenia when he does not reciprocate her 

pleas for his love:  “There, off! Is it you that deafen me with this noise?” (LD. 1.1.59). 

But she is persistent, leaving no doubt that she has been dominated by lust for the Moor, 

so much so that she is unresponsive to Eleazar’s calling her a “Strumpet” and “Harlot” 

who is “Ugly as hell” (LD. 1.1.59).  In fact, her response to such insults is quite mellow:  

Look smoothly on me,  
Chime out your softest strains of harmony,  
And on delicious music’s silken wings,  
Send ravishing delight to my love’s ears,  
 That he may be enamoured of your tunes (LD. 1.1.59)  

Eleazar is repulsed by her indecency and lack of self-respect and alternates his 

responses to her placid reaction between “Away”or “Begone” (LD. 1.1.59 and 60).  He 

frowns at her pleas for kisses, at which she asks, “Why dost thou frown? At whom?” 

and he responds, “At thee!” Eugenia exclaims: 

At me? Oh why at me? For each contracted frown  

A crooked wrinkle interlines my brow.  
 Spend but one hour in frowns and I shall look  
Like to a beldam  of one hundred years.  
I prithee speak to me and chide me not (LD. 1.1.60-61). 

 

Realizing that her pleas for love are to no avail, the Spanish Queen resorts to lust-laden 

expressions in an attempt to make a connection with Eleazar, who claims he is “… sick, 
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heavy, and dull as lead.” Eugenia pounces on this statement and seductively responds, 

“I'll make thee lighter by taking something from thee” ( LD. 1.1.60). She is proposing 

sexual intercourse, a process that will involve an exchange of bodily fluids to unburden 

Eleazar and make him “light,” which according to the OED is a term applied to those of 

wanton disposition. Relieving someone of a burden forms the quibble in J. Shirley’s 

Gamester (1633) Act 3 Scene 1: “how light thou’lt be, Without thy maidenhead! does’t 

not spoil thy sleep, And breed the night-mare?”110 She follows the statement with 

shameless recitals of the physical pleasures she is prepared to offer him, and climaxes 

with the promise that “In all-naked arms, thy self shalt lie” (LD. 1.1.61) . Eleazar still 

reviles her, by pointing to her insatiable sexual appetite: “Lust’s arms do stretch so 

wide/ That none can fill them?” (LD. 1.1.61). The visual appeal of this scene must have 

been striking: a queen entering the private quarters of a black Moor in her rich 

apparel—indicative of her position in the Spanish court as the consort of the ruler—

completely abandoning her status to an arrogant, dark-skinned lover. This visual image 

is still further strengthened by Eugenia’s age. These images bear parallels to Stow’s 

account of Elizabeth’s inviting and welcoming the Moorish delegation to England in 

1600--which coincides with the staging of the play--and her “kindness showed them, 

together with their diet and all other provisions for six months space wholly at the 

Queen’s charges.” Stow goes even further in his account, telling us how, like Eleazar, 

the Moorish delegation responded miserly to Elizabeth’s charity: “…yet such was their 

inveterate hate unto our Christian religion and estate as they could not endure to give 

any manner or alms, charitie or relief, either in money or broken meet, unto any English 

poor, but reserved their fragments and sold the same unto such poor as would give most 

for them.”111 The illicit setting in which the Queen and Eleazar are pitched together in 

this play also reflects the negative public sentiment regarding the inappropriateness of 

Elizabeth’s alliance with the Moors. The moral decadence of the Moor Eleazar has 

marred the image of the Christian Queen Eugenia, as it may the image of Elizabeth 

should she take on the Moor’s request to unite militarily against Spain. The exchange of 
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fluids in their sexual encounter mirrors the negotiations between the Queen and the 

Moorish delegation in London which aimed at alleviating the burden of Spain for both 

sides. 

  But the queen comes dangerously close to sealing a deal with the Moor, again 

portrayed in the play through Eugenia’s stooping very low for Eleazar’s sexual favors. 

Her licentiousness knows no bounds (LD. 1.2.65); she seeks Eleazar while her husband, 

Phillip, the King of Spain is on his death bed: “My husband King upon his death-bed 

lies, /Yet have I stolen from him to look on thee” (LD. 1.1.62). She even shows her 

readiness for disturbing the harmony of Spain in exchange for the pleasure of her Moor:  

What means my love?  
Burst all those wires! Burn all those instruments! 
For they displease my Moor. Art thou now pleased?  
 Or wert thou now disturbed? I'll wage all Spain  
To one sweet kiss; this is some new device  
To make me fond and long. Oh! You men  
Have tricks to make poor women die for you. (LD. 1.1.60) 

 

She is the most active accomplice to the Moor, willing to offer criminal actions for the 

sake of sexual favors. Eugenia tells Eleazar that she will kill her own son “for thy sake” 

(LD. 2.2.82), but Eleazar deems it unwise. So instead he suggests that she falsely 

“…preach, and proclaim abroad, / That your son Philip is a bastard” (LD. 2.2.83) to 

which she consents. The drastic measures that Eugenia is willing to take for the sake of 

her Moor threaten to divide the Spanish nation into conflicting parties, plunging the 

country into a series of battles:  

Philip hath sworn confusion to this Realm.  
They both are up in arms; wars flames do shine  
 Like lightening in the air …  
Philip cries fire and blood; the Cardinal  
 Cries likewise fire and blood. (LD. 3.4.106)  

 

Furthermore, her actions subvert the right of her eldest son, Philip, to inherit the throne 

of Spain, and the rights of his brother Fernando, as successor:  

Queen Mother: Oh! Sheath your weapons; though my son be slain.  
Yet Save yourselves; choose a new Sovereign. 
All:  Prince Philip is our Sovereign, choose him King! 
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Eleazar: Prince Philip shall not be my Sovereign,  
 Philips’s a Bastard, and Fernando’s dead. (LD. 3.4.106) 

  

In brief, Eugenia’s involvement with Eleazar would put her down in history as 

collaborator with an infidel, conspirator and traitor against the Spanish crown. Eleazar 

brings Eugenia’s attention to the danger of a tarnished image should she remain so 

openly shameless about their illicit relationship:  “Our chamber window stares into the 

court / And every wide mouthed ear, hearing this news, /Will give alarum to the 

cuckold King“(LD. 1.1.63). And so would it Elizabeth. As Elizabeth I is beneficial to 

the Moorish mission, so is Eugenia beneficial for Eleazar to spin his plan for revenge. 

To my knowledge, there was no other Christian European Queen other than Elizabeth I 

who was rumoured to be receptive to uniting militarily with Turks or Moors, and this 

fact must have caused uneasiness among Englishmen regarding their image among 

Europeans and Christians on the Continent. Matar in “Soldier, Pirates, Traders, and 

Captives” points out that it was already widely rumoured that Elizabeth was assisting 

the Moors against Spain:  

By the mid-1590’s the cooperation between the queen and the 
Moroccan ruler was so widely known that the queen was believed to 
be preparing to assist the ‘Moors’ against Spain, and to ‘throw her 
entire force into Mauretania for the benefit of the Kinge of Morocco 
and Fez.’ That there were such high numbers of Britons fighting with 
the Muslims of North Africa is very unlikely—the queen might be 
willing to support the principle but not the expense.112 

 

The fact is that up until the visit of the Moorish delegation and the staging of Lust’s 

Dominion, England’s involvement with the infidel was a rumor. The Moors were not in 

such close proximity to England.  But with the English encounter of “real Moors” in 

London, they probably turned their queen’s involvement with the Moor into a tangible 

reality that had to be revisited and re-evaluated through a play very much influenced by 

the current events in London at the time.  In addition, the inaccessibility of reliable 

information regarding what was happening between the monarch and the infidels 

behind closed doors left room for imagination on the English stage:  
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 Matar notes that el-Mansur’s interest in reviving Morocco’s fallow 
relations with the English followed immediately on England’s defeat 
of the Spanish armada and argues that it was, in fact, grounded on 
the hope of an alliance against Spain. Be that as may be, England’s 
historical record, in what it says and silences, presents England’s 
interactions with Barbary and Barbary’s with England as inevitably 
contingent on the contending presence of the Spanish and 
Portuguese.113  

 

The play was a medium through which fears could be safely expressed of any potential 

agreement of an alliance between a divinely ordained monarch and a divinely cursed 

infidel. Such a concoction spelled brutal degeneracy for England and its monarch, as it 

does for Eugenia in the play, when she stoops so low as to stab Eleazar’s chaste and 

virtuous wife Maria for the sake of her lust for a Moor. Wouldn’t it be safer for the 

queen to be a Maria, the Moor’s “fair” Spanish wife who commits suicide in order to 

evade seduction by the King of Spain?  She vows, “…Before foul lust / Shall soil the 

fair complexion of mine honor / This hand shall rob Maria of her life” (LD. 2.3.179-

81).114 Maria prefers death over submission to the King of Spain, who is forcing her 

into an immoral abyss; similarly, it is implied that Elizabeth I realized that the Spanish 

threat was forcing her into an alliance with an infidel.  Whichever way you look at it, 

the queen’s political affiliation, expressed through sexual imagery in the play, is 

unwelcomed and unwanted in both English sentiment of the time and in Lust’s 

Dominion, because it has the potential to give birth to “…a direct political and 

commercial threat to English national interests and [the] stability, security and welfare 

of Europe” according to Bekkaaoui.115  

 Fortunately, the play quells such anxieties and anticipates that the queen will 

wake up from her lusty entrancement with the Moor.  Indeed, in a turn of events, 

Eugenia realizes Eleazar’s threat to herself and her nation as well as to the natural 

succession to the Spanish crown. She realizes that she has sacrificed her duty, her 

natural and motherly affection, yea humanity itself, to her ungovernable desire for the 
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Moor, which has proven disastrous to the nation in that it has subverted coherent 

national values of legitimacy, primogeniture, and orderly succession, eventually 

throwing the country into chaos. In her own words, she puts the blame on Eleazar in an 

address to the Spaniards just before he is sentenced to death: 

Spaniards, this was the villain, this is he  
Who through enticements of alluring lust,  
 And glory which makes silly women proud,  
 And men malicious, did incense my spirit  
 Beyond the limits of a woman’s mind. (LD. 5.5.158) 

 

She blames her alliance with the Moor on her poor judgment and the fact that she is a 

simple, defenseless, frail, and helpless woman, which is reason enough for the state to 

pardon her immediately: ““…and you Queen my mother, / I pardon all those crimes you 

have committed” (LD. 5.4.159).  The source of menace, Eleazar, is executed; that does 

not suffice the state, but spurs precautionary measures by decreeing that “…all Moors 

be banished from Spain” (LD. 5.5.160). Just as in a turn of events in 1600 it was said 

that “Elizabeth I refused to ally herself with infidels and turned against the Moors who 

had fled to England seeking religious and political asylum from the persecution of the 

Spanish inquisition.”116 Furthermore, according to Khaled Bakkaaoui: “Just a few 

months after the departure of the Moorish ambassador, the English Queen issued a 

decree ordering the immediate deportation of all Moorish refugees from England.”117 

 So by presenting a queen’s alliance with an ambitious Moor as that of 

“Lusters, but not Louers,”118 Dekker’s Lust’s Dominion helps portray the public’s 

negative sentiment regarding their Queen’s possible political alliance with the 

Moorish/infidel delegation to unite against Spain. That the relationship is scrutinized 

within the context of lust as a form of irrepressible, intense and unbridled sexual desire, 

which was construed as a pagan/unchristian and Turkish trait, further emphasizes its 

supposed immorality. Hence, the monarch’s close proximity with the early modern 
                                                 
116 Bakkaaoui 29. 
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figure of lust, lasciviousness, and licentiousness on English land raised early modern 

anxieties of the possibility of the monarch’s perversion, which naturally would have 

dire consequences for England and its people, as the play’s events exemplify. Any 

encounter with the lascivious infidel, whether male or female, spelled trouble, as we 

shall further see in another early modern Turk play.  

 

England may turn Englishmen pirates, but Turkish women turn them Turk  

It had been nineteen years since the Levant Company of 1581 was established 

when Robert Daborne’s A Christian Turn’d Turk (1610)119 was performed in England. 

At this time English commerce in the Mediterranean was developing rapidly, and those 

who took to the seas for a living would have had direct encounters with the power, 

lands, and people of Islam.  

…the English felt the force of Islam as it affected their maritime 
economy. Both the Ottoman galley of the Eastern Mediterranean and the 
Barbary pirate ships from North African ports were known to English 
seamen venturing through the straits of Gibraltar. Some of these cross-
cultural encounters were mutually profitable, while other meetings with 
Muslim vessels involved robbery and taking of captives, who were 
ransomed or sold into slavery. 120 

 

And in the early seventeenth century, Barbary pirate activity was closer to home, when 

the English coastline was raided and captives were taken, with pirates even “hauling 

their victims out of their homes and churches in the West Country and carrying them off 

to be sold into slavery or held for ransom.”121 Some of the captives had little hope of 

being ransomed and converted to Islam, but many, according to Vitkus, did so 

voluntarily: “. . . the temptation of lucrative employment motivated Christian sailors 

and soldiers to turn Turk and become renegade pirates, or, in some instances, to join the 

Ottoman army or navy as technical adviser.”122 Evidently the latter were growing in 
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numbers, and something had to be done by the religious and political authorities in 

England to combat the problem; in 1612, “twelve pirates were executed on the same 

day: all were hanged publicly at Wapping.”123 However, the authorities were not 

primarily concerned about piracy. In Daborne’s play it appears that it was a justified 

profession, given the bad economic times in England; Englishmen took on piracy for 

the “Want of a little bread” (CTT. 1.48).  And soldiers, out of financial necessity, are 

especially noted as becoming pirates:  

True, who is’t would not smile  
To hear a soldier that had nothing left 
 But misery to speak him man, can show 
 More marks than pence, upon whose back contempt  
 Heaps on the weight of poverty.  (CTT. 1.41-43)  

 

According to the play, the taking on of this degenerate profession was proof of 

England’s ingratitude toward those who had loyally defended her: “When the air he 

terms his ungratefully doth stifle him” (CTT. 1.50-51). That the nation was to blame is 

further confirmed by the Dutchman Francisco, who, when mistaken for a pirate, defends 

his country, saying, “We are no pirates, sir/ Our country yields us more honest means of 

living” (CTT. 4.313-314). So it was not piracy that the religious and political authorities 

were primarily worried about; it was conversion that could not go unpunished: 

“England suspected that there were pirates and renegades who led double lives, 

returning home when they wished and going unpunished for their apostasy.”124 Like the 

hangings aimed at publicly discouraging potential converts to both piracy and Islam, 

Daborne’s play serves as a scare-tactic for the same reason. The play portrays a formal 

conversion ceremony to Islam with inaccurate depictions of religious rites, to support 

the notion that Islam’s only appeal for those who came into close proximity with it was 

the sexual appeal of its women. Daborne’s corrupt English pirate John Ward, already 

perverted by living in Tunis and taking on piracy, which was considered “… theft most 

hateful” (CTT. 1.58-61), turns Turk through the lures of the two Turkish women, Voada 
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and Agar.125 Interestingly, the play rewrites the sexual dynamic of apostasy from the 

customary male-to-male scenario in traveler’s tales to that of temptation, conversion, 

fall and ensuing demise at the hands of the Turkish women Agar and Voada, 

particularly Voada. 

Agar and Voada, predators and “whores” with intemperate lusts, are on the 

lookout for European/Christian men. They appear in Scene 6 in the house of Benwash, 

the rich Jewish merchant, where we also meet his servant, Rabshake, whom he has 

assigned to prevent Agar from making a cuckold of him. In Voada’s first appearance 

she “counsels her sister, Agar, the wife of Benwash, to cuckold her husband.”126 

Despite her marital status, Agar shamelessly entertains the possibility of taking on the 

European, Gallop to whom she has already taken a strong fancy:  

Agar: Speak freely, what think you of the new-come Captaine, Voada? 
 
Voada: He looks as if his father and mother had got him to feare: his 
eyes go like Citie Catch-poles, severall wayes at once, ther’s no stuff in 
him. Give me the Dutch Cavaliere Dansiker. 
 
Agar: Out upon him puff-paste, he was spoiled in his infancy, ill bred.  

          (CTT. 4.1-5) 
Once Gallop arrives on stage, Agar almost swoons: 

He’s come. Thou powerful god of love, strike through mine eyes 
 Those awful darts of thine, whose burning heads pierce through hearts 
of ice, melt frostier breasts,   
Make all stoop to they deity! Now, give they art!  No god but Cupid 
pities mortal’s smart. (CTT. 4.36-40) 

 

And in the midst of it all, she does not care if her husband notices her interest in another 

man: “He saw our eyes meet, no matter—may I cool my heat / Let the world burn” 

(CTT. 4.69-70). While Agar is lusting after Gallop, Voada has taken a fancy to Alizia, 

who is disguised as a boy—a subterfuge which, according to Burton, “…simultaneously 

confirms accounts of lesbianism in Islamic culture and marks Voada as morally 
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depraved and unfit as an object of desire.”127 Such rampant sexuality of these women 

exceeds the restrictions of Muslim culture. Although the restrictions were probably 

known, they may have indeed been confusing; as Vitkus says, “Islamic regulations 

governing concubinage, marriage, and divorce” were “misunderstood and reviled by 

Western Europeans.”128 That they were misunderstood and exaggerated is evident. As 

Norman Daniel writes, “it was believed that Muhammad not only allowed every male 

Muslim man ten wives, but every Muslim woman ten husbands.”129 This of course is 

fantastical, but in general sexual licentiousness was associated with the followers of 

Islam, whether men or women. In this play, sexual licentiousness is played out by two 

Turkish sexual female predators on the loose, who start prostituting as soon as they 

know that European/Christian men have set foot in Tunis.   

Through these Turkish “light commodities” we are introduced into a world of 

bargaining for sex.130 Gallop, who is interested in Agar only for her money, engages in 

suitably filthy banter with her, which he leads off with a familiar pun on “stand,” the 

sexual connotation of which is immediately picked up by Agar:  

Gallop: All content both night and day stand to your desires. 
  Agar: Our desires equal your wishes sire. 

Gallop: Your desires are above my performance then. (CTT. 4.136-138) 
 

The sexual connotation of the word also appears in John Mason’s Turke (1607-8), 

Bordello declares that he will “stand” not only to his word, but “in my deeds…if all the 

sweet meates in Florence be prouocative” (Tur. 2.3.1046). While Agar and Gallop are 

busy, Dansiker has been making a deal with Voada, “Next night, time of my project, if I 

prove not as hot a shot as come in your quarters since the loss of your virginity, let me  

suffer the pains of St. Anthony’s purgatory” (CTT. 4.148-150). But Dansiker and 

Gallop’s involvement with these women is purely sexual; they are not fooled by them, 
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as we shall see the English Ward will be. The Dutchmen deal with them as prostitutes; 

they may boast and brag about bargaining with the women, but they find their immodest 

desires repugnant. It seems that Dansiker and Gallop regard the availability of 

prostitution through these women as a convenient service meant to be enjoyed, and their 

members not to be loved. Prostitution aiming to convert men is mentioned briefly by 

George Sandys in his 1615 Description of the Turkish Empire.  He describes the tomb 

in what used to be a Christian Chapel in Egypt of a “Nafissa” who was “of the bloud of 

their Prophet, and of life unreproveable, after her death they canonized her for a Saint, 

and build ouer her body a sumptuous sepulcher, unto which all strangers repaired,” and 

tosses in the Christian view of the tomb being, in actuality, that of a prostitute, who for 

the sake of Mahomet, was using her insatiable lust to multiply the followers of Islam: 

“But the Christians say that this Nafissa was an unsatiable harlot; who out of colour 

(and that for Mahomets sake) to convert the unnatural lusts of the people, did prostitute 

herself to all comers.”131 On a side note, this image of Turkish women as prostitutes 

endured. It appears in 1674 in Men’s Answer to the Women’s Petition Against Coffee, 

which alleges that “the Turkish Woman straddling on their Signs, are but Emblems of 

what is to be done within. . . there being scarce a Coffee-Hut but affords a Tawdry 

Woman, a wanton Daughter, or a Buxome Maide, to accommodate Customers”.132 

Returning to Daborne’s play, we are introduced into a world of Islam where “loose” 

Turkish women are out hunting for European men to bargain for sex, but that is not all. 

If they are given the chance, one sees that they are also duplicitous “temptresses” who 

scheme to turn the European men they encounter to Turk, as happens with the 

Englishman Ward.   

Unlike Dansiker and Gallop, who recognize what these intemperate and lusty 

women are, Ward is blind to Voada’s mercenary and heartless scheming. He makes his 

most serious mistake—that of falling in love with her. This entanglement particularly 

leads to his conversion and ultimate demise, not the other temptations to convert that 

come from the men in the play. But let us start from the beginning. Ward encounters 
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three men in Tunisia--the wealthy Jewish merchant Benwash, the Tunisian captain of 

the Janissaries Crosman (also Voada’s brother), and the Viceroy of Tunis, who is 

himself a convert to Islam. The three men are united in devising a plan to convert the 

English Ward:  

Crosman: All that art can by ambition, lust, or, flattery do,  
Assure yourself this brain shall work him to.  
 
Benwash: Nay, if the flesh shall take hold of him, he’s past redemption 
He’s half Turke already, it’s as good as done.  
 Woman is hell, out; in we ne’er return.  (CTT. 8.440-444) 

 

That Ward is “half Turke” already is in reference to living among Muslims. Matar talks 

about the different categories of conversion at the time, and one of them was conversion 

through “cultural habit,” which is what Benwash refers to:   

Sir Thomas Thirely warned soon after trade with Turkey began to 
flourish that “conuersation with infidelles doeth much ccorrupte” and 
thus the more time Englishmen spent in the lands of Islam, the closer 
they moved to adopting the manners of the Muslims. “Many wylde 
youthes of all nations,” he wrote,”as well Englishe as others . . . in 
euereye 3 yeere that they staye in Turkye they loose one article of theyre 
faythe.133 

 

But according to Benwash, who himself had converted to Islam for the sake of a woman 

and hence for sexual reasons, neither “flattery” nor “ambition” is strong enough reasons 

for him to convert. And Benwash is right, for flattery and promises of advancement of 

becoming the Sultan’s admiral do not move Ward: “I dare not look so high! Yet were I 

employed / What a poor Christian could, I durst make promise of” (CTT. 7.24-25). This 

is despite the fact that Ward has proof that it is indeed possible to rise socially and 

professionally among the Muslims, for the governor of Tunis himself is a convert:  

He’s too well read in Poesy to be tied  
in the slaves fetters of religion.  
What difference in me as I am a Turk 
And was Christian? Life, liberty,  
Wealth, honor—they are common unto all!  
If any odds be, ‘tis on Mahomet’s side: 
His servitors thrive best I am sure. (CTT. 7.27-33) 
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When the “Turkish” men realize that careerism has failed to lure Ward to convert, 

Benwash starts appealing to Ward’s reasoning: 

If this religion were so damnable,  
As others make it, that God which owes the right,  
Profaned by this, would soon destroy it quite. (CTT. 7.38-40) 

 

But again Ward is not moved. Benwash then tells his compatriots that lust will prove 

more powerful for the cause:  “. . . no hell I see’s so low / Which lust and women 

cannot lead us to” (CTT. 7.281-82), and accordingly Crosman enlists his sister Voada in 

their plan: 

Work in my sister presently . . . T’must be a woman’s act, to whom 
there’s nought that is impossible. What devils dare not move, Men to 
accomplish, women work them to.  And see, in happy time she’s come—
we’ll single them. (CTT. 7.80,  86-89) 

 

The enlistment of a woman is effective and guarantees Ward’s conversion, because it 

suggests that it was known that the condition of marriage—and hence sexual relations—

to Turkish women was conversion; Benwash should know, since he is a Jewish convert 

to Islam himself.  Although her sexual encounter with Dansiker did not take this 

condition into consideration, we are talking about a world where all forms of illicit 

sexual relations were licensed. Thus, this scene serves to propagate the idea that the 

allure of Islam was its intemperate lusty Turkish women and not any success through 

piratical operations from the base in Tunis from which the “real” Ward was reputed to 

have operated. The Scottish traveler Lithgow claims to have visited Tunis in 1616, 

where Ward had “formally converted to Islam and married a second wife, a renegade 

woman from Parlermo (he had left behind a wife in England, to whom he tried to send 

money) and built a “fair palace beautified with rich marble and alabaster stones.”134 The 

scene also interestingly establishes the strength of the allure of the lasciviousness and 

lust of the women of Islam, who are evidently in this play roaming about the streets of 

Tunis looking for their Christian prey, as was the “Nafissa” Sandys talks about. 
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  The duplicitous, hypocritical, and financially motivated Voada is now recruited 

by her brother, Crosman, for the mission to convert Ward to Islam, and we can follow 

her scheming with precision through the play.  She appears reluctant at first when she 

claims she is unwilling to fall in love with a man “whose religion / Speaks me an 

Infidel” (CTT. 7.121-22). But instantly, in an aside, she reveals her economic motives: 

“howe’er thou sink, thy wealth shall bear me high” (CTT. 7.176). Almost immediately, 

the success of Crosman’s plan is inevitable; even Ward, despite his prowess in piratical 

arts, describes himself as a helpless, foolish sailor in the face of the woman before him:  

Here comes an argument that would persuade  
A god turn mortal. Until I saw her face,  
 I never knew what men term beauty was;  
Besides whose fair, she hath mind so chaste  
A man may sooner melt the Alps than her. (CTT. 7.90-94) 

 

The audience guffaws at Ward’s description of the sexually rampant sensualist Voada 

as “chaste”; he could not be more mistaken—she had her desire burning for Dansiker 

earlier, and here she was casting her tempting and poisonous looks at Ward. Voada 

clearly knows the “sport” and bashfully rebuffs Ward’s amorous declarations. Thus 

moving Ward to reiterate them:  

Un-gentle maid to triumph in my torment!  
If ever breast did feel the power of love,  
Or beauty made a conquest of poor man,  
I am thy captive, by heaven, by my religion. (CTT. 7.108-111) 

 

Now that Ward is Voada’s victim of love, she moves on to the next stage of her plan. 

She discredits Ward’s oaths of love, even though he swears “by thy God, by great 

Mahomet” (CTT. 7.114). Voada points out that the oath is weak if not accompanied 

with a relinquishment of one’s faith; his oath as it is, according to Voada, is “Too weak 

a bond to tie a Christian in” (CTT. 7.115). With that, she insists that Ward prove his 

love with deeds by turning Turk; only then, she says, “I am yours” (CTT. 7.127). 

Although not explicitly mentioned in this play, the only way for a Christian man to be 

with a Turkish woman was through conversion. It is explicitly mentioned in another 

Turk play that will be discussed in the third chapter, namely Phillip Massinger’s The 
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Renegado, where the Aga tells Donusa that the only way to be with Vitelli is “to alter 

his religion and marry her, that then the winning of a soul to the Mahometan sect shall 

acquit her from all shame, disgrace and punishment whatsoever” (Ren. 5.2.53-55). 

Ward understands the commitment involvement, and he demurs momentarily because 

any religion, in his opinion, runs counter to his love for freedom: “Should I forever sell 

my liberty?” CTT. 7.135). But not for long. Voada resorts to an age-old women’s trick 

and bursts into tears:  

Do these my tears delight thee then? Cruel,  
 Hardhearted man, glut thy Relentless sight  
 With full-eyed sorrow. (CTT. 7.146-148)  

 

Moved by her tears, Ward claims, “Behold those tears, whose drops would pierce the 

hearts of tigers, make them pitiful” (CTT. 7.150-151). Ward reasons with himself that 

“Beauty, command, and riches—these are the three the world pursues, / And these 

follow me” (CTT. 7.193-194). That seals the deal for him; he is convinced of her love 

for him, and calls for preparations for his conversion to Turk so that he can enjoy the 

woman he loves: “Away, the flame doth burn / Which sets the world on fire, and makes 

me turne” (CTT. 7. 172-173). This is the cue Voada has awaited: “Thou art all 

harmony! Best love, I fly” (CTT. 7.174).  Although too late, Francisco attempts to put 

his finger on Ward’s problem, the inability to recognize a courtesan: “What mean you 

sir? Could you expect a good, / A happiness from hell? She is a whore” (CTT. 13.36-

37). Ward is another Faust who has sold his soul to the devil. The process of luring 

Ward into conversion, according to Burton, “rewrites apostasy in the pattern of 

Renaissance accounts of Adam’s loss of Paradise, with Voada as ‘the principal Eve 

figure.’”135 It also significantly presents Voada as overpowering the men in the play, 

both the Muslim and English. It presents her as being dangerously tempting, which aims 

to raise patriarchal anxiety of anyone who intended to take on piracy and venture into 

the lands of Islam where the likelihood of conversion at the hands of a Muslim woman 

was very high. No one was considered immune.  
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Turning Turk in this play is not portrayed as a process involving the redemption 

of a human soul, but a business venture to raise the number of Christian converts to 

Islam—a conspiracy to overcome Christendom. Accordingly, Ward’s conversion 

ceremony is portrayed as a business transaction which involves signing documents, 

changing names, changing clothing, being subjected to circumcision, and relinquishing 

one’s sword. Nor should we forget that Voada’s intention in all of this is financial, not 

the business of truly redeeming souls but rather proving the success of Islam in 

converting Christians. Once he converts, she scorns Ward, calling  him “false runagate,” 

a fact that Alizia had earlier warned Ward of: “…let the example/ Of that contempt is 

thrown on runnagates, / Even by these Turks themselves” (CTT. 7.218-219). It does not 

stop at that; Voada and her insatiable lust move onto the next client-- the disguised 

Alizia. On discovering Voada’s duplicity, Ward laments his condition and stabs her. 

Evidently it is the only way her destructive ways can be stopped. As Rabshake, her 

bodyguard and shadow, declares: “Do a woman to death, and she will be satisfied—

nothing else will” (CTT. 16.85-86). The play ends with Ward arrested as a result and 

executed.  

The characterizations of Voada and Agar, more significantly Voada, fulfill their 

propagandistic roles in this play. I believe the objective of the play is serving to quell a 

raging problem, that of Englishmen taking on piracy and voluntarily choosing to turn 

Turk. By having Ward give in to Voada’s temptations, the play fulfills the didactic 

moral scheme of the play, which is to credit the rising number of converts to the 

seduction and treacheries of the insatiable lusts of the women of Islam for European 

men, and to further warn Englishmen against giving in to temptations which aim at 

nothing other than “turning them Turk.” The purpose of the play is expressed by Ward 

at the end of the play: 

Lastly, O may I be the last of all my country  
That trust unto your treacheries, seducing treacheries.  
All you that live by theft and piracies, 
That sell your lives and souls to purchase graves,  
That die to hell, and live far worse than slaves,  
Let dying Ward tell you that heaven is just,  
And that despair attends on blood and lust. (CTT. 16.315-321) 
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Whether this play served its function as a scare-tactic against conversion to Islam is 

questionable and still up for speculation.  But according to Matar, the trend of 

conversion through the temptation of Turkish women continued until the Restoration 

and perhaps beyond:  

In the Restoration period, Charles II sent Captain Hamilton to ransom 
Englishmen who had been enslaved in the Barbary Coast. The captain 
was unsuccessful in his mission because the men had converted to Islam 
and did not wish to return to England. “They are tempted to forsake their 
God for the love of Turkish women who are generally very beautiful,” he 
wrote. 136 

 

And on the English stage, the trend of Muslim women bringing on the fall and disgrace 

of Christian men still persevered and maintained its appeal to the theatergoers of 

England.  

 

Montferrat’s fall from favor at the hands of the fantastically lusty Moorish 

Xanthia  

Early modern English narrative accounts expressed interest in unearthing the 

secrets of the success of the Ottoman army, namely the Janissaries. Was it their 

training? Was it perhaps their numbers? Or perhaps it was their special dietary 

requirements? Samuel Chew looks into some of these contemplative accounts of what 

enabled the “Great Turk” and his armies to have the upper hand and terrorize the world. 

Chew claims that it was through the “multitudes of men, an incorruptible military 

discipline, and an infinite store of corn, and other provisions. Added to these are the 

thrift, patience and endurance of a soldiery accustomed to a hard diet and the severest 

condition of life…” and the list goes on.137 But what particularly interests us is that 

among the “self-help tips” on building a successful army is a note that was apparently 

worth mentioning: “No women are permitted to accompany these armies’ 

encampments. The men are never billeted in towns but always kept in isolated 
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encampments.”138 And to further drive the point home, Francis Osborn, in his Politicall 

Reflections upon the Government of the Turks (1656), mentions “…but the Janissaries 

are forbidden to marry because single men make tougher soldiers.”139The supposition is 

that Ottoman janissaries were brought up in a discipline that was quite monastic; they 

had to be protected in isolated camps from women lest they bring on their demise. The 

negative effects of women accompanying, mingling with, and marrying the janissaries 

was definitely a factor subsequently considered in the decline of one of the greatest 

army history had ever known: “Later on when this rule was relaxed and the janissaries 

were allowed to associate with women/marry, according to scholars the Ottoman army 

declined.”140Also, by the time John Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta was performed in 

1618,141 Richard Knolles’s The Generall Historie of the Turkes was circulating widely 

in England.  Knolles’s compilation starts with the words, “The glorious Empire of the 

Turks, the present Terror of the World…[and] brings it to a close with the comforting 

conviction that the Turks are not invincible and that there are signs that their power is 

waning.”142 He then lists, among other factors, indications of their decline, among 

which the involvement of Ottoman women in affairs of the state has led to the 

“strangling of sons and brothers of the reigning Sultans.”143 Such widely circulating 

thoughts on the destructive effects of Turkish women on soldiers may have influenced 

the inclusion of the lusty, devilish, whorish and Moorish Xanthia, who lacks the 

“proverbial features of femininity, such as chastity and Christian piety,”144 and her 

effects on the Christian knight Montferrat in John Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta 

(1618). The already sexually corrupt knight, Montferrat, transgresses further by 

                                                 
138 Chew 110. 
 
139 Chew 120. 
 
140 Chew.120 
 
141 A. R. Waller, ed., Beaumont and Fletcher (London: Cambridge UP, 1909) 78-163. 
 
142 Chew 114. 
 
143 Chew 114. 
 
144 Bindu Malieckal, “’Hell’s Perfect Character’: The Black Woman as The Islamic Other in Fletcher’s 
The Knight of Malta,” Essays in Arts and Sciences 28 (1999): 53-68.  
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affiliating himself with the lusty Xanthia, eventually submitting to her and 

transforming/converting himself morally as a result, bringing on his own damnation.  

But what would have influenced the idea of a having a Moorish woman from 

Barbary in Malta, corrupting a Maltese knight, and ousting him from a Christian life? 

The closest way to answer this question, but still relying on popular thought expressed 

on stage at the time, is by looking into another early modern Turk play—Philip 

Massinger’s The Renegado.  In Massinger’s play, Grimaldi speaks to Asambeg about 

the Maltese, calling them  

 

. . . Those contemned thieves,   
Your [Ottoman] fellow-pirates, sir, the bold Maltese,  
 Whom with your looks you think to quell, at Rhodes  
 Laughed at great Solyman’s anger, and if treason  
 Had not delivered them into his power,  
 He had grown old in glory as in years  
 As that so fatal siege, or risen with shame,  
 His hopes and threats deluded. (Ren. 2.5.54-59) 

  

Vitkus’s commentary on these lines is that in 1522 the island fortress of the Knights of 

St. John at Rhodes was besieged and conquered by Ottoman forces under Suleiman the 

Magnificent. After nine months under siege, a mutiny by the inhabitants of the city led 

to the surrender of the Knights, who departed under a truce and established their order 

in Malta. From their base in Malta this military order of the Knights Hospitallers 

engaged in piracy, attacking and pillaging Muslim vessels in the Mediterranean. They 

were also known to prey upon Christian ships from time to time.145 The Knights were 

reputed to have taken on the Muslim profession of piracy and all the corrupt traits that 

the profession entails, conversion of course being one of them. This may have 

influenced the characterization of the corrupt knight, Montferrat, who associates himself 

with the Moorish Xanthia. Furthermore, in 1565 the Knights of Malta withstood another 

Turkish invasion, an event which was celebrated in European Christendom. So 

Xanthia’s presence also symbolizes the impending Turkish threat on the island, and in 
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Burton’s words “. . . the threat of unbridled women is conjoined to the threat of Muslim 

invasion.”146 In short, invasion in the play is portrayed through the corruption by the 

“Islamic Other,” Xanthia147, one of the members of the Order of Malta, embodied by 

the knight Montferrat. This was the closest influence I can find regarding the events, 

whether true or not, that may have remotely influenced the Ottoman connection with 

Malta in Fletcher’s play.   

As early as the opening scene, we meet the corrupt knight Montferrat, who looks 

longing at the legality of lust in Islam:  

Great Solyman that wearies his hot eyes,  
 But to peruse his deck’d Seraglio,  
 When from the number of his Concubines  
He chooseth one for that night in his pride 
Of them . . .  (KM. 1.1) 

 

Montferrat’s mouth waters as he imagines the Ottoman Sultan strutting his Seraglio 

bursting with beautiful concubines, leisurely choosing one of many for the night. He is 

an aspiring knight, eager not for the life of chastity fundamental to the Order of the 

Knights Hospitallers, of which he is a member, but rather to that of an Ottoman Sultan. 

Not being the Sultan or having a Seraglio at his disposal, he settles on the unattainable 

and fairest of Malta, Oriana, and decides to employ the Moorish Xanthia for the 

purpose.  Xanthia is an appropriate accomplice, as we shall see; her character correlates 

with Montferrat’s intentions.   

 Like Montferrat, who is the only deviant and corrupt knight in Malta, Xanthia is 

the only external threat. She is the only exotic, fantastically lusty, mysteriously 

different, and unusual woman in a sexually repressive and chaste Malta. She is 

. . .  sleeker than Cignets plush,  
 Sweeter than is the sweet of Pomander,  
 Breath’d like curl’d Zephyrus, cooling Lymon-trees,  
 Straight as young pines, or Cedars in the grove,  
 Quickly descend lovers best Canopie. (KM. 1.2) 
  

                                                 
146 Burton 110. 
 
147 According to scholars such as Malieckal, Zanthia is the “Islamic Other.” 
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Xanthia refuses to meet the artificial standards of beauty of the women in Malta, and 

instead asserts her unique natural beauty—an alternative standard of natural sexual 

beauty that is very appealing:   

My tongue, sir, cannot lisp to meet you so,  
Nor my black cheek put on a feigned blush,  
To make me seem more modest than I am.  
This ground-work will not bear adulterate red,  
Nor artificial white, to cozen love.  
These dark locks are not purchased, nor these teeth,  
For every night they are my bed-fellows;  
No bath, no blanching water, smoothing oils,  
Doth mend me up; and yet, Montferrat, know,  
I am as full of pleasure in the touch  
As ere a white-faced puppet of 'em all,  
Juicy, and firm, unfledge them of their tyres,  
Their wires, their partlets; pins, and Periwigs,  
And they appear like bald-cootes, in the nest;  
 I can as blithely work in my loves bed,  
And deck thy fair neck with these Jetty chains,  
 Sing thee asleep, being wearied; and refresh'd,  
With the same organ, steal sleep off again. (KM. 1.1) 

 

Xanthia criticizes the artificial beauty of Maltese women, as well as their chastity. She 

promotes her own natural sensual beauty instead. And “In exegetical language, Xanthia 

compared herself to the forbidden fruit of the Genesis, as being ‘juicy’ and ‘firm,’ and 

she promises Montferrat knowledge and experience if he accepts her fleshly 

favors.”148Her black, carnal desire is deeply seated in her nature; she is not capable of 

the modesty greatly valued in women in Malta: “Xanthia’s unalterable color exhibits 

her unchangeable devilish nature.”149 She is not only eloquent in expressing her own 

sexual desires, but she sees herself as a spokeswoman for the pleasures of all women.  

Consider, for instance, a dialogue between her and Oriana in which Xanthia discusses 

the merits of husbands of various professions. She concludes that a soldier makes the 

best husband because he will not short-change her sexually. “Like a Queen” she collects 

the booty he wins:  
                                                 
148 Malieckal 64. 
 
149 Malieckal 54. 
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He laies it at her feet, and seeks no further 
For his reward, than what she may give freely,  
 And with delight too, from her own Exchequer  
Which he finds ever open. (KM. 3.2) 

 

Xanthia’s interest in “soldiers,” of all men, supports the point made earlier about the 

Ottoman army’s secret of success being their isolation from women; here is a Muslim 

woman predator hunting solely for soldiers. She is compared to Succubus,150 a demon 

who assumes female form to have sexual intercourse with men in their sleep:  

“Cacodemon, with his black gib there, / his Succuba, his devil’s seed, his spawn of 

Phlegeton . . . bred o’the spune of Cocitus” (KM. 5.2). Her bold comment makes the 

aristocratic and chaste Oriana blush, and she reproaches her for her shamelessness in 

voicing her opinions of women’s sexuality, saying: “Be more modest” (KM. 3.2). 

Xanthia dismisses the comment, points to Oriana’s impregnated belly, and urges her to 

face the reality of her own sexual desire:  

 

… You have found it something;  
Or with the raising up this pretty mount here,  
 My lord hath dealt with spirits. (KM. 3.2) 

 

The scene serves to set the contrast between the married and pregnant Oriana, who 

conforms to the Maltese patriarchal society requiring her to retain a chaste posture, and 

Xanthia, who refuses to do so. She is a “bawd.”151 Her sexuality comes through as 

transgressive and threatening, because her words as well as her deeds attack the 

repressive ideal of female sexuality enforced by the Order of Malta. The play goes 

through such pains to set up this stark contrast and distinction between the ideal chastity 

of Oriana and the corrupt sexuality of Xanthia rather than their color difference that it is 

indeed puzzling why scholars of the Knight of Malta to make scanty mention of it. 

What scholars mostly focus on is Xanthia’s blackness and her relationship to the devil 

                                                 
150 Williams vol. 1. Entry for “ Succubus” reads, “strumpet in Latin, literally one who lies under. In the 
Middle Ages the latter term meant a demon in female form who lay with men in their sleep.” 
 
151 Williams, vol 1.  Entry for “ bawdy” states: “lewd, obscene and unchaste.” 
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and exclude her incarnate lust, which was a trait associated with the Islamic Other.152 

Furthermore, the other exclusion in studies of Fletcher’s play is the absence of the 

context of the looming Turkish peril that pervades the drama. Xanthia criticizes the 

Maltese for looking too far for the Turkish threat, when it is in front of their very eyes:   

How weakly do’s this court then 
 Send vessels forth to Sea, to guard the Land 
 Taking such special care, to save one Bark,  
 Or strive to add fam’d men into one cloak, 
 When they lurk in our bosom would subvert 
 This state, and us, presuming on their blood,  
And partial indulgence to their sex? (KM. 1.3) 

 

When Montferrat teams up with her he endangers everyone—the state, the church and 

the individual.   Furthermore, she thinks of Islam as more holy than Christianity, as 

when she assures Montferrat that their bond:  

Is a more holy sanction, and much surer,  
   Than all the superstitious ceremonies  
   You Christians use.” (KM. 4.4) 
 

In this respect Jack D’Amico’s comment is valid, because Xanthia fits his profile:  

Islam had to be represented as a dangerous distortion of the true Church, 
a parody of civilization, its Mohammed a false prophet, its Jihad a 
perversion of the Crusade, its book, the Koran, a collection of errors and 
lies that mocked the Bible. The barbarian can be imagined as culturally 
and spiritually naked, lacking the spiritual and civic vestments of 
Christian Europe. But the Islamic Moor (or Turk) became someone who 
actively denied or perverted Western values.153 

 

                                                 
152 Kim F. Hall,  Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England  (Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1995); Eldred D. Jones, The Elizabethan Image of Africa (Charlottesville: U of Virginia P, 
1971);  Eldred D. Jones,  Othello’s Countrymen (London: Oxford UP, 1965); Nancy Cotton Pearse,  John 
Fletcher’s Chastity Plays (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1973); Elliot Tokson H,  The Popular Image of the 
Black Man in English Drama, 1550-1688 (Boston: G.K.Hall, 1982); Carolyn, Prager, “’If I Be Devil’: 
English Renaissance Response to the Proverbial and Ecumenical Ethiopian,” Journal of Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies 17.2 (1987): 257-279. 
 
153 Jack D’Amico, The Moor in English Renaissance Drama (Tampa: U of Florida P, 1991) 75-76. 
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And true enough, Xanthia is everything the Christian, ideal, and chaste Oriana is not--

Oriana fosters chastity, order, and restraint; Xanthia over-indulgence in sexual pleasure, 

sabotage, and licentiousness. 

 Montferrat’s failure to recognize this crucial distinction between Oriana and 

Xanthia is his weakness:  

It is not love, but strong Libidinous will  
That triumphs o’re me, and to satiate that,  
 What difference twixt this Moore, and her faire Dame?  
 Night makes their hews alike, their use is so,  
Whose hand is so subtle, he can colours name,  
If he do winck, and touch ‘em? lust like being blind,  
Never in women did distinction find. (KM. 1.1) 

 

But strangely he is hesitant to enjoy her sexually, and he puts her off, much to her 

indignation.  

All these I come adorn’d with, and, as due,  
 Make challenge of those so long wish’d embraces  
 Which you (unkind) have hitherto deny’d me. (KM. 4.1)  

 

She presses him further: 

   … Am not I here?  
As lovely in my black to entertain thee 

   As high, and full of heat, to meet thy pleasures? (KM. 2.3)  
 

But he leaves her with kisses, increasing her longing for him, and she boldly says she 

would rather have intercourse: “There’s something else that would prevail more” (KM. 

4.1). She is anxious to convert Montferrat through her exotic and erotic experience, and 

when he resists she accuses him of using her as “property” to be discarded whenever he 

sees fit:   

Like property, when I have serv’d  
Your tunes, you’ll cast me off, or hang me up  

   For a signe, somewhere. (KM. 1.1)  
 

Montferrat puts her off because he had his lusty desires set on the chaste Maltese 

woman Oriana.  In this he is disillusioned that the end justifies the means, because his 

employing Xanthia has sent him down a slippery slope to moral decay and heresy, one 
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step away from transmuting into the devil himself, which Montferrat eventually in fact 

does. Had Montferrat aspired to serve the virtuous Oriana he would achieve her spiritual 

perfection, but since he wished to violate her innocence he embraces only the exact 

opposite of her, the lascivious Xanthia. Now that he is exposed as the “Evil Angel” 

(KM. 5.3) Montferrat is expelled from the body of the order of the Knights of Malta “… 

as a rotten, / Corrupted and contagious member” (KM. 5.2), and in another metaphor 

like “An infectious putrefied limb” (KM. 5.2). The play supports the notion that the 

powerful conjunction with the Islamic other through temptation leads to the threat of 

conversion, which is seen as villainous and duplicitous. With it Montferrat has forsaken 

the higher aims of community and Christianity and has become selfish and foul.  It is a 

process that is irreversible, and so Montferrat has to be inevitably banished, because his 

contact with the Islamic other shows willingness on his part to change his Christian 

identity by emulating Muslim masters, and in the end he has to pay the price for 

affiliation with the infidel.  

Sure enough, Montferrat’s transformation into a Xanthia ensues in a show of 

linguistic companionship, so much so that in instances they are metaphorically 

indistinguishable. Xanthia in one instance blames Montferrat as the cause of her 

demonization by others:  

I have done too much,  
Far, far too much, for such a thankless fellow,  
If I be devil, you created me;  

  I never knew those arts, nor bloody practices.  (KM. 4.2)  
 

Xanthia’s repartee echoes a line Montferrat speaks earlier in soliloquy: “Thou hast 

made me / More devil than thyself, I am” (KM. 2.3). At another point Montferrat 

imagines himself in terms of imagery associated with Xanthia; he says he  is  ”inviron’d 

with thick mists / Black as Cymerian darkness, of my crimes” (KM. 4.1). Their bond is 

strengthened in language as well as crime.  And with that the “…contract that is made. 

And cemented with blood” declares them: “a damn’d hell-hound, and his agent dam” 

(KM. 5.2).   The couple is banished from Malta with wishes matching their evil deeds: 

“Away French stallion, now you have a Barbary mare / Of your own, go leap her, and 

engender young devilings” (KM.5.2). Ironically, these well-wishes fulfill one of the 
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promises that Montferrat had made to Xanthia early in the play, when he promised to 

make her his wife in a foreign land:  

I’ll leave in it my honours here,  
And in some other Country [Xanthia] make  
 My wife, and my best fortune.  (KM. 1.2)  

 

Montferrat is very close to his mouthwatering aspirations of wanting to be like 

Suleiman at the onset of the play, but he has been exorcized in the process:  

  Your doom is then 
  To marry this coagent of your mischiefs, 
  Which done, we banish you the continent (KM. 5.2) 
 

 But with that, the state of Malta can dispel the Muslim threat of the exterior world that 

has landed on its very shores and threatened to destabilize order through alignment with 

one of its corrupt members, one of its very own. Through the fantastically alluring 

Xanthia, the play presents Islamic culture as powerful and erotically alluring for those 

who come into close contact with it, but destructive at the same time.  

 In conclusion, the play is able through the banishment of Xanthia and 

Montferrat, to expel the Turkish invasion and its Islamic values from the proximity of 

Christians. But the play does not offer a solution for defeating Islam’s threat of 

converting Christians. However, it does, like Daborne’s play, serve as a warning to 

anyone who comes into close encounter with the Islamic other, by showing that 

perversion and eventual conversion and hence damnation are inevitable.  

 The three plays discussed in this chapter show a sense of urgency and anxiety in 

focusing on Islam’s potential to pervert and convert anyone who came into contact with 

it. As we have seen, all of the characters—Eugenia, Ward, and Montferrat---are 

contaminated by their contact and turn into victims with tragic ends as a result of their 

close encounter with the Islamic other. They all willingly take on Muslim identities and 

serve their Muslim masters/mistresses, and for that they pay heavily. During the staging 

of these plays, England was undergoing increased commercial and cultural contact with 

the Islamic world, but it was not without a loss of many of its people to the Muslims, 

whether in the form of pirates, captives, or converts. If England wanted to compete for 
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profit in the Mediterranean seas, such losses were unavoidable, yet they caused much 

anxiety and fear of the loss of English religious and cultural identity. The numbers of 

English converts to Islam was at an all-time high during this time, and the theater 

functioned as an imaginary space where these anxieties and fears could be played out, 

with perhaps a lesson or two to be taught to any potential hopefuls wanting to make it in 

the perilous Islamic world.  
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Chapter 3  

The Conversion of Turkish Harem Women 

 In the previous chapter we explored the anxieties that rose as a result of the 

growing number of Englishman lost either to piracy or conversion to Islam.  These 

traitors, as they were called, had willingly chosen to join the Moors and Turks and 

become part of the “privateering communities in Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, Salee, and 

other North African ports.”154 They had wholeheartedly forsaken their Englishness and 

Christian-ness and succumbed to the sensual temptation of a higher standard of living in 

Islamic societies. As their numbers grew, this defection became a national problem that 

not only the religious and political authorities in England felt compelled to tackle, but 

the English playwrights as well. The objective of this chapter is to discuss two 

conversion-scenarios of victorious Muslim women in the figure of the Circassian 

concubine, Lucinda, in John Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta (1618),155 and the Muslim-

born Turkish harem woman, Donusa, in Phillip Massinger’s The Renegado (1630), and 

to speculate on the possible reasons for these imaginary conversions on the English 

stage.    

Theater goers found some relief from the seemingly never-ending losses to the 

Turks, through these imaginary conversion scenes of the women of Islam. I say 

imaginary, because we do not have any actual records of “Turkish” or “Moorish” 

converts to Christianity—which probably added to the frustration of the lack of appeal 

of English and Christian culture and religion to the Turks. In this respect the English 

stage intervened to invent imaginary conversion scenarios, to recover the limelight and 

save face: “Regularly feminized and threatened with conversion in their real encounters 

with Muslims, Englishmen enjoyed a theatrical fantasy of inviolable Christian manhood 

                                                 
154 Vitkus, Three Turk Plays 5. Also, to see how renegades were represented in English culture, refer to 
Nabil I Matar,  “The Renegade in English Seventeenth-Century Imagination,” Studies in English 
Literature 33(1993): 489-505. 
 
155 A. R. Waller, ed., Beaumont and Fletcher (London: Cambridge UP, 1909) 78-163. 
 



   87 

 

and Islam’s seductiveness and power are ultimately shown to be merely superficial.” 156  

Hence in two plays we find the portrayal of two women of the Ottoman Sultan’s 

Seraglio with potential for Christian conversion—Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta and 

Massinger’s The Renegado. The notion is purely imaginative because no European 

during this time, or Englishman for that matter, had been into the tightly guarded 

Seraglio of the Ottoman Sultans or had encountered any of its wives or concubines. But 

it was reported that Ottoman society practiced polygamy and concubinage, and it 

housed its wives in tightly guarded enclosures called harems, imagined as spaces for the 

indulgence of sensual and sexual pleasures. Samuel Chew says of the European interest 

and curiosity in the Seraglio:  

The interest of Europeans centered with a natural though often prurient 
curiosity upon the Seraglio . . .  because  in it were practices, or were 
reported to be practiced, barbarous cruelties and extravagant sexualities 
which were none the less frequently described for being characterized as 
indescribable.157 

 

Women of the harem became oppressed slaves in early modern English and European 

thought; they were held against their will and subsequently willing to be rescued and 

thereby incorporated into Christian society through conversion. 

 

The redemption of Lucinda the Circassian concubine 

It is uncertain whether early modern English scholars of Ottoman culture and 

history were aware, with precision, of the distinction between a “wife” and a 

“concubine.” But Knolles in his Generall Historie did use the distinctive terms, in 

talking about Roxolana:  

The same yeare Solyman seduced by Roxolana (sometime his faire 
concubine, but then his imperious wife) and Rustan Bassa his sonne in 
law, most vnnaturally murdered his eldest sonne Mustapha, the mirrour 
of the Othoman familie: Which tragicall fact, the like whereof both for 
the trecherous contriuing and in human execution hath seldome times 
beene heard of, I haue thought good here in due time to set downe, in 
such sort as it is by most credible writers of that time reported. . . 

                                                 
156 D’Amico 132.  
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Solyman after the manner of the Othoman kings, who to auoid the 
participation of their soueraignetie, vse not oftentimes to marrie (but 
otherwise to satisfie their pleasure with such beautifull concubines as it 
pleaseth them to make choise of, out of the fairest captiues of all nations, 
most daintily brought vp for that purpose in the court) had by a 
Circassian bondwoman, a sonne called Mustapha.158 

 

Knolles’s account of Roxolana, which will be discussed extensively in the final chapter 

of this dissertation, alludes to the myth that the women occupants of the harem were sex 

slaves for the Sultans “to satisfie their pleasures with such beautifull concubines,” and 

were “fairest captives of all nations most daintily brought vp for that purpose in the 

court” of which he mentions the Circassians. Among the numerous sources for tales 

circulating in England about Muslim rulers, the infatuation of the Sultan with Christian 

woman was played out by the much-repeated story of Sultan Mahomet and the Greek 

Irene. 159 So all in all it would have been known in England at the time, Knolles’s 

Historie was circulated widely. It would also have been known, to some extent, that 

concubines were of non-Muslim origin, that they were “legitimate” booty from holy 

war, and that they were female slaves who had sexual relationship with their Muslim 

masters.  

 A concubine’s life in the Seraglio was unstable. The Sultan could initiate and 

terminate the relationship at will and could have as many concubines as he could afford, 

unlike the limit of four wives. This relationship between the Sultan and concubine was 

known to be widely accepted among the Ottomans during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

century and carried no social stigma.160  The concubine often had little power, except 

                                                 
158 Knolles 758. 
 
159 Knolles 350-53. 
 
160 The Ottoman dynasty was by far the most concubine dominated, in what was known as the “Sultanate 
of the Women”—details of which will be discussed in the fourth and last chapter of this dissertation. 
Sultans started to have concubines as consorts at least since the mid-fourteenth century, when Sultan 
Murad I fathered his son, the future Bayezid I, with a concubine. Sultans still occasionally took wives, 
however, since doing so could help cement regional alliances with outside dynasties. After the conquest 
of Constantinople in 1453, the Ottoman Sultans began to only have children from concubines, since 
having a wife entailed granting significant privileges to someone besides the sultan. Concubines also fit 
very well within an emerging palace system in Istanbul, which regulated all members as slaves of 
circumstance. 
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when she bore her master a child, at which time she held the status of a mother and 

could advocate for the well-being of her child, as Knolles notes about Roxolana. 

Concubines who inhabited the harem, or the female section of the palace, and had 

relations with the sultan, had the right to bear only one male child. Having a male child 

was a greatly sought honor, because he could compete with his half brothers to become 

the next sovereign. If the son was somehow able to become a successor, the concubine, 

now mother of the sultan, could have enormous privilege compared to that of many of 

the greatest Ottoman military and administrative officials. Many concubines were 

eventually married to many of these officials—Sultan and all.161  

Since these concubines were thought to be captives or purchases from Ottoman 

wars around Europe who had become “sex-slaves” and were forced to integrate into the 

culture and religion of their Ottoman masters, they must have been linked in English 

early modern thought to prisoners of war—just like those English male captives who 

were awaiting ransom from England. Likewise, they were imagined to be awaiting 

rescue and redemption. So, while the Ottoman epicures of beautiful women were busy 

filling their Seraglios, the English stage was busy emptying them through rescue and 

conversion.   Ottaviano Bon, a Venetian diplomat in Istanbul between 1604 and 1607, 

in his The Sultan’s Seraglio plays to the “popular paranoia towards the rapacious Turk 

when he writes that Sultan Ahmet I’s harem consists of ‘all young virgins taken and 

stolen from foreign nations, ‘ forced to convert to Islam, and maintained as 

concubines.’”162 Bon also comments on the harsh treatment of the women in the 

Seraglio: “The women of the Seraglio are punished for their faults very severely, and 

extremely beaten by their overseers.”163 One such concubine on the early modern 

English stage is Fletchers’s Circassian Lucinda: “While the play does not dwell on 

Lucinda’s subjugation in Turkey, The Knight of Malta suggests that Turkish women are 

                                                 
161 Brunschvig R, Encyclopedia of Islam (Online Edition, 2001); Leslie P. Pierce, The Imperial Harem 
Women and Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
 
162 Bindu Malieckal, “Hell’s Perfect Character”:The Black Woman as The Islamic Other in Fletcher’s 
The Knight of Malta,” Essays in Arts and Sciences 28 (1999): 61; Ottaviano Bon, The Sultan’s Seraglio, 
ed. Godfrey Goodwin (London: Saqi, 1996) 46. 
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the victims of an Islamic tyrant, and thus predisposed to Christianity.”164 I believe, 

however, that the play does dwell on concubinage through the character of Lucinda, and 

there is ample evidence to support the point.  

From the very beginning of our introduction to Lucinda, she is a captive, 

quarreled over by the Maltese soldiers but awarded to Miranda, the best knight of 

Malta.165 What little we know of Lucinda’s background before her landing on the shores 

of Malta is told to us through her husband, Angelo, disguised as Colonna, who has been 

taken captive as well. He tells the officials of Malta that he met “this Turkish Damsel” 

in Constantinople and, out of pity for her Muslim “soul prophan’d with infidelity,”(KM. 

5.2.160) he sought to convert her through marriage. Although Angelo has singled her 

out among those in Constantinople for conversion, she has not yet converted (KM. 

5.2.202-203). And Colonna continues that out of fear “to consummate this contract” 

they had to flee Constantinople (KM. 5.2203) and were fortunately saved by the knights 

of Malta.  

Fletcher’s “beautiful Turkish woman” and concubine, Lucinda, first appears as 

loot from Malta’s recent battle against the Turks. Her beauty is legendary in the play, 

and is doted on. She is so beautiful that during her capture by the knights of Malta, the 

Maltese soldiers quarrel over who gets to take her home. Terrified, she appeals for her 

safety to the general Norandine who awards her to the knight exemplar, Miranda, for 

after all concubines were known to be with the best of Ottoman society as they should 

be in Malta. Knolles points to this fact, that concubines were under the wings of the 

most powerful men in Turkey: “Solyman after the manner of the Othoman kings. . .to 

satisfie their pleasure with such beautifull concubines as it pleaseth them.”166 Since they 

were captives from Europe, their names were of Latin or European origin—as is 

                                                 
164 Malieckal 61; Suzy Beemer, "Masks of Blackness, Masks of Whiteness: Coloring the (Sexual) Subject 
in Jonson, Cary, and Fletcher," Thamyris: Mythmaking from Past to Present 4.2 (1997): 223-47. (1997); 
Turner, Robert Kean, "Collaborators at Work: The Queen of Corinth and The Knight of Malta," 
Shakespeare,Text, Language, Criticism: Essays in Honour of Marvin Spevack ed. Fabian Bernhard, and 
Tetzeli von Rosador, Kurt ( New York: Ols Weidman, 1987)  315-333. 
 
165 In no point in the play does Lucinda not belong to someone;, she is always protected and housed not 
like Xanthia who is a free demonic loose presence like Agar and Voada.   
 
166 Knolles 758. 
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Lucinda. Note for instance, the (1574) Venetian-born Sultana Nurbanu’s maiden name 

was Venier-Baffor; the (1623) Greek Kosem’s maiden name was Anastasia; and the 

Ukrainian Hurrem was widely known as Roxolana.167 Lucinda is Latin for 

“illumination” or “graceful light,”168 and is propitious, according to her captor Miranda, 

who sees in her a “prosperous omen.” And accordingly requests that she “Be a Lucina 

[Roman goddess of childbirth] to” the pregnant Oriana (KM. 4.3.148). Lucinda bears no 

resemblance to any of the Turkish women we have previously discussed in the first and 

second chapters; she is an exception to the rule. Not that there was a uniform image of 

Turkish women during this period, but she does not conform to any traits that we have 

discussed thus far in Turkish women such as Zabina, Agar, and Voada. But she bears 

strong resemblance to Knolles’s brief accounts of the concubines that the Ottomans 

took captive, and the play foretells that she will have a more fortunate end than that of 

Xanthia.  

Another trait of Lucinda that was associated with the Circassian concubine 

Roxolana is her eloquence, which saved Roxolana as it likewise saves Lucinda. 

Eloquence is a recurring trait among harem women on stage; indeed Roxolana’s 

eloquence was thought to be responsible for winning over Sulaiman the Magnificent’s 

heart and hence raised her from concubine to Sultan’s wife—which was a violation of 

the hierarchy of the harem. When Lucinda first appears as booty before the Danish 

misogynist Norandine, he initially dismisses her but then allows her to speak. She first 

appeals to Norandine, whom she calls “Noble Captain,” to free her from his “Soldiers 

wildness” (KM. 2.1.133), and then justifies why he should save her from this potential 

gang rape. She begins the justification by addressing Norandine as “Victorious sir,” and 

reproaches,  

Tis seldom seen in men so valiant,  
                                                 
167 Pierce 99. 
 
168 Xanthia is Greek for the “yellow haired one” and in early modern England the color yellow signified 
hostility. According to http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/meaning-colors.htm yellow was also associated 
with envy, greed, and treachery. Judas Iscariot is often portrayed wearing yellow clothes. As early as 
1270, due to growing anti-Semitic feelings in England, King Edward I decreed that the Jews were a threat 
to the country. He decreed that all Jews must wear a yellow star to identify them in public.  



   92 

 

Minds so devoid of virtue: he that can conquer,  
Should ever know how to preserve his conquest,  
'Tis but a base theft else. Valour's a virtue,  
Crown of men's actions here ; yours, as you make it:  
And can you put so rough a foil as violence,  
As wronging of weak woman to your triumph? (KM. II.i.133) 
         

It is noteworthy that she first establishes Norandine as the victor, and she the 

captive/victim, and shows that she acknowledges and does not challenge or object to the 

status quo. She is not a threat. Unlike Xanthia, who is interested in being a 

spokeswoman and activist for the sexual expression of all women, Lucinda is neither 

interested in her liberty nor wants to be a spokeswoman to challenge the established 

system of master and slave, or in other words concubinage. She comes through as 

powerless, yet powerful at the same time by working through the very system that has 

oppressed her. She rather points to the etiquette of imperial domination over women 

within the accepted status quo, and she asks Norandine to live up to its codes. She adds 

that she wishes only to preserve her honor in the established system that she accepts and 

acknowledges: “My liberty, I kneel not for; mine honor / (if ever virtuous honor touch’d 

your heart yet)” (KM. 2.1.133). Lucinda then clarifies and distinguishes between 

legitimate conquest and “base theft,” (KM. 2.1.132), and explains that it is kind and 

gentle domination void of any “wronging of weake women” (KM. 2.2.133) that she 

seeks. If Norandine complies, then he will be worthy of the title of protector of women 

rather than conqueror—in contrast to the Turks, who dominate over the women they 

capture and hold captive in their infamous Seraglios. From the beginning, Lucinda sets 

up a contrast between the Knights of the Order and the Ottoman Turks in terms of their 

treatment of women. Impressed by her speech Norandine exclaims, “The roguy thing 

speaks finely, neat” (KM. 2.1.133) and spares her from the gang rape, complimenting 

her on her eloquence, “Thank your tongue, /You have a good one, and preserve it good 

still” (KM . 2.1.133). Norandine then, mimicking an imperial figure, imperially declares: 

“I free ye from all the rest: and from all violence; / He that doth offer't, by my head, he 

hangs for't: / Go see her safe kept” (KM. 2.1.133). With that he entrusts her to the 

gentlemanly captor Miranda, the knight exemplar and hero of the play. This pleases 
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Lucinda.   For a Turkish woman of the harem is only fit to be with an equivalent to the 

Sultan, and Miranda is the knight exemplar in Order of the Knights of Malta and hero of 

the play.  

 Miranda takes in Lucinda and makes sure she is treated kindly in an attempt to 

live up to, as well as confirm, Christian values of honor and mercy. He tells his servant 

Colonna to “look fairly to her, / For I would have her know, though now my prisoner, / 

The Christians need no Schoolmasters for honor” (KM. 2.2.133). At this stage of 

Lucinda’s captivity narrative in Malta, the play has set a clear distinction between 

Ottoman and Christian captors. It sets up a stark contrast to the cruel discipline meted 

out to the unfortunate ladies who are subjugated to concubinage by the Ottomans.   

But Miranda’s Christian mercy is not the only quality that Lucinda will affirm; 

there is yet another test that Miranda will have to pass—vanquishing the temptation to 

lie with Lucinda and taking on the Sultan’s greatest vice—debauchery--and abandoning 

his pledge to the Knights of the Order of Malta.  Eugene Waith,169 in The Pattern of 

Tragicomedy in Beaumont and Fletcher claims that Miranda is a “noble hero,”170 who 

undergoes a “trial of faith,” which sets him up in contrast to Montferrat who gives in to 

the sensual and sexual temptations of the fantastically lusty Xanthia.  Indeed his 

encounter with Lucinda sets off Miranda as the good knight, but after he passes the test. 

Before the “trial of faith,” Colonna voices his concern that Miranda will not be able to 

resist her:  

You are a woman of a tempting beauty,  
And he, however virtuous, as a man  
 Subject to human frailties; and how far 
 They may prevail upon him, should he see you. (KM. 3.3141) 

 

                                                 
169 Eugene Waith, The Pattern of Tragicomedy in Beaumont and Fletcher (New Haven: Yale UP, 1952) 
156. 
 
170 For other works on Miranda and his challenges see Albert Werthein, "Fraternity and the Catches in 
Two Restoration Theater Productions," Journal of the Catch Society of America 1(1969): 14-19;  Arthur 
Sherbo, "The Knight of Malta and Boccaccio's Filocolo," English Studies: A Journal of English Language 
and Literature 33 (1952): 254-257; Marianne Brock, "The Knight of Malta, by John Fletcher, Philip 
Massinger, and Nathan Field: Edited with Introduction and Notes" Microfilm Abstracts 6.1 (1945): 71-
73. 
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Colonna further offers her advice on taking away rather than adding to her natural 

beauty, a speech that reminds us of Xanthia’s critique and resistance of the artificial 

beauty of the women of Malta. A similar incident occurs in Heywood’s The Fair Maid 

of the West Part II when Tota tells Clem that Muslim women “…wear none but that 

which nature hath bestowed on us and our births give us freely” (FMWP2.1.1.86), and 

Clem responds that that is not the case with English women who “…wear none but 

what the shops yield and they buy for their money” (FMWP2.1.1.86-89). The notion 

that Turkish, and even Moorish women, were naturally beautiful compared to English 

women who used heavy make-up recurs in these plays. George Sandys’s description 

“Of Turks, their manners, & c.” in his A Relation of a Journey Begun An. Dom. 1610  

explains that Ottoman women “Do anoint their bodies with ointment made of the earth 

of Chios, which maketh their skin soft, white, and shining; extending that on the face, 

and freeing from wrinkles.”171Sandys also says, “They be women of elegant beauties, 

for the most part ruddy, cleare, and smooth as the polished ivory,” and even goes as far 

as to say that they are like the women that Mahomet promises his followers  in “his 

imaginary Paradise.”172Like Xanthia and the Empress Tota, Lucinda does not need any 

additions to her natural beauty, and hence Colonna “. . . bestow[s] some counsel” on her 

before her encounter with Miranda (KM. 3.3.141). But compared to the other Muslim 

women, Lucinda’s beauty is extensively discussed in the play so that all the other 

women we have encountered, so far, sound average in comparison.  According to the 

Maltese, she possesses “sweet beauty,” “tempting beauty,” “native excellence,” 

“perfections,” “fair gifts,” and “fair white arms.” Her beauty reminds me of the much 

talked about legendary beauty of the Circassian concubines.173Lucinda’s European 

name and physical description make me believe she is one, but this is a speculation on 

my part. We do not have English accounts of Circassian beauties in the harem—actually 

we have no first-hand accounts of the women of the harem. It would not be until 1734 

that the beauty of the Circassian would appear in English literary texts, as those who 

                                                 
171 George Sandys, A Relation of a Journey Begun An. Dom. 1610 (London, 1615) 67. 
 
172 Sandys 67. 
173 Indeed there exists a double portrait of Robert Shirley and his Circassian wife Teresia, c.1624–1627 
that may be the only image that the English had at the time of any Circassian woman. 
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“furnish . . . the seraglios of the Turkish Sultan.”174   Fletcher’s play dotes on Lucinda’s 

beauty like that of no other women in the play, even the ideal Oriana. Of her beauty for 

instance, Colonna warns it “would make a hermit / Leave his death’s head, and change 

his after-hopes / Of endless comforts for a few short minutes,” (KM. 3.3.142) and that 

she should “Practise to take away from your perfections,” to obtain “The most deform'd 

shape that you can put on /To cloud your bodies fair gifts, or your minds” (KM. 3.3. 

142).  And if that were not possible, as seems the case, Colonna concludes:  

My advice, then,  
Is, that you would not, (as most ladies use,  
When they prepare themselves for such encounters)  
Study to add, by artificial dressings, to native excellence. (KM. 3.3.142) 

 

The emphasis on Lucinda’s looks adds to the difficulty of Miranda’s test, which, should 

he pass, will make him all the more admirable a Christian Knight and will set him as 

radically different from the infidel lascivious Turk and his licentious religion.  

  Colonna, who acts as a cultural interpreter or interlocutor between Lucinda and 

the ways of Malta, not only attempts to conceal Lucinda’s beauty, but also attempts to 

have her promote her chastity as the way of Malta. This further confirms that Lucinda is 

an alien to Maltese culture and its customs.  Colonna alerts her of the ways of the 

                                                 

174 The legend of Circassian women in western texts is at least as old as 1734, when, in his Letters on the 
English, Voltaire alludes to the beauty of Circassian women:  

The Circassians are poor, and their daughters are beautiful, and indeed it is in them they 
chiefly trade. They furnish with those beauties the seraglios of the Turkish Sultan, of 
the Persian Sophy, and of all of those who are wealthy enough to purchase and maintain 
such precious merchandise. These maidens are very honorably and virtuously instructed 
how to fondle and caress men; are taught dances of a very polite and effeminate kind; 
and how to heighten by the most voluptuous artifices the pleasures of their disdainful 
masters for whom they are designed. (Letter XI, On Inoculation) 

Similar claims about Circassian women appear in Lord Byron's Don Juan, in which the tale of a slave 
auction is told: 

For one Circassian, a sweet girl, were given, 
Warranted virgin. Beauty’s brightest colours 
Had decked her out in all the hues of heaven. 
Her sale sent home some disappointed bawlers, 
Who bade on till the hundreds reached the eleven, 
But when the offer went beyond, they knew 
‘Twas for the Sultan and at once withdrew. (4:114)  
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knights of Malta and their habitual abstinence from indulgence of passions, contrary to 

the familiar way of the Ottomans: 

He is not ignorant: and therefore chooses,  
 With care to avoid the cause that may produce  
 Some strange effect, which will not well keep rank  
With the rare temperance, which is admired in his life hitherto.  

(KM. 3.3.141) 
 

She is as foreign as Xanthia, and like her co-patriot, she threatens the “rare temperance, 

which is admired” in the Knights of the Order of Malta. At this particular point, 

Lucinda proves as much of a threat to the order as Xanthia. And so Colonna brings up 

the issue of preserving her “chastity unstain'd, / (It being labour’d to so chaste an end) / 

Will prove the fairest ornament” (KM. 3.3.141). In Malta chastity is the “fairest 

ornament” (KM. 3.3.141), whereas in Turkey indulgence in lechery and debauchery are 

the norm and valued over chastity. This sets the negative side of the text’s officially 

declared values, that of Muslim Turkey voiced by the aspiring corrupted knight 

Montferrat:175  

  Great Solyman that wearies his hot eyes,  
 But to peruse his deck’d Seraglio,  
 When from the number of his Concubines  
He chooseth one for that night, in his pride  
 Of them, wives, wealth. (KM. 1.1.126)    

       
Colonna further pleads with Lucinda for loyalty and fidelity to her dead husband’s 

memory, who “which while he liv'd, he could not taste of”176  and adds: 

You should rejoice that you have means to pay 
 A chaste life to his memory, and bring to him  
Those sweets, which while he liv'd, he could not taste of;  
But if you wantonly bestow them on another man you offer violence  
To him, though dead; and his griev'd spirit will suffer  
For your immodest looseness.177 (KM. 3.3.142) 

                                                 
175 English accounts of the Ottomans showed their sexual licentiousness to be notorious, and the number 
of women housed in harems was proof. The notion of sex in paradise as expressed in the 1649 translation 
of the Alcoran of Mahomet by Alexander Ross, was new to Christians who saw Jesus as celibate.  
 
176 We later find out the Colonna is really Angelo the Florentine in disguise, Lucinda’s husband.  
 
177 “looseness” is a trait associated with Voada and Agar in Daborne’s A Christian Turned Turk. 
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But Lucinda offers Colonna, who “Would never had / Hop’d better of her” (KM. 3.3. 

142), an answer very much expected of a concubine who has been indoctrinated to 

show gratitude to her captor by offering sexual favors. Lucinda says, “My willingness 

to look on him, to whom / I owe my life and service, is no proof / Of any unchaste 

purpose” (KM. 3.3.142) and further adds that she will “make him [Miranda] love his 

victory” (KM. 3.3.142). She is the imperial prize of conquest, made to be enjoyed by 

her captor. At that Colonna exclaims:  

 

With what cunning  
 This woman argues for her own damnation! . . .  
Since they are all born Sophisters, to maintain  
 That lust is lawful, and the end and use  
 Of their creation. (KM. 3.3.142)  

 

We are not sure if Colonna is referring to all women, but we do know that it comes as a 

reaction to Lucinda’s comment that serving her captor’s sexual needs does not violate 

her chastity, for she owes her life to him—a remark that echoes Knolles’s comment that 

the concubines in the Seraglio “were most daintily brought vp for that purpose in the 

court,” the purpose being to satisfy their captor’s sexual pleasure. As mentioned earlier, 

a concubine could be considered an equivalent to the modern version of a "one night 

stand.” And I believe that Lucinda is an aspiring odalisque178—although this term does 

not appear in early modern texts until 1655, it is well played out in the play.179 An 

odalisque’s chance came when she was chosen by the Sultan, but after that one night, 

she might never see the Sultan again unless she became pregnant with a male child. If 

                                                 

178 An odalisque (Turkish: Odalık) was a virgin female slave in an Ottoman Seraglio. She was an 
assistant or apprentice to the concubines and wives, and she might rise in status to become one of them. 
Most odalisques were part of the harem, that is, the household, of the Sultan. See Pierce; Heath W Lowry, 
The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Albany: State U of New York P, 1942). 

 
179 See John Evelyn, The history of the grand visiers, Mahomet and Achmet Coprogli, of the three last 
grand signiors, their Sultana's and chief favourites, with the most secret intrigues of the seraglio besides 
several other particulars of the wars of Dalmatia, Transylvania, Hungary, Candia, and Poland Chassepol, 
François de, 17th cent (London, 1655). 
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she were successful in birthing a male child, then she would become an ikbal 

(favorite).180 So Lucinda comes from an Ottoman culture in which her progression  and 

survival within the harem hierarchy were dependent on her sleeping with her captor; 

whereas in Malta Colonna attempts to explain to her it is in preserving her chastity that 

Malta will look favorably upon her. Will she prove to be an Oriana or Xanthia? So, it 

remains to be seen whether Miranda will endure the challenge of preserving his loyalty 

to his status as the exemplary knight of Malta—foil to the “. . . infectious putrified 

limb” (KM.  5.2.153), Montferrat.  

 Miranda’s test of faith gets off on a rocky start. The audience holds its breath as 

Lucinda enters his chambers. Miranda asks Lucinda “Can you love me…” and she, the 

eloquent “jewel in . . . [Miranda’s] closet” (KM. 3.4.143) and “The pretty fool [who] 

speaks finely” (KM. 3.4.143), replies that she has a duty toward Miranda: “With all my 

duty; / I were unworthy of those favours else, /You daily shower upon me” (KM. 

3.4.143). After a few kisses Miranda declares: 

I must lie with you, lady . . .  
And teach thy fair white arms, like wanton ivies,  
A thousand new embraces. . . 
I would get a brave boy on thee A warlike boy. . .  
Come to bed wench;  
For thou art so pretty and so witty a companion. . .  
I love thee, and so well : 
 come kiss me once more;  
Is a maiden-head ill bestow'd o'me? (KM. 3.3.143). 

 

In the heat of the moment, Miranda is transformed into an Ottoman sultan in his very 

own chambers with a concubine, wanting her sexually and luring her in by promising to 

impregnate her with a “warlike boy.” It is what a concubine who seeks to climb up the 

harem hierarchy wants to hear. But Colonna has taught her well, and in the midst of this 

seduction scene she asks about the badge of the Order of the Knights of Malta on 

Miranda’s chest. Miranda explains “’tis the badge, my sweet, of that holy order” and 

                                                 
180 The female hierarchy followed the pattern of odalisques (virgins), concubines ("one night stands"), 
ikbals (favorites), and kadins (favorites’ "wives"). 
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further explains that he will shortly receive the highest honor “… the Cross of Malta” 

(KM. 3.4.143). The cross is a sign of Miranda’s Christianity; he explains it is an 

affirmation of Jesus “that gave all, to save us. . . [it is] True sign of holiness, / The 

badge of all his soldiers that profess him” (KM. 3.4.143). Lucinda then questions 

Miranda on the power of the cross, “Can it save in dangers? / In troubles comfort? In 

sickness restore health?/ Preserve from evils that afflict our frailties?” (KM. 3.4.143). 

Lucinda wants to understand the protection that the cross offers her, as opposed to the 

Islamic law that she was under in Turkey. Miranda understands and replies in the 

affirmative and supplicates, “I hope she will be Christian” (KM. 3.4.143). Almost 

instantly, his prayers are partially answered. For Lucinda at this particular moment 

comes across as even more of a Christian than Miranda, and her respect for the order 

implies that she is a future convert to Christianity. She threatens Miranda that if he but 

touches her she would supplicate to the cross to curse him. She preaches to Miranda, 

and points out that it is contradictory for someone who serves the cross to be blinded 

with lust:  

Why are you sick then, sick, to all death with lust? 
In danger to be lost? No holy thought,  
In all that heart, nothing but wondering frailties 
Wild as the wind, and blind as death or ignorance,  
Inhabit there. (KM. 3.4.143) 

 

An ashamed Miranda professes: “Forgive me heaven, she says true” (KM. 3.4.143) at 

which the overhearing Colonna declares: “Thought has redeem’d thy self again, most 

rarely” (KM. 3.4.143). And Miranda offers her safety in the realm:   

Go to your rest, my modest, honest servant,  
 My fair, and virtuous maid, and sleep secure there;  
For, when you suffer, I forget this sign here (KM. 3.4.143). 

 

According to Peter Mullany, in Religion and the Artifice of Jacobean and Caroline 

Drama, “Miranda thus becomes the very antithesis of a knight of Malta because one of 
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the sacred obligations . . . was the protection of women.”181 He does that by resisting the 

irresistible beauty of Lucinda, which sets him up again as the direct opposite to the 

Ottoman Sultan who would have, in a similar situation, used her sexually. I might add 

to Mullany’s comment that the same applies to Norandine the Dane, who was the first 

to save Lucinda from gang-rape by the soldiers under his command.182 But with that 

Lucinda has guaranteed her safety in Malta, as well as her freedom from being a sex-

slave to her master. But is it possible that Lucinda placed her faith in the cross on Christ 

so abruptly, or did she take Colonna’s words to heart? Once Miranda promised “I would 

get a brave boy on thee / A warlike boy” (KM. 3.4.143), did she understand that this 

was the way of the Ottomans and not of the Maltese knights as Colonna had forewarned 

her, and hence changed the game altogether? Did she understand that survival in this 

alien Maltese culture was in preserving her chastity, and not offering sexual favors to 

her master? The text supports such a reading, and for it she is integrated into Maltese 

culture and religion.  

Another interesting aspect of the play is the rapid documentation of Lucinda’s 

rejection of Islam and her inclination toward Christianity. Here lies the stark contrast 

between Lucinda and Xanthia. Despite living among Christians, the Moorish woman 

Xanthia refuses the faith of Malta. But the Ottoman subject Lucinda shows partiality to 

Christianity. After the seduction scene, in which she appeals to the Christian Miranda, 

she professes “I am half a Christian, / The other half, I’ll pray for” (KM. 3.4.144). 

When we see her again toward the end of the play, she is completely converted and 

views her former compatriots as enemies. She remarks to Oriana about her newborn, “A 

little Knight already: You shall live / To see him toss a Turk” (KM. 5.1.149). It appears 

that the light-skinned Turkish Lucinda with the complimentary physical appearance, 

whose whiteness denotes her physical purity and virginity, persuaded the Maltese that 

                                                 
181 Peter Mullany in Religion and the Artifice of Jacobean and Caroline Drama (NewYork: Edwin Mellen 
Press Ltd, 1977) 70 
 
182 Mary Beth Rose, Expense of Spirit (Cornell: Cornell UP, 1988). She states that the “conflict” in The 
Knight of Malta is “between chivalric (public) heroism and private (sexual) life.” (229) 
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she has a redeemable soul.183 She has positive Maltese “feminine” qualities—meaning 

she supports chivalry, respects the cross and lacks lustfulness. And, if Lucinda is like 

Circassian concubines who were “stolen from foreign nations,”184 that means that she 

was of Christian origin and hence more likely and easily redeemable. If we are 

convinced that Lucinda is a captive and concubine, who has experienced first-hand the 

oppressive system that Bon talks about, she would have won the sympathy of the 

English audience, not to mention the playwrights as well. Besides, if it were possible for 

the Ottoman Turk to convert European/Christian women captives to Islam, why 

wouldn’t it be easier for a Christian Knight to re-convert her to her original faith? 

Whatever the reasons may be, Lucinda is finally incorporated into Maltese Christina 

society as “wife” to Angelo.   

This is how Fletcher’s play dwells on Lucinda’s subjugation in Turkey, weaves 

an imaginary scenario of her redemption, and allows the English audience to entertain 

the overall possibility that if Muslim men did not convert, the women of the Seraglio, 

particularly concubines, were ripe for conversion. Philip Massinger’s The Renegado 

(1630) takes Fletcher’s notion a step further, suggesting that not only concubines but 

also Muslim-born and bred harem women were no different. Massinger’s play may be 

unique in that it is the first English Turk play that provides dramatic access into the 

forbidden internal space of the harem—or Seraglio, as it is called in the play.  In it we 

meet the Muslim-born and-bred Donusa, and through her witness the oppression harem 

women face under Islamic tyrants with support from the law expressed in “Alcoran.” 

She too is willing to be redeemed.  

Not only concubines, but Muslim-born Harem women forsake Islam too 

Before the action of The Renegado (1624) commences, the renegade pirate 

Grimaldi has kidnapped the Venetian woman Paulina and sold her into slavery in the 

court of Asambeg, the viceroy of Tunis. Consequently, Paulina’s brother Vitelli, 

                                                 
183 Xanthia’s complexion is perceived as a sign of her spiritual corruption. 
 
184 Bon 46. 
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disguised as a merchant, sets off to Tunis with his servant, Gazet, and his friend and 

advisor, the Jesuit Francisco, to rescue her. The play begins with Vitelli’s opening a 

shop in the Tunis market, hoping to hear news of his sister, while Tunisians are 

celebrating the arrival of Mustapha, the Basha of Aleppo, who has come to woo 

Donusa, niece of the Ottoman Emperor. While at the market, Donusa falls in love with 

Vitelli from their very first encounter and invites him to visit her at the Seraglio. Vitelli 

succumbs to Donusa’s beauty and wealth, only to learn later in the play through his 

discussions with the devout Fransisco, the religious implications of his sexual 

relationship with a Turkish woman. In the meantime, Donusa starts rejecting Mustapha, 

who becomes suspicious that she has another lover, and, when he discovers Vitelli and 

Donusa’s sexual relationship, he tells Asambeg.  Asambeg throws them both into prison 

and tortures Vitelli, while at the same time consulting with the Ottoman Emperor, 

Amurath, for a suitable punishment for his niece’s sexual liaison with a Christian. The 

Emperor’s decision in accordance with the laws of the “Alcoran” is that Donusa must 

die:  

If any virgin of what degree or quality soever, born a natural 
 Turk, shall be convicted of corporal looseness and incontinence with  
 any Christian, she is, by the decree of our great prophet, Mahomet,  
to lose her head . . . (Ren. 4.2.313). 

 

But, according to Muslim law, she is allowed the opportunity to persuade her lover to 

“turn Turk” and marry him:  

. . . Ever provided that if she, that said offender, by any reasons, 
arguments, or persuasion can win and prevail with the said Christian 
offending with her to alter his religion and marry her, that then the 
winning of a soul to the Mahometan sect shall acquit her from all shame, 
disgrace and punishment whatsoever. 185 (Ren. 4.2.314)  

 

                                                 
185 This was noted by Harrie Cavendish an Englishman who visited Constantinople in 1589: “No 
Christian man may have to do with a Turkish woman, but she shall die for it if it be known, but a Turk 
may have as many Christian women as he will.” See Vitkus, Three Turk Plays 42.  
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Vitelli resists her persuasions and they are both condemned. But in a turn of events, he 

is successful in convincing Donusa to turn Christian. Then comes Paulina’s turn to save 

her brother and his potential bride; she promises to consummate her relationship with 

Asambeg if he delays their execution for twelve hours. Thisposponement gives 

Fransisco enough time to orchestrate an escape for the Christians in a ship obtained by 

the repentant Grimaldi. These are the events of The Renegado in a nutshell.   

In Massinger’s play we are introduced to a new motif,   that of enclosure, 

through the introduction of the Seraglio.  As early as the second scene of the play, we 

enter the most private quarters of the Sultan’s palace, that section housing his women. 

Yet the harem, or Seraglio, terms used interchangeably, is still somewhat vague as a 

topos. Mustapha, for instance, before entering into Donusa’s quarters, takes off his 

“pantofles” and mutters:  

The place is sacred; and I am to enter  
The room where she abides, with such devotion  
 As pilgrims pay at Mecca when they visit 
The tomb of our great prophet. (Ren. 1.2.59-62) 

 

Massinger, or the travelogues he is drawing upon, seems to see the “harem” and the 

“haram” as one and the same. The latter is in reference to “Mecca,”186 where Muslim 

pilgrims go for pilgrimage, and “Al-Madina,”187 which is where the tomb of Prophet 

Muhammad188 is located. Mustapha’s speech reflects this confusion by equating the 

sanctity of Mecca—also known to Muslims as the Haram El-Makki with an ‘a’—with 

the private quarters in the Sultan’s palace. And Vitelli too describes his journey through 

the Seraglio as a “heavenly vision.” The confusion is understandable. It would have 

been known to travelers to the Ottoman Empire that two places were off limits to non-

Muslims—the Sultan’s harem and Mecca. Another similarity between the two places is 

                                                 
186 In current Saudi Arabia. 
 
187 Also in current Saudi Arabia where the tomb of the Prophet of Islam is. 
 
188 Peace Be Upon Him.  
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that they were heavily guarded, and it is precisely for this reason that of all Muslims’ 

sacred places, these two in particular have received a lot of Western attention. If this is 

the case, then how reliable are the dramatic descriptions the play offers? This is 

anyone’s guess. But Vitelli is awe-stricken:  

The owner of that blessed name, Donusa,  
 Which like a potent charm, although pronounced  
 By my profane but much unworthier tongue,  
Hath brought me safe to this forbidden place 
 Where Christian yet ne’er trode. (Ren. 2.4.28-33) 

 

He likens it to the “Tempe”—the pastoral paradise of the valley in Arcadian Greece—

and witnesses the “sight too glorious to behold.” Through this play, the audience must 

have embarked, both verbally and visually, on the journey through the harem with 

Vitelli. And as Vitelli becomes “Skilfull in the mystery” of the secrets of the Seraglio 

that are being finally revealed in this play, so does the audience. The initial impression 

is that it is sacred, heavily guarded by Janissaries who only open the doors to those who 

call out the name of the woman who occupies it.189 Also that it houses a eunuch, 

servant, and the beautiful Donusa, and is a beautiful and luxurious place that captures 

Vitelli’s eyes. 

Adding to the notion of the harem as a sacred locale, Donusa is frequently 

alluded to as the imperial sovereign turned goddess,190 “like “Cynthia in full glory, 

waited on / By the fairest of the stars” (Ren. 2.1.13-14). Within the Seraglio, and only 

within the Seraglio, Donusa sees herself as a sovereign who commands all the men 

around her from the viceroy of Tunis, Asambeg, to the war hero, Mustapha.  She that 

                                                 
189 Instead of an “Open Sesame” it is “Donusa” that is the secret word that opens the door to the Seraglio. 
But does Donusa exercise any of the power that Roxolana exercises over the Sultan and his subjects? 
Power is not the subject of this play as it is with the plays featuring Roxolana that we will discuss in the 
final chapter 

190 Cynthia was originally an epithet of the Greek goddess of the moon, Artemis, because, according to 
legend, the goddess was born on Mount Cynthus. 
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“…ne’er knew aught but to command” (Ren. 2.4.61) can further deprive men of their 

testicles and evidently their tongues as well:  

Say but you doubt me,  
  And, to secure you, I’ll cut out my tongue;  

I am libbed in the breech already. (Ren. 2.2.63-65)  
 

Carazie is willing to take it even further in the hope of dying a martyr for Donusa’s 

sake:  

. . . I dare not call  
 My life mine own, since it is yours, but gladly  
 Will part with it whene’er you shall command me  
 And think I fall martyr, so my death  
 May give life to your pleasures. (Ren. 2.1.48-52) 

 

Mustapha’s fate is in her hands; she claims that if she liked him she would grant him 

life; otherwise, she would “…deliver /a Poniard, on my least dislike, to kill you” (Ren. 

1.3.96-97). Let us not forget the janissaries and aghas “…who are both her creatures / 

And by her grace preferred” (Ren. 2.1.19-20). Furthermore, Donusa speaks in the third 

person point of view, saying, “We that are born great” (Ren. 1.2.14), and offers Vitelli 

“our imperial coin” (Ren. 2.4.83); and in receiving Mustapha, who calls her “your 

highness” and “divinest lady,” (Ren. 1.3.114-115) she tries to live up to imperial 

appearances: 

. . . Reach a chair. We must  
 Receive him like ourself and not part with  
 One piece of ceremony, state, and greatness  
 That may beget respect and reverence  
 In one that’s born our Vassal. Now admit him. (Ren. 1.2.54-58) 
 

Furthermore, when wanting to visit the marketplace she has a whim to “…descend so 

far from [her] own greatness [italics mine]” (Ren. 1.3.57). But her power is not absolute 

and has its limitations. The play is set up in such a way as to begin with the objective of 
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having an awe-inspiring effect on the audience as the mystery of the harem is 

unraveled, but the effect quickly wanes.  

As we learn of Donusa’s irritations we are introduced to the motif of the jealous 

Muslim men of the play, Asambeg and Mustapha, who guard, veil, and enclose her in 

the Seraglio. For despite the sacredness of Donusa’s Seraglio and her sovereign-turned-

goddess status, Donusa is far from happy. Donusa is frustrated at the restrictions 

imposed on her as a Muslim woman. She is cloistered191 in the harem, guarded by the 

“…born in England” (Ren. 1.2.22) eunuch Carazie who “was made lighter / By two 

stone weight, at least, to be fit to serve you [Donusa]” (Ren. 1.2.25-26) in reference to 

his castration at the hands of the Turks.  She laments her lack of freedom and envies her 

counterpart in Christendom:  

I have heard that Christian ladies live with much freedom  

 Than such are born here. Our jealous Turks  
 Never permit their fair wives to be seen  
 But at the public bagnios or the mosques,  
 Even then, veiled and guarded…We enjoy no more  
 That are of the Ottoman race, though our religion  
 Allows all pleasure. . . (Ren.1.2.16-21 and 48-50) 

 

According to Nabil Matar, Carazie’s description of Muslim women is derived from 

George Sandys’s A Relation of a Journey begun An. Dom. 1610 (1615). Sandys was the 

first “English traveler to focus on women in the Ottoman Empire and to provide a 

detailed account (along with engravings) of their social customs and behavior.”192 

Sandys’s text showed how Turkish women never exposed their “beauties unto any, but 

                                                 
191 I intentionally use the word “cloistered’ because Donusa’s quarters sound not only like a place of 
seclusion, but so much like an area of a monastery or convent in which the religious are restricted, 
leading a secluded and religiously devoted life. One gets a sense that Mustapha is entering into the 
presence of a goddess. 
 
192  Nabil I Matar, “Muslim Women in Renaissance England,” Women in Islam 1(1996): 50-61). I would 
add to that Massinger’s indebtedness to Biddulph’s Travels as mentioned in Chew. Also see W.G. Rice, 
“The Sources of Massinger’s The Renegado,” Philological Quarterly 11 (1932): 65-75. 
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unto their father and husbands.”193 Furthermore, Sandys emphasizes that Muslim 

women accepted their way of life in obedience to the “Alcoran.” But Donusa is not 

content with her life in the Seraglio, and for the sake of the play that is convenient. If 

she were content, then her will to pursue the Christian Vitelli would be somewhat 

puzzling. Her query and envy of Christian women allows the audience to sympathize 

with her plight as a substitute to the Islamic tyrant who oppresses her by stashing her 

away in the Seraglio.194 Although with distaste, Carazie shows what England has to 

offer by offering elaborate details of the liberties that English women enjoy as a result 

of their excessive freedom:   

…Your country ladies  
 Have liberty to hawk, to hunt, to feast,   
 To give free entertainment to all comers,  
 To talk, to kiss; there’s not such thing known there  
as an Italian girdle. Your city dame,  
 Without leave, wears the breeches, has her husband  
 At as much command as her ‘prentice, and if need be  
Can make him cuckold by her father’s copy. (Ren. 1.2.27-35) 

 

According to Carazie, the social freedom, especially participation in male activities that 

England offered to women, has led to moral degeneration--particularly disrespect and 

infidelity. Oddly, in this instance, the harem system is cast in a favorable light to satirize 

the position of women in English society.195 In 1609 William Biddulph, preacher to the 

English merchants’ resident in Aleppo, wrote in his Travels of Certain Englishman in 

                                                 
193 Matar, “The Representation” 136. Matar claims that “Sandys did not find the restrictiveness of the 
Muslim women’s lives objectionable.” 
 
194 Her pursuing the Venetian and Christian Vitelli is a throwback, proving that the older model of the 
Muslim women such as Voada and Agar in Daborne’s Christina Turned Turk, and Fletcher’s Xanthia are 
still alive in Renaissance Turk and Moor plays.  
 
195 According to Massinger and later on Greville, we will witness firsthand the price of women’s 
freedom-- family disorder. See Burton, Traffic and Turning 107. Barton says, “Donusa’s statement is 
characteristic of the period’s antifeminism that figured women’s protests as not only unnatural but also 
unchristian.”See also Ania Loomba, “’Delicious Traffic’: racial and religious difference on early modern 
stages,” In Shakespeare and Race ed. Catherine M.S. Alexander, and Stanley Wells (New York: 
Cambridge U P, 2000). 
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Africa196  that in Turkey “wives may learn to love their husbands, when they shall read 

in what slavery women live in other countires, and in what awe and subjection to their 

husband’s, and what liberty and freedom they themselves enjoy.”197 Carzie adds that 

Turkish women did not seek “libertie” or “a Private friend” (Ren. 3.1.55). This apparent 

preference of Muslim women over Turkish women for their obedience and cooperation 

in establishing and preserving social order was probably responsible for their portrayal 

as women predisposed to pursue Christian men, and eventually to convert as well. 

Indeed, Donusa tells Mustapha that she would rather be with a European man who will 

tell her a “merry tale” (Ren. 3.1.53), than with a Turk whom she disdained as “too 

rough” with all his “battles won with blood and sweat” (Ren. 3.1.54 and 56). In all the 

Turk and Moor plays, the Muslim male is a tyrant who is steadfast in his faith, but 

Muslim women like Zabina,198 Lucinda, and Donusa are a different story when it comes 

to their adherence to their faith; they are fickle. The implied motive for conversion of 

Muslim women is apparently the oppression that they face under Islamic tyrants, which 

is more pronounced in Massinger’s play than it is in Fletcher’s. But there may have 

been another factor that played a role in favoring the women of the harem over 

Englishwomen of the time, which is, as Matar says, owing to the significant changes the 

public roles of women were undergoing in England:  

Women, who had been represented in the medieval period in contexts of 
enclosure, silence, chastity and dependence, began to engage in 
polemical writings and to defend their rights to visible social functions. . 
. there was a consistent effort in the sixteenth and the seventeenth 
centuries to “police” the female, in her apparel, speech and demeanor. 
The female was to be monitored—and if need be, chastised.199 

 

So the Turkish harem women with her “familial submissiveness” and “separation from 

political and religious affairs . . . [who] respected their husbands, . . . did not ‘play false’ 

                                                 
196 William Biddulph, Travels of Certain Englishman in Africa (London, 1609)."The preface to the 
reader," signed by Theophilus Lavender, describes the text as the letters of William and Peter Biddulph. 
 
197 Bernadette 80. 
 
198 Zabina curses Mahomet but she des not convert, rather she prefers to die a pagan—neither Christian 
nor Muslim. But then in early modern thought, Muslim meant pagan.  
199 Matar, “The Representation,” 138. 
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with them”200 were looked upon with a favorable eye, and were even considered worthy 

of having their souls redeemed through conversion and considered for import to 

England to replace those “leaving the domesticity of their home to become male-like 

figures in their autonomy and demeanor.”201  

 As we move further into the Seraglio we come face to face with the living proof 

of the lechery and debauchery of the Ottoman religion.  The institution of the harem 

exerted a certain fascination on the European imagination, and it was imagined as a 

brothel consisting of many sensual young women lying around pools with oiled 

bodies,202 with the sole purpose of pleasing the powerful man to whom they had given 

themselves. Indeed, the harem was the imagined space where the Ottoman religion, that 

permitted sexual indulgences, was thought to be put into play.   There were numerous 

accounts of Ottoman clandestine love affairs, polygamy, harem-filled concubines, and 

paradise with women.  Sandys talks of the beauty of the women in the Muslim paradise: 

“Great eyes they have in principall repute… For Mahomet doth promise women with 

such eyes, (nay as big as egges) in his imaginary Paradise.”203 He also mentions 

accounts of homosexuality in which “Much unnaturall and filthie lusts is said to be 

committed daily in the remote closets of these darkesome Bannias: yea women with 

women.”204 And the play adds sexual violence against European women to the mix 

through Vitelli’s sister, Pauline, who has been taken captive and is threatened with rape 

by Asambeg. The play echoes Sandys’s accounts, for Donusa proclaims, “our religion / 

Allows all pleasure” (Ren. 1.2.48-50). Again the notion that the Prophet of Islam spread 

a religion that permitted lechery and debauchery, which his followers were truly 

following suit, holds up in this play. This further consolidates the sanctity of the harem, 

as the space where it was thought that the sexual fantasies propagated by the religion of 

                                                 
200 Matar, “The Representation,” 138. 
 
201 Matar, “The Representation,” 138. 
 
202 These depictions became popular later on after Massinger’s play, especially during the Romantic Age 
after writings by travelers such as Richard Francis Burton.  
203 Sandys 67. 
 
204 Sandys 67. 
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Islam –seen as acts of worship--were imagined to be performed.205  And this justifies 

the condemnation of the religion that allows it to exist, and the affirmation of the 

goodness of the Christianity and its promotion of chastity, Vitelli’s previous awe-

stricken demeanor turns sour: 

. . . Dare you bring  
Your juggling prophet in comparison with 
That most inscrutable and infinite essence  
That made this all and comprehends his work? 
The place is too profane to mention him 
Whose only name is sacred . . .  
I will not foul my mouth to speak the sorceries   
Of your seducer, his base birth, his whoredoms,  
 His strange impostures; nor deliver how  
 He taught a pigeon to feed in his ear,  
 Then made his credulous followers to believe  
 It was an angel, that instructed him  
 In the framing of his Alcoran. (Ren. 4.3.114 and 125-131) 

 

We can recognize in Vitelli’s speech the anti-Islamic polemics of the Middle Ages that 

have endured in this play—as they will later on be inherited by the translator of the 

Alcoran of Mahomet206 which would not be circulated in England until 1649. So as 

Vitelli moves deeper into the harem, the ugliness of the theological foundations it has 

been established on is put into question, and the play finds an excuse to attack Islam, its 

Prophet, and followers.  And, once the theological foundations of the establishment of 

the harem are discredited, the play moves on to flaunt the injustices practiced on its 

occupants. The incident that fuels the argument is Donusa’s sexual involvement with 

the Christian Vitelli. Immediately after Donusa violates the established order of the 

Seraglio, she becomes powerless and vulnerable-- the Seraglio is strictly for the 

pleasure of the ruling Sultan, and strictly off limits to Christian men. She finds herself at 

                                                 

205 Thus the Christian virgin Paulina challenges Asambeg, who lusts after her to “shake me in my 
chastity built upon / The rock of my religion” (Ren. 6.2.29-30).  

 
206 Alexander Ross, Alcoran of Mahomet (London, 1649). 
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the mercy of an inalterable and merciless doctrine which “calls death” for the crime 

(Ren. 3.5.97-101). She has no option but to succumb to the law of the Ottoman state 

that follows and upholds the law of the “Alcoran.” Once the law of the state has been 

transgressed, the established order is shaken and the consequences are inflexible and 

dire, in this case death, and for that Donusa has the audience’s full sympathy. She is 

now ripe for rescue and possibly redemption.  

As regards proselytizing of Muslim women, Donusa’s conversion to Christianity 

remains the most intriguing plot-line in the play. In my opinion, she is the real 

renegade. When in custody for her lewdness, Donusa is sentenced to death and 

reprievable only if she manages to convert her paramour Vitelli and marry him. She 

joyfully consents, but not before she lectures Asambeg, who “hast in [his] power / A 

lovely Christian virgin” (Ren. 6.2.138-139) referring to his Christian captive Paulina, 

and of his “…offense / Equal if not transcending her own indulgence in the same vice” 

(Ren. 6.2.140). She accuses Amurath, and with him all male co-religionists, as “a 

tyrant…most voluptuous and insatiable epicure” who although indulges  

In his own pleasure, which he hugs so dearly,  
 As proper and peculiar to himself,  
 That he denies a moderate lawful use  
 Of all delight to others …Unkind Nature, 
 To make weak women servants, proud men masters! (Ren. 6.2.118-139) 

 

And while she is at it she denounces the founder of the law that deprives her of her 

sensual freedom: “Indulgent Mahomet, do thy bloody laws / Call my embraces with a 

Christian death?” (Ren.6.2.118-139). She calls on her male co-religionists for equality, 

not only in the luxurious nature of the Muslim court, but the sensual as well.  But to no 

avail; the law of the “Alcoran” cannot be altered, and she is beyond earthly redemption. 

At this point she is ripe for conversion. But she does consider first converting Vitelli, 

before he seizes the opportunity to attempt to redeem her from the clutches of her 

merciless and irredeemable Islamic faith.   
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Before Vitelli succeeds in converting Donusa, they engage in a theological 

argument in which Donusa first sets forth her argument against Christianity. She 

compares the hard yoke of Christianity and the boundless license of Mahometism.  Her 

concluding argument harkens back to the argument made by the Christian apologist 

Minucius Felix, who feels "since everything evades man's grasp, he ought to cling with 

all the more tenacious energy to those fixed points which are open to him."207 For 

instance the Romans can judge their efforts at piety simply by the results given to them. 

Rome has enjoyed hundreds of years of prosperity and expansion under the pagan gods, 

even as it has absorbed other religions and deities from people like the Gauls, Syrians, 

and Taurians. Military leaders have seen their successes and failures depend upon the 

favor of the gods: Brennus was defeated at the river Allia in 390 B.C. because of his 

"contempt for the auspices;" Marcus Crassus dared to attack the Parthians after ignoring 

the imprecations of the Furies. Even the Jews, who had claimed the supremacy of their 

God over the Roman pantheon, had ended up in captivity to Rome. As Gilson says, 

"had not these gods led to world leadership? No doctrine could be certain enough to 

justify national apostasy."208 Donusa’s theological argument in comparison goes:  

. . . Be wise, and weigh  
The prosperous success of things; if blessings  
Are donatives from Heaven, (which, you must grant,  
Were blasphemy to question,) and that  
They are call'd down and pour'd on such as are 
Most gracious with the great disposer of ‘em,  
Look on our flourishing empire, (if the splendor,  
 The majesty and glory of it dim not  
Your feeble sight) And then turn back and see  
 The narrow bounds of yours, yet that poor remnant  
Rent in as many factions and opinions,  
As you have petty kingdoms (Ren. 4.3.107-114).   

                                                 
207 Pierre de Labriolle, History and Literature of Christianity from Tertullian to Boethius (New York: A. 
A. Knopf, 1925) 112. 

208 Etienne Gilson,  History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (London: Sheed & Ward, 1955) 
76; See also Etienne Gilson,  Reason and Revelation in the Middles Ages ( New York: Scribners, 1938); 
Cyprianus, Thascius Caecilius, Treatises, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (New York: Catholic UP, 1958). 
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Vitelli does not respond to this argument; instead he immediately advances in favor of 

Christianity by abusing Donusa and telling her she is possessed by the  

Devil209, thy tutor, fills each part of thee  
 And that I cannot play the exorcist  
 To dispossess thee unless I should tear  
 Thy body limb by limb and throw it to  
 The Furies that expect it, I would now  
 Pluck out that Wicked tongue that hath blasphemed  
 That great omnipotency at whose nod  
 The fabric of the world shakes (Ren. 4.3.135 and138). 

 

He then launches an attack on what he characterizes as Mahomet the “juggling 

prophet,”“seducer,” of “base birth” and is appalled that she would attempt to compare 

him to the “…most inscrutable and infinite essence / That made us all and comprehends 

his work” (Ren. 4.3.116-117). However, what prevails in this theological argument is 

Vitelli’s question that definitely held weight on English Renaissance stage: “Can there 

be strength in that Religion that suffers us to tremble? “to which Donusa replies, “This 

is unanswerable” (Ren. 4.3.158). She immediately converts by denouncing her Islamic 

faith, “Then thus I spit on Mahomet” (Ren. 4.3.158), a declaration that echoes Zabina in 

Marlowe’s Tamburlaine Part I: “Then there is left no Mahomet, no God?”( Ren. 

5.1.239);  the resemblance stops there, for Zabina does not convert, instead she chooses 

to commit suicide by dashing her brains out.   

Donusa’s conversion is not complete yet—her verbal profession of her new faith 

has to be endorsed visually. Though she is called an "apostata" (Ren. 4.3.159) by the 

viceroy of Tunis, she is not yet incorporated into the Christian Church, and so Vitelli 

resolves to baptize her. “Turning Turk” in Turk and Moor plays involved the 

circumcision of the male Christian convert; without it there was no visual proof that the 

conversion was complete.  So the Christian equivalent to circumcision is apparently 

                                                 
209 See Jans Frans Van Dikkhuizen, Devil Theatre: Demonic Possession and Exorcism in English 
Renaissance drama, 1558-1642 (New York: D. S. Brewer, 2006). He says “As a phenomenon with a 
religious dimension, possession serves as a convenient image of pagan religion; as a physical affliction, it 
serves as an image of the alien sexuality embodied by Donusa by which Vitelli feels threatened” (42). 
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baptism, and it is performed on stage to mark Donusa’s complete conversion. But this 

proves to be a problem because for some unexplained reason the Jesuit mentor 

Francisco--who had previously warned against the "wanton ends" of "Turkish dames" 

who, "If lust once fire their blood for a fair object / Will run a course the fiends 

themselves would shake at" (Ren. 1.3.8-13)—cannot have access to her. Vitelli asks 

Francisco if a layman such as himself can lawfully perform the baptism:  

. . . Now in a case  
Of this necessity, I would gladly learn 
 Whether, in me, a layman, without orders,  
It may not be religious and lawful, 
 As we go to our deaths, to do that office? (Ren. 5.1.28-32) 

 

Francisco provides the confirmation to go ahead and baptize Donusa on that basis that:  

… Midwives, upon necessity, perform it;  
And knights that in the Holy Land fought for  
The freedom of Jerusalem, when full  
Of sweat and enemies' blood, have made their helmets  
 The fount out of which with their holy hands 
 They drew that heavenly liquor. T’was approved then 
 By the holy Church, nor must I think it now 
 In you a work less pious. (Ren. 5.2.33-41) 

 

With Francisco’s confirmation, a few scenes later the lay baptism is actually performed 

on stage, “in the fashions which we Christians use” and with its own “peculiar rites” 

(Ren. 5.3.94-95 and 101). The sacrament is performed with a simple aspersion that 

suffices, and no utterance accompanies it, not even a prayer. It remotely resembles the 

dumbshow of Ward’s conversion in Daborne’s A Christian Turned Turk.210 It also 

appears that Massinger is pulling this conversion scene straight from Tasso’s Jerusalem 

Delivered.211 The conversion scene in Tasso is that of the Amazonian Clorinda who 

                                                 
210 Maybe the actor was directed to perform the mission using some indistinct mutterings, but the text 
gives us no indication that anything was said or muttered. 
 
211 Torquato Tasso, Jerusalem Delivered (New York: The Colonial P, 1907). 
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fought on the side of the Saracens. She converts at the hand of Tancred the Christian 

knight of the first Crusade. Not recognizing her in armor, Tancred wounds her in 

combat. The dying Clorinda craves Christian baptism, so Tancred fetches water from a 

little stream in his helmet and, on undoing her headgear, recognizes his beloved:  

  . . . holding his pain at bay. He gave her life 
  With water, who had slain her with the sword.  
  And while he uttered the sound of the holy prayers 
  She was transformed with joy, and smiled; appeared 
  To say, as filled with life at life’s decease,  
  “The heaven’s are opening—I go in peace. (JD. 12:65-9) 
  

As Clorinda’s soul is regenerated, Massinger’s play also plainly asserts baptismal 

regeneration  

 The clearness of this is a perfect sign  
 Of innocence, and as this washes off  
 Stains and pollutions from the things we wear,  
Thrown thus upon the forehead, it hath power  
To purge those spots that cleave upon the mind,  
If thankfully received. (Ren. 5.3.11-116) 

 

It is bewildering and perplexing, at first glance, that this scene was performed at a time 

when matters of religion and state were strictly forbidden on the English stage. Yet the 

validity of showing the triumph of Christianity over Islam, or that "good intents / Are, 

in the end, crowned with fair events" (Ren. 1.1.161-62), the reversion of Grimaldi and 

conversion of Donusa to Christianity, the sexual renunciation and vows of chastity, and  

the ultimate  return to Europe probably dampened these stage prohibitions. Donusa, 

after her baptism manifests its miraculous regenerative effect instantaneously as if 

awakened from a trance—it seems she was possessed by the devil after all—she says,  

I am another woman … 
How long have I been blind! Yet on the sudden  
 By this blest means I feel the films of error  
 Taken from my soul’s eyes” (Ren. 5.3.123-125).  
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And she curses Mahomet again: “False prophet! / Imposter Mahomet!” (Ren. 5.3.132-

133). But Donusa's baptism is not the last of the play's "fair events.” Vitelli's sister 

pretends that she desires to turn Turk and thereby delays Donusa and Vitelli’s execution 

for twelve hours. It is enough for them to arrange an escape from prison and secure safe 

passage out of Tunis. With the converted Ottoman princess and her servants, including 

the English eunuch Carazie, they sail triumphantly home to Europe. 

Thus, in the midst of England’s growing commercial exchange with Muslims 

and its growing commercial profits, the sense of loss through conversion of Englishman 

was very real and deep.  Hence, although small and imaginary, Fletcher’s and 

Massinger’s conversion plots come through as much needed relief. On stage the lack of 

appeal of Christianity to Muslims could be reversed, and small triumphs of Muslim 

converts to Christianity could be celebrated. Because of the secrecy with which the 

harem and its female occupants were shrouded at this time, it provided ample material 

for imaginary scenarios of proselytizing to compensate for the lack of Muslim 

conversions to Christianity. The performances provided hope in the midst of what 

appeared to be a dismal future. In addition, the changes in women’s public in roles in 

England may have also contributed to a degree to the favorable image of the social and 

moral chastity of the women in these two plays. But empowered Turkish and European 

women continue to appear on the English stage.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    



   117 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Roxolana, the most Popular Turkish Concubine on the English Stage 

 

The previous chapter discussed two early modern English dramatic 

representations of harem women: the concubine, Lucinda, in Fletcher’s The Knight of 

Malta, and the Turkish-born, Donusa, in Massinger’s The Renegado. However, these 

imaginary characters appear only once on the English stage. So, this chapter will 

discuss an Ottoman concubine who was so appealing to early modern playwrights that 

she appears frequently in their plays. . Besides, no dissertation of portraits of women of 

early modern Turk and Moor plays would be complete without a discussion of “The 

Greatest Empresse of the East.”212  She was the most controversial Turkish concubine 

ever to exist in Ottoman history, and the most popular female Turkish figure on the 

English stage. In sixteenth-and seventeenth-century England she is featured in three 

plays: Fulke Greville’s Mustapha (1594), Sir William Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes 

(1656), and Earl of Orrery’s Mustapha (1665). 

Roxolana’s story was a fairy-tale come to life, primarily because what is “real” 

and “fictitious”213 in accounts of her is anyone’s guess. Her story is the typical rise from 

rags to riches, but in her case to heights unprecedented among the Ottomans. However, 

let’s start from the beginning. Roxolana was kidnapped from the Ukraine,214 and sold 

into the Ottoman imperial harem in the early sixteenth century. She became a harem 

slave to the queen of the Ottoman Empire, promoted to the favorite concubine (hasseki) 

of Sultan Sulaiman I (1520-1566), then his beloved wife, and finally his political 

                                                 
212 Knolles 760. 
 
213 Any accounts of the “real” Roxolana are difficult to assess. There are narratives by Europeans who 
had no access to the Seraglio, which they compensated for by resorting to their imagination. In addition, 
we have highly biased Ottoman accounts of Roxolana, due to the common Ottoman sentiment that saw 
her bringing on the demise of the Ottoman Empire.  
 
214 Galina Yermolenko, “Roxolana ‘The Greatest Empresse of the East,’” Muslim World 95 (2005): 231-
48). Yermolenko argues persuasively for Roxolana’s Ukrainian origin.  
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advisor.  For four defaces until her death in 1558, she was the love of the Sultan’s life—

a relationship that has occasioned considerable speculation:  

Various theories and interpretations have been offered throughout the 
ages to account for her long-term grip over Suleiman: her beauty, her 
joyous spirit and graciousness, her charming smile and infectious 
laughter, her witty and quick mind, her ruthless pragmatism and political 
genius, her manipulative and vile disposition, her musical talents, her use 
of sorcery and love potions among others. 215 

 

Richard Knolles comments on the scheming nature of Roxolana, whose “thoughts were 

in the depth of hell” when she attempted to emancipate herself from bondage:  

To begin this intended tragedie, she vpon the sudden became very 
deuout, and being by the fauour of Solyman growne exceeding rich, 
pretended as if it had beene vpon a deuout zeale, for the health of her 
soule after the manner of the Turkish superstition to build an Abbey with 
an Hospitall and a Church: which so godly a purpose she imparted to the 
Muphti or cheefe Mahometane priest, demaunding of him, If such 
workes of charitie were not acceptable vnto God, and auaileable for her 
soules health. Whereunto the Muphti answered, That those works were 
no doubt gracious in the sight of God, but nothing at all meritorious for 
her soules health, being a bondwoman. . . With which answere of the 
great priest she seemed to be exceedingly troubled, and thereupon 
became wonderfull pensiue and melancholie, her cheerefull countenance 
was replete with sadnesse, and her faire eyes flowed with teares, her 
mirth was mourning, and her joy heauinesse. Which thing Solyman 
perceiuing, and sorrie to see his loue vpon conceit so to languish, sent 
her word to be of good cheere, and to comfort her selfe, promising in 
short time to take such a course as should ease her of all her greefes: 
which he forthwith did, solemnely manumising her from her bond estate. 
So great a fauour obtained,  Roxolana with great cheerefulnesse began 
those meritorious workes by her before intended, as if she had thought of 
nothing but heauen, whereas indeed her thoughts were in the depth of 
hell.216 

 

According to Knolles, her freedom from bondage did not dampen her ambitions, which 

knew no bounds. She plotted further so Suleiman would take her for a wife:  

When she had thus a good while busied her selfe in pauing the way to 
heauen, as was supposed, Solyman not able longer to forbeare the 

                                                 
215 Yermolenko 232. 
 
216 Knolles 758. 
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companie of her, in whom his soule liued, after his wonted manner sent 
for her by one of his eunuchs, who should haue brought her to his bed 
chamber: to whom she with her eyes cast vp to heauen, demurely 
answered, That her life and whatsoeuer els she had, was at her dread 
soueraignes commaund, but againe to yeeld her bodie vnto his appetite, 
she might not in any case do, without the great offence of the high God, 
and manifest breach of his sacred laws. . . This she did, presuming of the 
soueraignetie she had ouer that great Monarch, whom she right well 
knew she had so fast bound in the pleasing fetters of his affection 
towards her, as that she was sure ynough of him without a keeper. 
Solyman rauished with her loue, and well the more for her deniall, sent 
for the Muphti, requiring his judgement in the matter. . .  Whereupon 
Solyman more and more burning in his desires, became a fresh suter to 
her for marriage, whom he had so often before commaunded: which his 
sute easily obtained (as the marke she had all this while aimed at) he 
with all speed to the great admiration of all men, and contrarie to the 
manner of the Mahometane emperors, solemnely married her; appointing 
for her yearly dowrie fiue thousand Sultanyns. But here before we 
proceed any farther, stay a while and take the view of that faire face 
whereon this great Monarch so much doted, as it is by the skilfull 
workemans hand most liuely expressed.217 

 

Knolles concludes his account of Roxolana with an illustration, and a commentary in 

verse that warned of the deception of women of her kind: 

  To fairest lookes trust not too farre, nor yet to beautie braue: 
For hatefull thoughts so finely maskt, their deadly poisons haue. 
Loues charmed cups, the subtile dame doth to her husband fill: 
And causeth him with cruell hand, his childrens bloud to spill.218 

 

The reason for the emergence of multiple theories on the reasons for Roxolana’s iron 

hold over Sulaiman’s heart is because of the simple fact that she was an exception to the 

rule in the established hierarchy of the harem. A concubine never rose to be the Sultan’s 

wife, and if any did, transgression was immediately implied. Knolles’s account mirrors 

such sentiments as do other European accounts before his. Consider, for instance, an 

account through the European eyes of the Venetian ambassador to Turkey, two decades 

after Sulaiman’s marriage to Roxolana in 1553. He contends that “the Russian” had 
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“entered into the favor of the sultan” by defeating her principal rival, the Circassian 

mother of the first born son.219 Roxolana’s beauty stirred the jealousy of the other 

woman, who “scratched her all over the face and mussed up her clothing, saying, 

’Traitor, sold meat, you want to compete with me?’” Hurrem seized the opportunity to 

avenge herself when the Sultan summoned her next. Instead of answering the call, she 

sent the eunuch back to the Sultan with a message:  

She did not let this opportunity pass, and angrily told the eunuch who 
had come to fetch her that she was not worthy to come into the presence 
of the sultan because, being sold meat and with her face so spoiled and 
some of her hair pulled out, she recognized that she would offend the 
majesty of such a sultan by coming before him.220 

 

Her defiant refusal to appear before the most powerful man of the time piqued his 

interest. He was ready to hear her plight, and she left no detail untold “accompanying 

her words with tears and showing the sultan her face, which still bore the scratches, and 

how her hair had been pulled out.”221 The Circassian defiantly confirmed the story, 

which “inflamed the sultan even more,” and “for that reason he no longer wanted her, 

and all his love was given to the other [Roxolana].”222 This story of the European slave 

who overturned the rules of the harem and married the Sultan was a success with 

Western audiences, as later on was the story of Scheherazade of the Arabian Knights, 

whose wit and virtue won over the polygamous temptations of the harem. Despite the 

disparate details in these two accounts of Roxolana, their hostile tones portray the 

negative sentiments regarding the nature of Roxolana’s social ascendency. 

It was thought by many Ottomans, European visitors to Turkey and writers of 

Ottoman history that Roxolana not only took over Sulaiman’s heart, but also his Empire 

when she became his political advisor. Her time marked a point of heightened political 
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Yale UP, 2000) 150-51. 
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power for women in the Ottoman Empire.  The “Sultanate of the Women,” as it was 

historically known, was the political influence of the Valide Sultan, or mother of the 

sultan who mentored her sons for succession to the sultanate. The favorite and most 

popular was Roxolana. The Ottomans disapproved of this ascension by women. To 

those Ottoman men within the imperial bureaucracy, the Sultanate of the Women 

marked the decline of the empire. Accounts exist of counselors advising and warning 

Suleiman I about three things that would weaken his rule, the foremost of which was 

“acting according to the wishes of women.”223 However to no avail, Sulaiman was all 

ears to Roxolana an attention that propelled the Ottoman Empire to its demise.  

The most popular theme of plays about Roxolana involves Mustapha, the eldest 

son of Roxolana and Sulaiman.  Roxolana knew Mustapha was an obstacle to her 

ambitions of her own son succeeding Sulaiman:  

This woman of late a slaue, but now become the greatest empresse of the 
East, flowing in all worldly felicitie, attended vpon with all the pleasures 
her heart could desire, wanted nothing she could wish, but how to find 
means that the Turkish empire might after the death of Solyman, be 
brought to some one of her owne sons.224 

 

She attempted to remove him and his mother, and accordingly persuaded Sulaiman to 

follow the usual practice of Ottoman emperors and dispatch Mustapha and his mother to 

govern a distant province. When Sulaiman refused, she and her accomplice, Rustum, 

maliciously plotted the destruction of the hopeful young heir and planted suspicions in 

Sulaiman’s mind. Mustapha was accused of conspiracy with the Persian king’s 

daughter, and he was consequently strangled by mutes in front of his father. The events 

led to the death of Roxolana’s youngest son, the hunchback Tzhihanger, who was close 

to his stepbrother. When her eldest son later also died of unexplained causes, she 

supported the succession of her rebellious son Bajazet. But Sulaiman preferred the 

younger Selymus, so tensions between father and son grew and culminated in Bajazet’s 

leading a rebellion against his father. In 1555, Roxolana managed to reconcile father 
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and son. But two years after her death, Bajazet revived his rebellious ambitions. The 

Persians, to whom he fled for assistance, imprisoned and delivered him to his father, 

who summarily ordered his execution.225 This is the most popular and influential plot 

summary recurring in plays starring Roxolana that appear in sixteenth-and seventeenth-

century England.  It is indeed a remarkable story involving a struggle for survival in a 

dangerous world rich with dramatic material for the English stage.   

What about the figure of Roxolana made her so appealing to English 

playwrights? Within the seventy-two years of English dramatic history discussed in this 

chapter, she appeared three times—in Greville’s Mustapha in 1594, then again in 1656 

in Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes, and yet again in the Earl of Orrery’s Mustapha of 

1665.226 Apparently, she survived the radical political changes and challenges England 

underwent and maintained her controversial appeal through Queen Elizabeth reign, 

England’s civil war, and the Restoration.  The turbulent political circumstances of 

England dictated the need for political intrigue that was a key trait of the “Sultanate of 

the Women,” and Roxolana was the most famous among them. According to Rosalind 

Ballaster, the adoption of  Roxolana in plays in early modern England was a means to 

reflect “…all the characteristics of the Ottoman court for his English readers in a single 

figure of an oriental courtesan-turned-queen: luxury, concealed female agency, slave 

government, cruelty, despotism, the will-to-power, religious hypocrisy, and 

imposture.”227   Furthermore, Roxolana becomes a generic name for any ambitious 

queen—an oriental Lady Macbeth if you will—who defies tradition and takes on 

untraditional roles in the continuously changing and daring climate in England. In this 

chapter, we will investigate the variety of images of Roxolana in three early modern 

plays.  

                                                 
225 Rosalind Ballaster, Fabulous Orients: Fictions of the East in England 1662-1785 (New York: Oxford 
UP, 2007) 59-61. 
 
226 She appeared beyond the date of this study in literary works such as: Jean Racine, Bajazet (1672); 
Nathaniel Lee, The Rival Queens (1677); Daniel Defoe, The Fortunate Mistress or Roxana (1724); and 
Charles Johnson, The Sultaness (1717). See Paula R. Backsheider, and Catherine Ingrassia, A Companion 
to the Eighteenth-Century English Novel and Culture (Victoria: Blackwell Publishing, 2006) 68-69. 
 
227 Ballaster 61. 
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If I can kill my blood, why can’t you kill yours? 

 

Fulke Greville’s Mustapha228 closely follows Knolles plot line, although the 

latter appeared in 1603—nine years after the play’s performance. Several sources have 

been suggested for Greville’s play. The first is a supplement added to H. Goughe’s 

Offspring of the House of the Ottomanno (1570) entitled “The horrible acte, and wicked 

offence of Soltan Solimam Emperour of the Turkes, in murtheringe his eldest sonne 

Mustapha,” a translation of Bartholomaeus Georgievitz’ De Turcarum Moribus.229 As to 

the concerns in the play, Karen Raber, a literary critic who has looked closely into 

Greville’s life and times, claims they are his:   

Greville’s literary work self reflexively . . . investigates the dangers to 
the political hierarchy and theories of good rule posed by the familial 
relationships of all-too-human kings. The plays draw consistently 
disastrous conclusions about the consequences of blending family and 
state structures in a hereditary monarchy, which reproduces itself 
through familial relations. To represent the instabilities of consanguineal 
ties on monarchs and the institution of monarchy, Greville’s closet 
dramas repeatedly focus on monstrous women at the heart of the 
familial/political nexus. In this fashion, they put gender at the root of 
monarchy’s frailty. . . and the particular problems created for English 
subjects by Elizabeth I’s ambiguous status—a prince who characterizes 
herself as father and mother, lover and leader, spouse and parent to her 
people. 230 

 

Indeed, Raber’s thoughts are echoed in Greville’s play. Rossa231  weakens the monarchy 

by counseling Sulayman and endangers the political hierarchy by plotting and 

succeeding in the murder of the heir-apparent, Mustapha. It is a concern that begs for 

                                                 
228 Geoffrey Bullough, ed., Poems and Dramas of Fulke Greville (New York: Oxford UP, 1945). 
 
229 H. Gough, The Offspring of the House of Ottomanno (London, 1670).  
 
230 Karen Raber, Dramatic Difference: Gender, Class, and Genre in the Early Modern Closet Drama 
(Newark: U of Delaware P, 2001) 113. 
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the inclusion of her character. Greville’s Rossa is a static character, who represses all 

benevolent instincts, is immoral, hypocritical, ambitious, hate-filled, and egocentric. 

With every appearance of Rossa and the progression of events in the play, her evil 

nature is intensified and amplified through the addition of new dimensions of 

wickedness.  The theme of the play involves her not only plotting the murder of the 

heir-apparent, but that of her own daughter, Camena, in order to further her plot. She is 

intrinsically evil, and she remains so even after her hopes are dashed with her son 

Zanger’s suicide.   

When Rossa first appears in Greville’s Mustapha, she is in the midst of accusing 

Sulayman’s potential heir, Mustapha, as possessing a “strange aspiring minde” (GrMus. 

1.1.31). It is indeed a serious charge. She knows that the necessity of accepting one’s 

station is the governing principle of an orderly state and that along those lines “ambition 

becomes the most dangerous—and one of the most sinful—of all passions.”232 To 

convince Sulayman that Mustapha is ambitious, she attempts to arouse his fears by 

questioning and casting doubt about Persia, the Ottoman state’s traditional enemy, 

which is proposing peace through Mustapha rather than through Sulayman. She further 

suggests that Mustapha’s current courting of the masses in hopes of their support means 

nothing other than that he is impatient to succeed his father. But she flatters and 

reassures Sulayman that Mustapha’s attempts are futile in the face of his magnificence, 

yet cautions that he owes it to his state to protect himself and maintain order.   Rossa 

creates a problem, magnifies it, and then offers her counsel. The only safe policy, 

according to Rossa, is to kill Mustapha immediately. Sulayman is shaken but not 

convinced. In the first few scenes, Rossa has managed to convince Sulayman that 

Mustapha is a threat to the throne. Yet, Sulayman is not dubious about her plan to kill 

Mustapha, because of the difficulty of justifying his son’s murder based merely on 

actions that, up to this point, are only potential. In this first scene, Rossa is determined 

and bent to her will, a will sharply opposed to Mustapha’s interests. She manages in the 

first scene to shake Sulayman’s personal insecurity as well as his fear of losing control 
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of the state.  The scene also introduces two possible sources of that threat: Mustapha 

and Rossa. 

The second scene then seeks to reveal the real threat.  In Beglerbie’s233 self-

revealing soliloquy, he establishes Mustapha’s innocence and in turn shows Rossa’s 

guilt. Beglerbie provides an honest account of Mustapha’s court that influences 

Sulayman to temporarily trust his son and dispel his fears, so much so that  Suleiman 

wonders, “His worth, thus innocent, how can I feare?” (GrMus. 1.2.218). But the 

determined Rossa has another powerful argument up her sleeve, which she uses when 

she feels Beglerbie has managed to diminish the fears she has planted in Sulayman. She 

simply states the obvious: she and Mustapha cannot both be innocent, plunging 

Sulayman into the dilemma of deciding between a wife and son.234What she suggests 

through this argument is that Sulayman’s trust in Mustapha translates into distrust in her 

and denial of her love. Her logic is faulty, for it is based on the false premise that 

Suleiman and Mustapha cannot both live; one must kill the other. Sulayman tries to 

avoid her question, but she pushes further into the consequences of what is to become of 

her if Sulayman does not take action against Mustapha; he will end up killing 

Sulayman, and she will lose a beloved husband and her status as sultana. Her legitimacy 

depends upon Sulayman’s remaining sultan. She manages to foster Sulayman’s distrust 

in his son, through his fear of his own mortality. She shows him that Mustapha is to him 

death incarnate, for succession teaches the monarch that he is mortal, and Mustapha is 

speeding up the process. Their daughter Camena expresses it well:  

The tenderness of life it is so great,  
As any signe of death we hate too much 
And unto Parent’s Sonnes, perchance, are such  
. . . For Kings, that, in their fearefull icie State,  
Behold their children, as their winding sheet,  
 Doe easily doubt; and what they doubt they hate.  

(GrMus. 2.3.83-91, 122-24) 
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As Camena points out, Rossa is plotting to “alter Empire and Succession” (GrMus.  

5.4.28). Rossa serves as Sulayman’s “alter ego, his dark and ugly side that expresses 

thoughts he can barely acknowledge.”235 Yet Sulayman refuses to completely turn 

against Mustapha; instead, he maintains an attitude of watchful waiting that lends his 

character integrity and poignancy in the face of Rossa’s attempts at rash actions. Her 

fearlessness contrasts with his cowardice, and her ability to make instant, firm decisions 

highlights his prolonged indecisiveness. She plunges Sulayman into a frenzy of 

questions about the ties of family, the ties of the state, the respective duties of a subject 

to his monarch, and a son to his father:  

So dearly Nature bidds our owne to be love’d:  
So ill a Judge is love of things belov’d.  
But is contempt the fruit of Parents care? 
 Doth kindnesse lessen Kings authority,  
Teaching our Children pride, our Vassals wit.  
To subject us, that subject are to it? 
This frailty in my self I conquer must,  
And stay the false untimely hopes it works, 
Threatening the Father’s ruine in the Sonne. (GrMus. 1.1.9-17) 

 

To drive her point home she murders her own daughter, which proves a convincing 

argument for Sulayman.  

Rossa is a stark contrast to her own daughter, Camena:236 Rossa’s hunger for 

power contrasts with Camena’s contentment, her aggressive self-assertion with 

Camena’s humility, and her rejection of the feminine stereotypical role with Camena’s 

obedient acceptance of it. In Act 3 Scene 2, Rossa decides to kill Camena when she 

learns from Beglerbie that her daughter has warned Mustapha as well as softened 

Sulayman’s heart toward his son. She does not hesitate to add her own daughter to her 

list of victims.  It comes through as an instant decision; we do not witness any internal 

struggle or conflict of conscience as we see in other characters in the play. She is purely 
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and utterly evil, even when it comes to her own child.  In this she resembles Lady 

Macbeth, who is unsexed and lacks the milk of human kindness:  

I have given suck, and know  
 How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me; 

  I would, while it was smiling in my face,  
Have plucked my nipple form his boneless gums  

  And dashed the brains out.237 (Mac. 1.7.55-59) 
 

Equally interesting is that Camena’s murder is not staged. Rather, the account of it is 

narrated by Rossa herself—that may have been characteristic of a closet drama where 

the audience is let into the action through the narration of the characters, but it is 

relevant that of all the characters Rossa is the one to tell the audience about murdering 

her own daughter.  

Indeed, Rossa’s objective account of the details of the murder is an interesting 

and strategic move on Rossa’s part, for it wins Sulayman to her cause. Rossa justifies 

Camena’s murder by saying that her daughter is her “owne” and for her to dispose of as 

she wills. Rossa has internalized the power she seeks in terms that further confuse 

natural with political succession: “What! Am I not mine owne? Who dare usurpe / To 

take this Kingdome of myself from me?”( GrMus. 4.2.27-28); to remove power of the 

mother by the daughter is to “’usurpe’ the right of a parent.”238 

 Sulayman immediately picks up on the hint and is ashamed of his own 

indecisiveness compared to his wife’s determination. At this point he is convinced that 

his two children—Mustapha and Camena—have conspired against him, that Rossa 

herself has acted in righteous indignation motivated by care for him, and that Mustapha 

represents a threat to his sovereignty, and so he vows “My Sonne shall die” (GrMus. 

4.3.122). That Sulayman makes such a decision at such a point of emotional distress on 

learning that Rossa has killed Camena, foreshadows that chaos has gripped his state. 

Temporal values, embodied in Rossa, have managed to undermine Sulayman’s reason. 

The order of the state is suspended at this very point, and the strong evidence of this 
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disorder is the fact that Rossa is not subjected to legal punishment for killing Camena. 

Rossa has managed to transform the Sulayman, who previously upheld and exonerated 

the law, into a tyrant who sets himself above the law—with that transformation the 

intersection of familial and political responsibilities is united rather than kept 

separate.239 

Rossa pushes her plot of preserving her own son Zanger’s supremacy over 

Mustapha and his succession to Sulayman’s throne by questioning the legitimacy of 

Mustapha’s claim to the throne.   Rossa refers to the unreliable and tainted source of 

blood in Mustapha’s absent mother:  

The knowledge who was Father  
To Mustapha made me (poor silly women)  
Thinke worth in blood had naturall succession:  
But now I see Ambition mixtures may  
The gold of Nature’s elements ally.  
His fame untimely borne: Strength strangely gather’d  
Honnor wonne with honoring, Greatnesss with humbleness,  
 (a Monarchs heir in courses popular,)  
Make me divine some strange aspiring minde;  
Yet doubtfull; for it might be Art, or Kinde.  (GrMus. 4.2.45-54) 

 

Here Rossa evokes a fundamental instability of the father-son bond by questioning the 

unproven and doubtful chastity of Mustapha’s dead mother, referring to mixed elements 

and alloys, and to untimely birth. She intrudes suspicion about the son’s “kind” 

altogether, implying that he is no natural successor to his own father. She can thus 

manipulate Sulayman further by bringing into question Mustapha’s birth and parentage, 

and hence his right to natural succession to the Ottoman throne. She makes Sulayman 

question the very inevitability of his “natural succession.”  

The play attempts to answer the question as to why Rossa has such power and 

such a strong hold over Sulayman. It is precisely because she is a member of the 

family—and not just any member but his wife. In a sense she is literally part of the 

“body” of her husband. Sulayman himself says, “My love hath made us one” inviting 

into his own flesh a viperous, murderous, ambitious schemer. As a solitary, lonely ruler, 

Sulayman is especially susceptible to a wife’s supportive advice: “But love is onely that 
                                                 
239 Raber 125-129. 
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which Princes covet / And for they have it least they most do love it” (GrMus. 1.1.75-

76). Consequently, Sulayman is initially anxious to believe in Rossa’s role as his “help-

meete.” When his loyal adviser, Achmat, warns him to reconsider what Rossa has told 

him, however, Sulayman perceives an impossible division, choosing between his wife 

and son.240 

This scene also shows how Rossa is very fixed in her purpose of putting her 

natural child on the throne. In no place in the play do we get to see other dimensions of 

her character. As mentioned earlier, her appearance in each scene shows her more 

determined than in the previous. She uses her special access to the king to supplant 

Achmat, Sulayman’s good advisor. She ultimately usurps Sulayman’s power to create 

and destroy, and to give and take life. Sulayman says, “In Kings the secrets of Creation 

rest” (GrMus. 4.3.63) referring at once to his physical, fatherly power over his son, and 

to his spiritual mirroring of God’s power in a worldly throne. She hovers over 

Sulayman’s ear, offering him “undigestible” hints about his son’s treachery. If we look 

at Rossa’s self-representation in the play, we find a woman fully aware of and willing to 

“assume the language of monarchical prerogative in order to further, her own blood and 

family-oriented desires.”241 “My chiefest end,” she tells her son-in-law Rosten, “Is, first 

fix this World on my Succession; / Next so to alter, plant, remove, create, / That I, not 

he, may fashion his estate” (GrMus. 3.1.150-153).  Rossa removes control and authority 

over the issue of succession from Sulayman, substituting her own child, and through 

him her own dominion over the state. In so doing she takes over the “metaphoric 

apparatus of kingship, she takes on the role of the cultivator who tends to the garden of 

the country who plants, prunes and creates.”242  

Rossa’s character in Greville’s play justifies fears of women’s agency in issues 

related to monarchy. As Karen Raber argues, through Rossa and in keeping with his 

                                                 
240 See Jordan Constance, “’Household’ in Renaissance Feminism” Literary Texts and Political Models 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990); Gordon J. Schochet, Patriarchalism in Political Thought (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1975).  
 
241 Raber 136. 
 
242 Raber 136. 
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times, Greville “reevaluates the threat that Elizabeth’s gender represented to England” 

by having her embody “the internalized danger of femininity, the disruptive force 

within—the force that is the family, that creates family with all the consequent messy, 

unstable power relations between husbands and wives, parents and children.”243 Rossa’s 

life story, as it appears in sources that Greville is thought to have pulled from, provided 

convenient parallels to his anxieties that were ultimately reflected in his play.   

 

Concubine, foe, friend, and political negotiator 

 It is the Restoration, an age marked by English weariness compared to the 

previous excitement of religious and political ideas which had plunged England into the 

civil war: 

In the age of the Restoration men were weary of all this excitement and 
turmoil, and ready to accept any system which promised order and 
peace. The king himself was idle and pleasure-loving, indisposed to take 
the trouble to push his royal prerogative to extremes, and inclined to a 
do-nothing foreign policy. Under his rule England sank from the great 
position in European affairs which she had held under Cromwell, to that 
of paid ally of the French king. The reign of Charles II was marked by 
such public calamities as the Great Plague in 1665, and the Fire of 
London in 1666; but neither these nor the misfortunes of foreign war, in 
the course of which the Dutch fleet entered the Thames, stirred the 
English people from its lethargy. 244 

 

This sense of lethargy that gripped Englishman during this time governs the mood of 

parts one and two of William Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes245 (1656 and 1663)246, 

through the passivity of the men in the play. Indeed, in the historical setting of the 

play—the Ottoman siege of Rhodes—it is neither the valor of the Rhodian knight 

Alphonso, nor the graciousness of the Turkish Sultan Solyman that is accentuated. 

                                                 
243 Raber 137.  
 
244 William Vaughn Moody, Robert Morss Lovett, and Percy Holmes Boynton, A First View of English 
and American Literature (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910) 160. 
 
245 Ann-Mari Hedback, Sir William Davenant The Siege of Rhodes: A Critical Edition (Acta Sweden: 
Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1973).  
 
 
246 The Siege of Rhodes is especially memorable because it is the first ever English opera.   
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Rather, heroism is given a new face through the ardor of the female characters 

Roxolana, and, her foil, Ianthe. Through them, Davenant is able to celebrate both the 

unconventional and involuntary operation of English women in siege warfare.   

We cannot discuss Roxolana without discussing Ianthe and vice versa, each is 

the antithesis of the other. We will first discuss Ianthe since she appears on stage before 

Roxolana; actually it is Ianthe’s bravery in the face of the siege that is the primary focus 

in the play. Furthermore, Ianthe’s capture and admiration by Solyman drives 

Roxolana’s insane jealousy and her subsequent arrival to Rhodes. She passionately 

attacks Solyman for his inconstancy but is unsatisfactorily dismissed, and she reappears 

in part two, performed in 1661.247 Her addition to the play definitely ushers in the 

liveliest scenes in the second part of The Siege of Rhodes.  

Both Ianthe and Roxolana are placed in a siege setting—ubiquitous to the wars 

by the Ottomans on Europe—and very much like the violently reproduced enclosure of 

the harem that have historically marked Muslim women’s identity in the sixteenth-and 

seventeenth-century onwards. The play shows the transformative impact of siege 

warfare on these two women; it invites these women to play out gender identities as 

violent defenders and diplomatic negotiators within the besieged space. Although in the 

context of war in the play, Roxolana’s role within this siege setting reproduces her 

image as a selfish harem heroine competing and negotiating to defend and maintain her 

place in Solyman’s heart and in the Seraglio. This intention is the driving force for her 

negotiations with the Rhodians and the Ianthe-Alphonso couple. Whereas the siege 

brings out in Ianthe the admirable selfless Christian virtue that drives her to risk her 

wealth and life to save her husband, Alphonso, and defend Rhodes, it brings out in 

Roxolana her exclusive selfishness to defend her own interests.  

Ianthe is the foil for Roxolana. She is the heroic wife of Alphonso.  Her first 

appearance as captive to Solyman immediately establishes her as a potential concubine, 

especially because the stage direction that precedes her entrance reads: “Enter 

Mustapha, Ianthe veiled.” Will she be subjected to the same destiny of all European 
                                                 
247 In part two of the The Siege of Rhodes, the English stage saw Roxolana and Ianthe’s parts played by 
actresses for the first time. Roxolana was played by Hester Davenport, and by Mary Betterton. See 
Elizabeth Howe, The First English Actress: Women and Drama 1660-1700 (New York: Cambridge UP, 
1992) 148. 
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women captives of the Ottomans, that of becoming one of the occupants of the Sultan’s 

Seraglio? Will she become another harem woman? Will she become another Roxolana 

to Solyman? Mustapha’s description of her heightens the sense of her beauty by 

describing her as “the Sicilian flower, / Sweeter than buds unfolded in a shower,” 

(SR1.2.2. 132-3). We hold our breath as Solyman commands Ianthe to unveil, a gesture 

that signals an impending violation of her chastity.248 The setting reminds us of Lucinda 

in Fletcher’s The Knight of Malta when Miranda is placed in the situation of whether to 

uphold his oath to the Order of the Knights or abandon it. In my mind, the scene places 

Ianthe on the same platform as Miranda, and hence it blurs the distinct lines of gender 

in dire circumstances, in this case captivity and siege. Ianthe does not disappoint; she 

refuses and asserts, “This curtain only opens to his [Alphonso’s] eyes” (SR1.2.2. 147).  

Despite her vulnerable position, her valor and resistance in the face of her enemies is 

evident through Mustapha’s account of her captivity narrative:  

. . . her face still veiled, her valour did appear,  
 she urged their courage when they boldly fought;  
 And many shunned the dangers which she sought.  

(SR1.2.2. 127-9)  
 

Her courageous resistance in the face of Solyman as opposed to the conventional silent 

surrender, always the case with Ottoman women in captivity, is foreign to Solyman and 

gains his admiration. From the onset Ianthe is set up as an atypical Ottoman female 

captive, as her foil Roxolana. Nor is she a typical seventeenth-century women and wife. 

Ianthe is not a domesticated wife-like figure but rather a warrior and most active 

participant against the Ottoman siege of Rhodes.  She does not choose her situation. 

Instead, circumstances of war and siege force it upon her.249 Through Ianthe, Davenant 

offers a commentary on women’s active involvement during the English civil war. John 

                                                 

248 Sophie Tomlinson, Women on Stage in Stuart Drama (New York: Cambridge UP, 2006) 159. 

 
249 Part one of The Siege of Rhodes was staged before the English Civil War, and part two after it ended. 
It appears that the character development of Ianthe must have been inspired by English women’s 
involvement in siege warfare.  
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A. Lynn II, in Women, Armies, and Warfare in Early Modern Europe, studies the 

presence of camp women with early modern armies in the field and finds that early 

modern English women “endured the rigors of the march and the hard life of the camp; 

and even if they did not fight in the line of battle, they were exposed to the risks of 

injury, illness and death, plus a danger almost exclusively reserved for them, rape.”250 

Likewise, rape hovers over Ianthe when she is brought to Solyman’s tent. Women in the 

camps aided armies during attacks by lending a hand in the spadework required by siege 

warfare.  Alison Plowden, in Women all on Fire: the Women of the English Civil War 

documents the gallant English women who played enthusiastic parts in the war between 

king and parliament in the seventeenth century: “A significant number of them indeed, 

exhibited a degree of courage (and belligerence) so far above their sex as seriously to 

surprise and disconcert their men.”251  

Ianthe possesses undertones of those efforts of Queen Henrietta Maria, who 

unwaveringly threw herself into supporting her husband’s cause. Plowden says she was 

“the only Queen of England to have sheltered in a ditch while cannon balls whistled 

overhead and a man was killed not twenty paces away—and never gave up trying, never 

gave up hope.”252 Plowden’s book also documents how heroines such as: the Countess 

of Derby, who in dedication to her king, held Lathom House in a three-month siege; 

Blanche Arundell who defended Wardour Castle; Mary Bankes at Corfe, who along 

with her daughters and maids threw stones and home embers over the battlements at the 

parties of Roundheads;253 Brilliana Harley, a Puritan who stayed behind to guard 

                                                 
250 John A. Lynn II, Women, Armies, and Warfare in Early Modern Europe (New York: Cambridge UP,  
2008) 13. 
 
251 Alison Plowden, in Women all on Fire: the Women of the English Civil War (Gloucestershire: Sutton 
Publishing Ltd, 2004) 13. 
 
252 Plowden 13.  
 
253 "Roundheads" was the nickname given to the Puritan supporters of Parliament during the English civil 
war. Also known as “Parliamentarians,” they were the supporters of Oliver Cromwell against King 
Charles. 
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Brampton Bryan254 against the royalists; and Mary Winter, who stoically resisted 

surrender  of Lydney House to the parliamentarian Colonel Massey. In addition to these 

reputable women, are the wives who endured the discomforts and perils of sieges with 

their husbands such as Marchioness of Winchester of Basing House, and Elizabeth 

Cholmley at Scarborough Castle.255  Another woman who was actually present with her 

husband on the battlefield and was taken prisoner was Anne Fairfax.256 Women acted as 

couriers “in those intrigues which as the Earl of Clarendon put it ‘could best be carried 

on by ladies.’”257 There were also anonymous women:  

Women of all ranks turned out to dig the fortifications around London in 
the autumn of 1642. The women of Gloucester and Hull drew much 
admiration for their work on the defences of their home towns, and the 
women of Lyme, besieged by Prince Maurice in 1644, became renowned 
for their courage—going into the thickest danger to take ammunition, 
provisions and encouragement to their women. As well as providing 
more traditional services—‘they had their whores with them’ complained 
Balustrode Whitelocke when a troop of royalist cavalry occupied his 
house in Henley—women carried messages and acted as look-outs, 
loaded muskets, and sometimes fired them. A few adventurous spirits, 
the so-called She Souldiers, even dressed in men’s clothes and fought 
alongside the men.258 

 

Of course the civil war in England was neither led by these women (nor am I attempting 

to make that claim), but the war did affect the lives of English women of all classes as 

they “coped with unfamiliar and frightening responsibilities, loss and bereavement, 

divided families, exile and financial ruin.”259 Ianthe appears to represent the struggles of 

                                                 

254 Brampton Bryan is a small village situated on the northern boundaries of Herefordshire close to 
Shropshire and the Welsh border. The village has had a complex history and its buildings reflect this.  

 
255 Her husband wrote a letter in which he admired his wife’s silent courage in the face of hardships and 
dangers of the siege. See Plowden, Women 14. 
 
256 Plowden, Women 14.  
 
257 Plowden, Women 14. 
 
258 Plowden, Women 15.  
 
259 Plowden, Women 15. 
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all these courageous women; for indeed her portrait does not conform to any single 

woman. Some scholars, such as Ann-Mari Hedback, suggest that she is Henrietta Maria 

the Queen of England, a claim that relies on a letter sent by the Queen to the King in 

which Henrietta claims:  

. . . after much trouble, we have at last procured some money, but only a 
little as yet, for the fears of the merchants are not yet entirely passed 
away. It was written from London that I had carried off my jewels 
secretly, and against your wish, and that if money was lent me upon 
them that would be no safety for them.260  

 

A similar incident occurs in Davenenant’s play when Solyman’s admiration of Ianthe is 

heightened when he learns  that she is bringing supplies purchased with her “dower and 

jewels” to help her husband, Alphonso, who is fighting for the Rhodians. At this, 

Solyman exclaims, “O wondrous virtue of a Christian wife!” (SR1. 2.2.132-3).  I do not 

believe that Davenant ‘s Ianthe is merely a duplicate of Henrietta Maria, although 

Ianthe may reflect facets of her involvement in the English Civil War; indeed, by saying 

that she is a replica, we are limiting her actions as reflecting that of one of the brave 

heroines of the English civil war. Rather she is a prototype of all the early modern 

English women from all walks of life whose circumstances, particularly that of the 

English Civil War that had forced them to take on unfamiliar and untraditional roles. 

Like Ianthe, who sets out for Rhodes for her husband’s sake, these women also had 

compelling incentives which inspired them to command, combat, and construct 

defenses. Their homes and families were under assault, and had the attackers overcome 

them their possessions would have be destroyed or stolen, their lives and those of their 

loved ones put at risk, and perhaps they themselves raped. Sieges and warfare, 

therefore, invited these women to imagine new gender identities both within and 

beyond the besieged space. According to Lynn and Plowden, besieged towns were 

defended by women; a few elite women exercised command and many non-noble 

women fought on the walls, and a great number built and repaired defensive works. Yet, 
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although war and siege opened up new public roles for women and won them great 

praise, they were also cause to rebuke them.  

The women who defended their towns in a display of masculine virtue were in 

instances objects of rebuke. Although Ianthe’s virtue “Seemed to civilize a barbarous 

foe [the Ottoman Sultan Solyman]” (SR1. 3.3.155), it also unsettled her lord Alphonso’s 

assurance of her chastity: “she is all harmony and fair as light; / But brings me discord 

and the clouds of night” (SR1. 3.3.191-2). Gender inversion, or as Lynn calls it, “Battle 

of the pants,” must have placed an extra burden on these women to live inside and 

outside of the accepted parameters of womanly propriety:  

…the women of the camp by necessity had to adopt masculine traits to 
survive; that is, their values and actions had to overlap with 
contemporary concepts of masculinity, they raised the specter of the kind 
of gender inversion pictured so commonly in popular culture. Second, 
while their hard life demanded that camp women demonstrate masculine 
virtues, this did not win them power. They certainly had agency as 
women, but this did not flow from their largely impotent masculinity. 
Third the popular culture of the sixteenth and seventeenth century 
counseled men to use violence against their female partners to maintain 
the proper dominance. Violence would be all the more justified when 
large numbers of women posed a threat to proper order and deference. 
Gender is about power, and physical force became a tool of male 
dominion and honor.261 

 

Alphonso’s discomfort is heightened especially when Ianthe’s actions and words 

trouble key distinctions between friend and foe, Christian and Turk. Ianthe says of 

Solyman:   

How high the Honour is of Solyman 
  Who never will descend  

 Till he in Valleys end  
  That race which he on lofty Hills began.  

 His pow’r does every day increase,  
And can his honour then grow less?  
 bright power does like the Sun  
 Tow’rds chief perfection run,  

  When it does high and higher rise.  
  From both the best effects proceed,  
  When they from heights their glories spread,  

                                                 
261 Lynn 94-95. 
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And when they Dazzle gazing eyes. (SR1. 2.1. 125-136) 
 

Rather than suffer her imputed infamy, Ianthe resolves to die, throwing herself into the 

conflict at the English military station where she impresses her foes as a vision “fairer 

than woman, and man more fierce” (SR1. 5.1.56). When wounded in battle, Alphonso 

recognizes the injustice of his unfounded suspicions. The play ends in a reunion and 

forgiveness, and Alphonso confesses his mistake and chastens himself for his unjust 

accusation of Ianthe’s virtue.  

In striking contrast to the selfless and virtuous Christian Ianthe is the figurine of 

excess, Roxolana. She comes through as the excessively selfish, excessively passionate, 

Muslim “Asian Queen,” who sails to Rhodes to join her husband, who is laying siege to 

the city. The siege setting befits Roxolana and is appropriate for her arrival in the play; 

after all she is a woman of the Seraglio, adept at maneuvering within an enclosed space.  

It is no news that rivalry among the women of the harem over the Sultan was an 

everyday occurrence; so on hearing rumors that she has a rival in Solyman’s affections, 

she at once sets out for Rhodes to personally evaluate the truth of the report. Upon her 

arrival on the island, the two generals, Rustun and Pirrhus, address her thus:   

RUSTUN. You come from Sea as Venus came before;  
 And seem that Goddess, but mistake her Shore.  
 
PIRRHUS. Her Temple did in fruitful Cyprus stand;  
 The Sultan wonders why in Rhodes you Land.  
 
RUSTUN. And by your sudden Voyage he does fear  
 The Tempest of your Passion drove you here. (SR1. 3.3. 1-6) 

 

Unashamed of her intentions for coming to Rhodes, she openly avows her jealousy and 

does not hesitate to give the Sultan's officers her plain opinion about their servility to 

their imperial master: “Yet jealousy does spring from too much Love; / If mine be 

Guilty of excess / I dare pronounce it shall grow less” (SR1.3.3.12-14). Roxolana chides 

them for their sole victory from their siege of the city, that of capturing Ianthe, who has 

become the bane of her existence: “What has your Valour from the Rhodians gained? / 

Unless Ianthe, as a prize, you boast; / Who now has got that heart which I have lost! ” 
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(SR1.3.3.19-21). Even Solyman’s men are unimpressive. She disparages any progress 

that the Ottoman army has achieved, and further questions the very intentions of her 

husband’s siege of the city, wishing him defeat rather than victory:  

  SOLYMAN. Your looks express a triumph at our loss.  
 
  ROXOLANA. Can I forsake the Crescent for the Cross? 
 
  SOLYMAN. You wish my spreading Crescent shrunk to less.  
 
  ROXOLANA. Sultan, I would not lost by your Success.  
 
  SOLYMAN. You are a friend to the Besiegers grown? 
 
  ROXOLANA. I wish your sword may thrive,  
  Yet, would not have you strive 
  To take Ianthe rather than the Town. (SR1.5.4.1-8) 
 

Solyman accuses Roxolana that she has “friend to the Besiegers grown,” a challenge 

that echoes Alphonso’s accusation of Ianthe when she defends Solyman’s intentions of 

granting her and Alphonso safe passage to their native Sicily. This is one of many 

strands that tie together the fates of these two female characters and indicate why they 

should be considered together in trying to understand their respective roles in this 

play.262 

Unlike Ianthe, who sacrifices her most valuable possessions and endured the 

perils of the sea and captivity by the Ottomans for the sake of her husband, Roxolana’s 

arrival to Rhodes is far from a desire to assist or offer moral support of her husband’s 

military ventures. Ianthe’s support of Alphonso shows a genuine support for and belief 

in his mission, whereas Roxolana presents a distraction to her husband’s, a distraction 

that if not resolved would jeopardize the siege’s success: “My war with Rhodes will 

never have success, / Till I at home, Roxana, make my peace “(SR2.5.4.19-120). And 

Solyman adds: “Her Chamber-Tempests I have known too well” (SR2. 4.1.74)  

SOLYMAN: At first I thought her by our Prophet sent 
  As a reward for Valours toils;  

                                                 
262 Other connections between them are: the fact that they both travel to Rhodes to join their husbands; 
both of their husbands doubt their chastity; they are involved in their husbands’ mission (one to the 
advantage of the city, and the other proving to be a distraction).  
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  More worth than all my Father’s spoils;  
  And now she is becoming my punishment.  
  But thou art just, O Pow’r Divine! 
  With new and painful Arts 
  Of study’d War I break the Hearts 
  Of half the World, and she breaks mine. (SR2. 4.3.351-358)  
 

That she wields her legendary power over Solyman is evident when Pirrhus assures him 

that “this Cloud will quickly pass / From Roxolana’s face” (SR2. 3.1.44-45). Solyman 

hopefully responds: “The weather then will change from foul to fair” (SR2. 3.1.46). 

Furthermore, he sends word to Roxolana through her eunuch Haly: 

  SOLYMAN: Tell Roxolana I esteem her love 
  So much that I her anger fear; 
  And whilst with passion I the one approve,  
  The other I with temper bear. (SR2. 5.5.29-32) 
 

However, Roxolana is not to be quelled by words; she is the stereotypical woman of the 

Seraglio who is unwilling to surrender her position in the Ottoman Sultan’s heart for 

another woman without a fight: “I’m no European Queen, / Who in a Throne does sit 

but to be seen” (SR2. 2.3. 49-52). Accordingly, she courageously sets out to encounter 

the dangerous wrath of Solyman, and she even expresses her joy at his failure in 

overcoming the Rhodians. 

Why this fervor on Roxolana’s part? The Ottoman sultan’s heart is Roxolana’s 

territory that she has to defend; it is her place in his heart that guarantees her unrivalled 

status and power within her enclosed Seraglio space. Although her jealousy may sound 

excessive, it is justified, as is her selfishness in guarding and maintaining her place in 

the Sultan’s bed—given that without her place in Solyman’s heart her very existence is 

threatened. It is not too much to say that Roxolana is the most natural heroine in this 

play—Ianthe is the ideal and perfect heroine, and hence unnatural. Even Roxolana’s 

jealousy is an agreeable kind because it "does spring from too much love" (SR1. 

3.3.12). She is not an angel, nor the reverse, but she combines some of the qualities of 

both and obeys the laws of her historical nature as a former concubine who rose to 

unimaginable heights by becoming the wife of the Sultan.  
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Roxolana’s impulsive, affectionate nature rouses her jealousy and makes her 

weep to think that her lord no longer loves her. When Ianthe is sent to take up quarters 

in Roxolana’s tent, Roxolana regards that command as a sign that she is to be ousted 

from her place; she argues that it would not be a crime should she "but one fair mistress 

kill" (SR2. 4.3.23). And so she decides to murder Ianthe.  She approaches the sleeping 

Ianthe with “a Turkish Embroidered Handkerchief in her left hand, And a naked 

Ponyard in her right.” In a highly dramatic reversal of events, however, Ianthe wakes up 

just as Roxolana is about to stab her with her dagger. She manages to persuade 

Roxolana to spare her. The dagger is thrown aside and the two kiss in friendship.  Not 

killing Ianthe is part of Roxolana’s plan,as she has previously sent a letter to Alphonso 

to come to Ianthe’s rescue.  She is bent upon her objective of maintaining her place in 

Solyman’s bed:  

. . . but let him win more Battle, take more Towns;  
 And be all day the fore-most in the Fight;  
 Yet he shall find that I will find that I will rule at Night.   

(SR2. 4.3.160-163)  
 

Roxolana has her way as Haly insinuates: “The dang’rous secrets of th’ Imperial Bed / 

Are darker than the riddles of the Throne” (SR2. 4.3.149-150). I imagine these 

“dang’rous secrets”are the harem intrigues to preserve one’s status in an over-crowded 

enclosed space for the “Imperial bed” of the Ottoman Sultan.  

Roxolana summons skills that have served her well in the Ottoman’s Seraglio 

and have secured her the “Imperial bed.” She resorts to negotiation and the building of 

alliances.  Through them she will also resolve the conflict between Christian and Turk.  

First, she builds a friendship alliance with Ianthe and seals it with a kiss:  

Draw near, and give me your fair hand.— 
I have another Present for you now; 
And such a Present as I know 
You will much better than the first allow;  
Thought Solyman will not esteem it so.  
Tis from my self—of friendship such a Seal-- (SR2. 4.3. 132-137) 

 

But this friendship must be kept secret from Solyman. “As you to Solyman must ne’re 

reveal” (SR2. 4.3.138), she says, because she must pretend that she is jealous of Ianthe 
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to thwart her plan for the future: “My new seal’d friendship I must now lay by / A 

while, and seem your jealous Enemy” (SR2. 4.3.165-166). Then, through a “a Christian 

slave,” (SR2. 4.2.15) Roxolana sends Alphonso a letter which she personally writes 

with the “Sultana’s Signet and her Name” (SR2. 4.2.18).  In the letter  

She writers, that if I [Alphonso] hold my honour dear;  
Or if Ianthe does that honour prize  
 I should with all the art   
Of love confirm her heart, and strait from Solyman divert her Eyes  
…He to Ianthe lays  

   A closer Siege then ere he did to Rhodes.  
(SR2. 4.2.25-28 and 31-32)  

 

Alphonso then sets out to save Ianthe from Solyman’s siege, only to be taken captive. 

Thereupon, Roxolana later sends her eunuch, Haly, to Solyman with a message of 

support for his mission to overcome the Rhodians, as well as her involvement in its 

success through prayer:  

Your Bosom-slave (the Creature which your pow’r  
Has made in all the world the greatest Wife)  
 Did all this dang’rous Night kneel and implore  
That Heav’n would give you length of happy life,  

   In measure to your breadth of spreading Fame,  
And to the height of Ottomans high name.  (SR2. 5.5.24-29) 

 

Haly then adds, “She hears that you have Pris’ner took/ The bold Sicilian Duke: / And 

begs he may be strait at her dispose; That you may try how she can use your Foes” 

(SR2. 5.5.37-40). As in Act 2, Roxolana pretends to want to prove that Solyman can 

rely on her to aid him in affairs of the state when she meets delegates from various 

nations.   Solyman agrees and asks Pirrhus to “Convey him [Alphonso] strait to 

Roxolana’s Tent” (SR2. 5.5.46 p.94). Once Aphonso is secured in her tent, Roxolana 

then tests Ianthe’s seriousness in wanting to be reunited with Alphonso or rather to 

remain her rival for the Solyman’s bed:  

Nature our Sex does to revenge incite; 
   And int’rest counsels us to keep our own.  
   Were you not sent to rule with me at Night?  

Love is as shy of Partners as the Throne.  
Haly, prepare the Pris’ner; he must Dye. (SR2. 5.4.75-79) 
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In response, Ianthe offers her life for Alphonso: “If any has offended, it is I . . . Excuse 

his innocence; and seize my life! / Can you mistake the Husband for the Wife?” (SR2. 

5.4.80, 85-86). Ianthe passes with flying colors, and Roxolana, thereby assured that she 

never was her rival, reveals her plans:  

For I did ever mean to keep my Vow:  
   Which I renew, and seal it faster now.— 
   The Sultan franckly gave they Lord to me;  

 And I as freely render him to thee (SR2. 5.4.89-92)  
 

She generously orders, “Send in her Lord, to calm her troubled Breast” (SR2. 5.4.95).  

When Solyman asks what Roxolana has done with Alphonso, “The jealous Pris’ner” ( 

SR2. 5.4.174). Roxolana tells him she has pardoned him, at which Solyman exclaims:  

  In this I have your virtue try’d 
  If Roxolana thus revengeless proves 
  To him whome such a beauteous Rival loves,  
  It does denote she Rivals can endure,  
  Yet think she still is of my heart secured (SR2. 5.4.178-183) 
 

Roxolana can take the role of a negotiator between the two sides, among 

individuals on the same side, or between the besieged and the wider world.  In Act 2 

Scene 3, we see her involvement in matters of the state, when she receives “Th’ 

Ambassadors of Persia . . . The Egyptians presents, which [she] pleas’d t’assign / As a 

reward to th’ Eunuch Salladine” (SR2.2.3.64 and 13-14),  and “Th’ Armenian Cities 

have their Tribute paid/ And all the Georgian Princes sue for ay’d …Th’ Embassador 

which did the Jewels bring/ From the Hungarian Queen, does Audience and crave” 

(SR2. 1.3.17-18 and 21-22). This is the perfect role for Roxolana. Having once been 

European and Christian herself before being taken captive, forced into concubinage, 

turned Turk, and risen higher than any previous woman in the Seraglio slave hierarchy, 

her transformation from one culture to another makes her familiar with both and hence 

provides her with the skills to negotiate both sides with ease.  She is technically not a 

Turk, but she can act the part and fulfill the Oriental fantasy for her audience, whether 

Turks or Christians. The play ends happily; Roxolana is reconciled with Suleiman and 
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Ianthe is returned to her true love, Alphonso. This second part of The Siege of Rhodes 

was enormously successful and left an impression on its audience. Pepys is said to have 

begun to refer to Mary Betterton as “Ianthe” in his diary and to Hester Davenport as 

“Roxolana.”263  

Davenant’s Roxolana is a far cry from the static Lady-Macbeth-like Roxolana 

we meet in Greville. There her evil is of paramount importance. In Davenant’s version, 

she has more facets to her character. She is a stereotypical excessively passionate, 

harem figure, consumed by jealousy and suspicion, but of less political ambition than 

Greville’s. She is shrewish, proud, haughty, cruel and powerful, but magnanimous and 

compassionate at the end. Warfare and politics are taken over by the women in the play, 

while the Ottoman and Rhodian men take a laid back approach.  

 

Earl of Orrery’s sophisticated, compassionate, and just Roxolana  

In terms of plot and theme, the Earle of Orrery’s Mustapha follows that of Fulke 

Greville’s play, but his Turkish characters greatly resemble those in Davenant’s The 

Siege of Rhodes. Orrery’s Mustapha, produced by the Duke’s Company264 in 1665, was 

theatrically sophisticated probably because of the aristocratic audience it sought to 

please, and it was a success. Indeed Evelyn described it as “exceedingly well writ” 265 

and, according to Nancy Klein Macguire, “Charles II, at any rate, again liked the play 

and ordered Webb, now court architect, to prepare the scenes for performance at 

Whitehall.”266 The Earl of Orrery was responding political issues of his time such as the 

                                                 
263 Howe 57. These were the two actresses that played the roles of Ianthe and Roxolana on stage.  

264 The Duke's Company was one of the two theatre companies (the other being the King's Company) 
that were chartered by King Charles II at the start of the English Restoration era, when the London 
theatres re-opened after their eighteen-year closure (1642–60) during the English civil war and the 
Interregnum. The Duke's Company had the patronage of the King's younger brother, the Duke of York, 
the future King James II—see Nancy Klein Maguire, Regicide and Restoration (New York: Cambridge 
UP, 1992). 

 
265 Maguire 166. 
 
266 Maguire 177. 
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lingering guilt of the Civil War that had plagued England just five years earlier. As 

Roxolana comments:  

Some, who had kill’d their Sons, more tears did shed 
  For their own guilt, than that their Sons were dead;  
  Guilt wrought by Fate, which had the valour mov’d 

 Against that Prince whom they for valor lov’d. (OrMus. 1. 25-26) 
 

Another concern in the play is the lack of clarity and direction of England’s situation 

after the Restoration of Charles the II. The Hungarian Queen eloquently voices this 

confusion when she says, “But why should we be punish’d if we stray, / When all our 

Guides dispute which is the way?” (OrMus. 1.26) and further grieves “Without a Clue 

I’m in a lab’rynth left: / And where even Hope is of her Eyes bereft” (OrMus. 2.26- 27). 

It was a time of political recovery in England, just five years since the restoration of 

Charles the II. The Royalists had settled into government and society, and the second 

Dutch war had begun.  In the midst of this all, Orrery’s Roxolana is a much more 

complex character than is Greville’s static Rossa. Indeed, she defies Greville’s brand 

entirely, as well as that of British and Ottoman historians.  

Orrery’s Roxolana is a prognosticator who plays an admirable and gracious 

political and maternal role in trying to save the Queen of Hungary and her infant son, 

who is later to become the King of Hungary.  She is not the culprit, as in Greville’s 

play, but rather warns against the very kind. The culprit is Rustan the vizier and 

unscrupulous statesman who considers friendship “a mere Name ‘twixt those who covet 

Power” (OrMus. 2.61) and who accordingly counsels Solyman that “Wisest Monarchs 

by Success have prov’d, / That it is safer to be fear’d, than lov’d” (OrMus. 4.102-103). 

In fact, she warns Solyman of the very substance counsels like Rustan are made of. 

Rustan has poisoned Solyman with a report that the army holds Mustapha dearly. 

Solyman’s instant reaction echoes that of Greville’s Solyman in which the emotional 

bond between father and son is severed, and as a result: “He [that is Rustan] robs my 

heart of all the Calms of Rest: / I’ll treat the dire Usurper [Mustapha] from my Breast” 

(OrMus. 2.85-86). Roxolana does not fan the fire that Rustan has ignited, but counsels 

Solyman and warns him that monarchs cannot allow anyone to tell them what to do 

because it is difficult to separate loyalty from self-interest: 
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 By counsel Men perswade, or else direct;  
 Direction like Appointment we suspect: 
 And even perswasion does the Throne invade;  
 For Slaves may govern whom they can perswade.  

(OrMus. 4.87-90)  
 

Roxolana is not the only woman in the play to point to the ultimate destruction of royal 

prerogative under a government susceptible to or based on persuasion, for the Queen of 

Hungary describes the domineering behavior of the cardinal who advises her: “Councils 

should alter as their causes do . . . The Pilot, of most firm and constant mind, / Must 

shift his course and turn with ev’ry wind” (OrMus. 1.73): 

Our greatest Counc’lours think we are unjust 
  When our least thoughts, are hidden from their trust;  
  And till (By knowing th’ utmost that we know) 
  Those restless Counc’lours may our Rulers grow,  
  They do not love us, and they sullen seem;  
  But after, care not, though we love not them. (OrMus. 1.74)  
 

The Hungarian Queen concludes that because counselors know everything about their 

rulers they indirectly wield control over them as to rule them  themselves, and they do 

so not out of love for the ruler but simply for self-interest and a thirst for power. Indeed 

in the very end, after Mustapha is murdered, Solyman comes to the realization that 

monarchism should be absolute: “Blest Heav’ns King, who Monarchy first made, / And 

praised him, cause he no companion had” (OrMus. 3. 99-100). Both Roxolana and the 

Hungarian Queen act as the prognosticators in the play and warn of events to come.  

Orrery’s Roxolana is a strong woman, as strong as Greville’s. She has the 

strength to cross her powerful husband, Solyman the Magnificent, and attempts to 

manipulate larger political power struggles, but her cause is noble. She is protecting 

another royal woman and a royal son—who surprisingly is Mustapha. The events take 

place after the death of the Hungarian king on the battlefield, when Roxolana saves the 

captured Hungarian Queen and her infant son from the avenging impulses of the Sultan. 

The Hungarian Queen agrees to take refuge in Roxolana’s tent because she has heard of 

this Turkish woman’s goodness:  

  You Thuricus on Embassy shall go 
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  To Roxolana’s Tent, and let her know 
  How much the common voice of Fame I trust,  
  Which renders her compassionate and just;  
  Whilst others say she all her Sex exceeds,  
  They shew their Faith by words, but I by deeds;  
  I by so strange a Trust may find relief,  
  If she has Virtue equall to my Grief. (OrMus. 1.58) 
 

In a nail-biting interview between the Sultan and Roxolana, she pleads for mercy for the 

Hungarian Queen, the discourse of which is between two royals of equal power:  

  Roxolana: Had you not taught me, I had never known 
  All Power to be fantastic, but your own.  
 
  Solyman: I’ll teach you  now that Death’s a serious thing,  
  Call your Mutes, and for your little King!  
 
  Roxolana: You rule enough, ruling the World and me;  
  Pray let my Women, my own Subjects be. (OrMus. 4.100) 
 

Later, when the infant Hungarian king is brought forward and the Mutes move to take 

him, Roxolana offers her strongest resistance to the sultan himself:  

  Stay! Zarma stay! If this, Sir, be your doom,  
  Send me too where the Cruel never come;  
  I’ll bind him to me with my Arms and Hair, 
  They try, Sir, if your Mutes or Visiers dare 
  Enforce him from the Refuge of my Breast. (OrMus. 4.103) 
 

Interestingly, the Lady Macbeth-like Rossa of Greville, who in her ambition and 

intensity of resolve to win her end at whatever cost of de-womanizing and 

dehumanizing, taps into her womanly, maternal instincts and humanity to save the 

future king of Hungary. The Lady Macbeth-like Rossa, who would have plucked her 

“nipple from his toothless gums / And dashed the brains out” (Mac. 1.7. 59-60), dares 

instead to “bind him to me with [her] Arms and Hair” should the viziers and Mutes 

“Enforce him from the Refuge of [her] Breast” ( OrMus. 3.87).  She wins her gracious 

cause by conquering the sultan’s murderous impulses with her tears, and compliments 

him on his decision to employ non-violence: “By yielding you prevail, and your 

Recourse / Gains more than Victors get by force,” (OrMus. 3.89). At the end of the 
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play, when both of Roxolana’s sons are dead through actions beyond her control, she 

herself could have ended bloodily but instead is punished according to her rank, an 

event which again attests to her being treated as the Sultan’s equal. She is forced to 

confess the part she unintentionally played in bringing about the death of her sons, is 

divorced from the sultan, and banished forever from the presence of her weak-willed 

but powerful husband. She bears the weight of her misfortunes with great dignity and 

leaves the stage with this lament to the Sultan: “I’ll but Forgiveness beg for Love and 

Grief, / Since both offend you when they seek Relief / . . . Sir, I’ll depart / And at your 

Feet leave a forsaken Heart,” (OrMus. 4.112).  

 Furthermore, Orrery’s Roxolana, although strong-willed, smart and able to 

manipulate political systems for her advantage, does not resort to violence or murderous 

means. The difference is that her ends are noble in this play, unlike Greville’s in which 

the play dwells on Rossa’s levels of evilness and her sinister plan to execute her 

ambition. One does not cringe from Roxolana’s deeds, but rather helplessly admires 

them. She is a royal mother committed to protecting her own son’s future and safety 

without an inch of selfishness.  She extends her maternal instincts to guarantee the 

safety and future of the future King of Hungary. In doing so she again resorts to deceit, 

which might involve the Hungarian Queen’s pretending to love her eldest son, 

Mustapha:  

  Queen: I ever was without dissembling bred,  
  And in my open Brow my Thoughts were read:  
  None, but the Guilty keep themselves unknown.  
  Roxolana: No wonder we so soon subdu’d your Throne; 
   
  Queen: Madam, you teach what Christians are not taught 
  And seem to soar as high in Flights of Thought,  
  As now your Empire wide in compass swells.  
 
  Roxolana: Sure Christian Kings live not in Courts but Cells;  
  This is uncourtly, ill-bred Innocence,  
  Which cannot with dissembled Love dispense.  
  And make him think, by what you often say,  
  That you for Love can mourn and languish too. (OrMus. I2.77) 
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Deceit is not seen as a Christian virtue here, as the Queen of Hungary points out, and 

for that reason, according to Roxolana, it is no wonder that the Hungarian throne was 

subdued, and that “Christian Kings live not in Courts but Cells” (OrMus. 2.78) for not 

resorting to deceit when necessary only show but “ill-bred Innocence” (OrMus. 2.78).  

Roxolana should know her story is one of survival, and ethics are questioned by her. 

Deceit, Roxolana points out to the virtuous Hungarian Queen, is necessary for survival, 

and not based on selfish endeavors based on ambition, so she advises the Queen of 

Hungary to take on false appearances for the cause of her safety and her son’s, as well 

as for the cause of her disintegrating nation. These two women are united as faithful, 

strong and courageous mothers, and in no point does the play undermine or invalidate 

their positions. They come through as mothers who embrace their domestic roles as 

caregivers and do what they have to do for survival.  

What is also relevant is that no attempt is made to violate the Hungarian Queen 

sexually, although she is as prisoner of war and hence vulnerable. Rather, she is granted 

safety under her captors. A strong barometer of status or class values in this play is 

measured through how women are treated; in other words, the degree to which these 

women are vulnerable to sexual assault and yet remain unharmed speaks volumes about 

the masculine virtues of the aristocrats in the play. According to Lowenthal,  

Ideal behavior for both men and women is inflected by the traditional 
‘feminine’ virtues, for the more bourgeois the norm, the more ‘rape-able’ 
the female character is portrayed to be. This phenomenon is dependent 
on the shifts recognized by students of early modern cultural history: 
during the seventeenth century, the qualities that define ideal aristocratic 
behavior move toward bourgeois virtues, while ideal gendered behaviors 
of both men and women shift toward the feminine.267  

 

Unlike the Ottoman legendary Roxolana and that of Knolles’s text, Orrery’s 

Roxolana attempts to contain Solyman’s paranoia of his elderly son’s popularity among 

the Ottoman army. He envisions him as a possible usurper of the Ottoman throne. The 

legendary enmity is between the sons and fathers in this play; actually, this particular 

part of the plot breaks from tradition and goes against the English belief that Turkish 

                                                 
267 Cynthia Lowenthal, Performing Identities on the Restoration Stage (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 
2003) 179. 
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political custom demanded that, once the eldest son assumes the throne, he had to 

murder all his brothers against the possibility of factions and division. Richard Knolles, 

for instance, writes the following about Turkish brothers who choose not to follow the 

custom of fratricide: “For the mercie shewed by Achmet to his brother Mustapha, so 

much differing from the Ottoman custome, begot such disorder, that it became 

pernicious, almost to the utter dissolution of the State.”268And Justine McCarthy 

speculates that the mother of the Sultan helps to end the practice of fratricide269: 

Upon coming to the throne a sultan would immediately order the 
assassination of his brother. From the accession of Mehmet II (1451) to 
Mehmet III (1595) scores of unfortunate siblings were murdered “to 
ensure peace in the world”. . . the sense of morality of even a hard-
hearted ruling class was revolted by the practice. The powerful women 
of the harem were a particular factor in putting an end to it.270  

 

Orrery is imagining a more “civilized” bargain made between the brothers to disregard 

this custom, and a promise not to murder one another if offered the throne. The brothers 

even agree to actively support one another:  

  Mustapha: By our great Prophet solemnly I swear,  
  If I the Turkish Crown do ever wear,  
  Our bloody Custom I will overthrow;  
  That Debt I both to you and Justice owe.  
 
  Zanger: And her I vow by all that good and high;  
  I’ll not out-live the Day in which you die;  
  This which my Friendship makes me promise now,  
  My Grief will then enable me to do. (OrMus. 4.98)   
 

And in this play it is Roxolona who laments this custom—the historical Roxelana who 

was thought to have instigated the very custom and endorsed it. Here is her lament:  

  Oh cruel Empire! That does thus ordain 
  Of Royal Race the youngest to be slain,  

                                                 
268 Knolles 758.  
 
269 It is interesting that in Ottoman history—by Ottomans and the English and in plays such as Greville’s 
Mustapha-- Roxolana is portrayed as being the one to start fratricide. In Orrery, she is the one to who, 
actually, laments and prevents it.  
 
270 Justin McCarthy, The Ottoman Turks (New York: Longman, 1997) 160-61. 
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  That so the eldest may securely reign;  
  Making the ‘Imperial Mother ever mourn 
  For all her Infants in Succession born. (OrMus. 3.76) 
 

She adds that the practice is nothing but “Of fatal strife, where Victors nothing gain” 

(OrMus. 2.76) and 

  Some, who had kill’d their Sons, more tears did shed 
  For their own guilt, than that their Sons were dead;  
  Guilt wrought by Fate, which had the valour mov’d 
  Against that Prince whom they for valor lov’d. (OrMus. 4.110)  
 

Thus, Orrery’s Roxolana becomes an advocate against her legendary 

involvement in the murdering of Solyman’s eldest son Mustapha to secure her son 

Zanger’s position as the next sultan. Remember that this is an accusation that plagued 

her while she was alive, and continues to plague her in memory. But Orrery’s portrait of 

Roxolana271 breaks from this tradition.  Roxolana advocates against fratricide a practice 

historically thought to have started with her legendary ambition. She is gracious to the 

Hungarian Queen and her son—the future king of  Hungary—a generosity which 

indicates her capacity for forgiveness and compassion and a sense of her going beyond 

personal the ambition which had been her trademark in both Greville and Davenant. She 

pities the Hungarian Queen and her infant king’s situation but wears her pity for them 

as a “badge of heroism.”272 Orrery’s portrayal of the legendary concubine can be 

described as not even a watered- down Roxolana who breaks from orthodoxy, but 

                                                 
271 My only complaint about Orrery’s depiction of the “Great Empress of the East” is that, although she 
departs from orthodoxy, she does not bring much vigor to the play.  At the end of act 3 she soliloquizes 
over her dilemma in which she weighs the consequences of her disrupting the natural course of 
succession to Solyman’s throne, a far cry from the Roxolana with a clear purpose: 

With noble Zanger Mustapha contends 
They strive as Rivals, and they yield as Friends.  
I injure one if I the other choose: 
And keeping either I the Sultan lose. (OrMus. 3.96) 

But our attention is quickly distracted from her, after having entertained the thought of her pitting one 
brother against the other. Actually, there are a lot of events in this play that lead to nowhere. In the end, 
we are not sure whether it is Roxolana or Zanger who saves the Hungarian Queen and her infant from 
Solyman’s wrath. Zanger after stabbing himself in act 5, falls at his father’s feet and extracts a promise 
from him to restore the Hungarian Queen to her throne and then dies thanking his father: “Sir, for your 
gifts in thankfulness I bend”  (OrMus. 5.107) 
 
272 Eugene M. Waith, Ideas of Greatness (London: Routledge, 1971) 211. 
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altered from her historical depictions whether in history books or previous appearances 

on the English stage. It almost appears as if, in this play particularly, England is far 

removed from the world’s political scene that we have seen in the plays discussed in 

previous chapters. There is a definite lack of fear and anxiety from the Turks, the play 

appears to take a rather relaxed and contemplative look at the recent events that plagued 

England through the civil war, and packaged it in an interesting oriental setting with 

legendary characters such as Solyman and Roxolana.  

A we have seen through this discussion of Greville, Davenant and Orrery’s 

Roxolana , in whatever setting, Roxolana remains an uppity woman who plays and 

symbolizes rebellious aspects of women’s lives. She is not the expected submissive 

bride. Not being a Turk herself but a converted one, she is most fit to represent 

explorations of experiences in uncertain settings—whether in influencing succession to 

a monarchical throne, building alliances and carrying out negotiations between both 

friend and foe, and sacrificing her positions in the “Imperial bed” to save the Hungarian 

Kingdom. Roxolana will endure long after these performances, and as Srinivas 

Aravamudan points out, she has become a “generic name for an oriental queen, 

suggesting ambition, wickedness, and exoticism”273 in any time and place.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
273 Srinivas Aravamudan, “Fiction/Translation/Transnation: The Secret History of the Eighteenth-Century 
Novel,” ed. Paula R. Backscheider, and Catherine Engrassia, A Companion to the Eighteenth Century 
English Novel and Culture (Victoria: Blackwell Publishing, 2006) 48-74. 
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Conclusion 

 

Throughout this dissertation, I have focused on male-authored Turk and Moor 

plays written from 1586-1664. This is not out of neglect on my part, but for the simple 

fact that, to my knowledge, no Turk or Moor plays have been known to be authored by 

women during this time. Male and female views on Turkish and Moorish women on the 

early modern stage may have varied dramatically, for both male and female authors are 

significantly affected differently by the existing social stereotypes and gender role 

attitudes defined by these stereotypes, but we do not have reports by the latter for us to 

provide a well-rounded discussion. So, this dissertation does not give voice to the early 

modern feminine consciousness on their progressive view on their growing feminism 

and its impact on their view of their Muslim counterparts.  Thus, this dissertation 

focuses on early modern male-constructs of Turkish and Moorish women on the early 

modern stage. 

Also, this dissertation began with the sole objective of extracting portraits of 

Muslim women in Turk and Moor plays in England between 1586 and 1664. However, 

close examination of the plays revealed a number of observations that forced me to 

consider including non-Muslim women. In most cases, the Turkish or Moorish female 

character cannot be understood unless the Christian/European female character is 

looked into first--in most cases, the “Muslim” woman is the antithesis of the non-

Muslim female character. For instance, the imperfections of Heywood’s Tota cannot be 

understood without looking into the perfections of Bess. Also, some “Muslim” female 

characters resemble or appear to be inspired by non-Muslim characters—for instance, 

Bel-Imperia and Perseda in Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy resemble Abdil Rayes 

and Rubin Archis in George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar who all, in turn, appear to be 

fashioned after Elizabeth I.  Similarly, Dekker’s lusty Spanish Queen Eugenia, through 

her association with a Moor, turns into a female sexual predator resembling Daborne’s 

Turkish Voada and Agar, and Fletcher’s Moorish Xanthia. Furthermore, I conclude that 

there are no “Muslim women” in these plays, but rather women who are constructed 

according to developments in early modern gender discourse of English, Turkish and 
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Moorish women in a specific sociopolitical moment within the domestic and 

international scene in sixteenth-and seventeenth-century England. Rather than titling the 

dissertation “Muslim Women of Turk and Moor Plays,” I settled on the title “The 

Women of the Early Modern Turk and Moor Plays.” Related to that designation is the 

realization that English  narratives about the peculiarities  of Ottoman and Moorish 

women, if they existed, were peculiarities themselves—biased, subjective, anti-Muslim, 

and based on hearsay—and hence unreliable for the construction of characters who can 

be called “Muslim” women, as I know them. Ironically, at such a time of exploration 

and commercial expansion understanding and representing the Muslim woman was not 

even close to being accurate. She was still unknown274 and largely unexplored much to 

the advantage of playwrights who found her malleable for their purpose:  

The Muslim woman in European literature of the Renaissance is between 
myths. In some texts, the Muslim female character shows features of the 
‘wanton’ queen of old; other texts provide foretastes of the helpless 
damsel, a type which emerges fully in later periods. In many texts she is 
constituted by rather the same gender constraints as her Western 
counterparts, functioning in a field of similarity and ‘indifference’ rather 
than in one of ‘Otherness.’275 

 

She was shrouded with the same ambivalence as were the Turks and Moors.  It appears 

that what was important was not who she was but rather what she was thought to 

represent among male dominated Islamic societies, in this case Ottoman Turkey and 

Barbary.  

It so follows, therefore, that there is no single, standard, homogenous and 

uniform portrait of the woman of the Turk and Moor plays of 1586-1665. The only 

sense of uniformity is the spirit of Elizabeth that lives on in some of the characters and 

recurs in a handful of plays written during her time, or shortly after her death. As 

previously indicated, it comes as no surprise that the shadow of Elizabeth falls on the 

plays, for she was the first English woman who took the initiative to make the official 

                                                 
274 It would not be until the early eighteenth century that English women travelers such as Lady Mary 
Wortley Montagu in 1703 would report from within the harem, which would further influence Western 
narratives of Muslim women.  
 
275 Mohja Kahf 5. 
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contact with the Turkish Seraglio. In the minds of the English, her association with the 

Turks and the Moors was profound, and it might have set a dramatic convention for the 

characterization of women in Elizabethan “Muslim” plays written around her time and 

thereafter.   

The portraits of the women who do not draw life from Elizabeth, however, come 

in an array, or rather disarray, of forms depending on the dramatic purpose they serve:   

The Muslim woman in European literature of the Renaissance is between 
myths. In some texts, the Muslim female character shows features of the 
‘wanton’ queen of old; other texts provide foretastes of the helpless 
damsel, a type which emerges fully in later periods. In many texts she is 
constituted by rather the same gender constraints as her Western 
counterparts, functioning in a field of similarity and ‘indifference’ rather 
than in one of ‘Otherness.’276 

 

The playwrights have a love-hate relationship with these women, as did the accounts 

they were drawing upon. In some accounts, the Muslim woman was shrouded with the 

same ambivalence England felt towards its Muslim counterparts. The arm-chair 

historian Knolles, for instance, felt he needed to warn men against their deceptions: 

  To fairest lookes trust not too farre, nor yet to beautie braue: 
For hatefull thoughts so finely maskt, their deadly poisons haue. 
Loues charmed cups, the subtile dame doth to her husband fill: 
And causeth him with cruell hand, his childrens bloud to spill.277 
 

But George Sandys,278 Joannes Boemus,279 and Edward Grimstone280 deemed them 

socially and morally chaste.  Overall, there are two divergent types of Turkish and 

Moorish women in these plays. The first type reflects developments in the gender 

discourse of both English and “Muslim” women, and the second reflects a sociopolitical 

moment in sixteenth-and seventeenth-century England as a result of Anglo-Muslim 

                                                 
276 Kahf 5. 
 
277 Knolles 578. 
 
278 George Sandy’s A Relation of a Journey begun An. Dom. 1610 (London, 1615). 
 
279 Joannes Boemus, The Manners and Customs of all Nations (London, 1611). 
 
280 Edward Grimestone, The Estates, Empires, & and Principallities of the World (London, 1615). 
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encounter and exchange. As the historical moment changes, so do they. This shift 

becomes even more pronounced in the popular recurring Turkish woman figure 

Roxolana.  

 Yet one can draw a clear, although general, distinction between Turkish and 

Moorish women in these plays. Turkish women in these plays, except to some extent 

Roxolana, are treated almost like protectorates-- if not by their own then by their 

European captors. For instance, Fletcher’s Lucinda is constantly under a man’s 

protection—first by Angelo her husband, then by the knight exemplar Miranda. 

Marlowe’s Zabina ceases to exist the minute her husband commits suicide, and 

Daborne’s Donusa goes from being under the protection of the Islamic tyrants of the 

play to being Vitelli’s wife.   Such women are not interested in entirely breaking from 

male subjugation but actually are empowered by it and weakened without it.  The 

Moorish women on the other hand, are in comparison free spirits. Fletcher’s Xanthia 

refuses to be controlled, speaks out against male subjugation, and resorts to roaming 

freely in the streets of Malta. Abdil Rayes and Rubin Archis take on leadership roles, 

meeting delegates, addressing armies, restoring order in a war-torn nation--roles 

traditionally associated with Moorish men.  

It can also be argued that the late seventeenth century witnessed an increased 

consciousness and anxiety over the power of women to fashion men’s destiny—whether 

a gracious lady as is Roxolana, a sovereign queen as Zenocrate, or a female-warrior like 

Ianthe. Femaleness becomes a source of power. This notion goes beyond the plays 

discussed in this dissertation, even beyond the very literary genre this dissertation has 

relied on. The story of Edmund Spenser’s281 Empress of the West, Duessa, is one of 

male domination as well. She, like the women discussed in the Turk and Moor plays, is 

connected to the threat from the East. The allegory identifies her with the Whore of 

Babylon, and like her counterpart, Lucifera, she symbolizes the East’s luxury and 

extravagance. She enters the poem disguised as Fidessa (without faith) and as the 

mistress of Sans Foy (the faithless Sarazin). In the House of Pride, she leads the 

Redcrosse Knight into the house of evil, which is under Lucifera’s dominion. Lucifera, 

                                                 
281 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene (Philadelphia: Open UP, 1992). 
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very much like the Roxolana who aspires to usurp the Ottoman crown, has already 

usurped the crown and aspires to sit higher than Jove himself:  

And proud Lucifera men did her call, 
That made her selfe a queen, and crownd to be, 
Yet rightfull kingdome she had none at all, 
Ne heritage of native soveraintie, 
But did usurpe with wrong and tyrannie 
Upon the scepter, which she now did hold: 
Ne ruld her realme with laws, but policie 
And strong advisements of six wizards old, 
That with their counsels bad her kingdome doth uphold. 

 (FQ.1.4.12)  
 

She is the personification of Pride--the only of the seven deadly sins represented by a 

woman in the poem. The other six deadly sins are represented by males who are 

described as Lucifera’s counselors. Besides being her counselors, they serve as her 

stewards by mounting their respective beasts and pulling her chariot:  

  But this was drawne of six unequally beasts, 
  On which her six sage counselors did ryde, 
  Taught to obay their bestiall beheasts, 
  With like conditions to their kindes applyde.  (FQ. 1.4.18) 
 
 Once she lures Redcrosse into the House of Pride, a battle breaks out between him and 

Sansjoy. Redcrosss manages to wound Sansjoy, after which Duessa throws a cloak of 

darkness over the dying Sarazin, causing him to disappear:  

When lo! A darksome clowd 
Upon him fell; he nowhere doth appeare,  
But vanish is. The Elfe him calls allowd, 
But answer none receives: the darkness him does shrowd.  

(FQ. 1.5.13) 
 

She obliterates him momentarily from the world. Afterwards, she enlists the help of 

Night, a female deity “older than jove,” which implies that her status is higher than that 

of the king of gods. At first, Night hesitates to obey Duessa, but gives in to Duessa’s 

pressure.  She then obediently carries the body of Sansjoy into the realm of hell, which 

is primarily occupied by men who owe their present circumstances to women. Sansjoy 

is taken to Aesculapius, and Night and Duessa direct him to save the fallen knight. 
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When Aesculapius hesitates to disobey Jove, Night reminds him that he is in the 

presence of a far greater power than Jove:  

Why fearest thou, that canst not hope for thing,  
And fearest not that more thee hurten might,  
Now in the power of everlasting Night. (FQ.1.5.43) 

 

Thus, Aesculapius acts on the command of the two women—Duessa and Night. Duessa 

gives and takes life; she obliterates Sansjoy, then orchestrates and demands his 

recovery, and finally restores his existence. She is the agent of change, as are many of 

the women of the Turk and Moor plays discussed in this dissertation. But taking on such 

powerful roles does not mean there are no dire consequences. Among the mighty men 

in hell “were women mixt, / Proud wemen, vaine, forgetful of their yoke” (FQ. 1.5.51).  
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