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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 
 
Dear Early Modernists, 
 
Blwyddyn Newydd Dda  -  Happy New Year! 
 
Welcome to the fifth edition of our bulletin.  Details of our events can be found 
inside, which include papers on subjects ranging from the Early Modern family to 
witchcraft. 
 
Our Christmas event, at which Dr Richard Williams talked about Holbein at the court 
of Henry VIII was well attended and lively, and his paper was so engaging that he 
was asked to come back and speak to us again in the spring.  This time his subject will 
be the artist Cranach, and will coincide with a major exhibition at the Royal 
Academy.  More details of this extra event to follow!  The Christmas Party was 
enjoyable, and thanks go to the staff on site at the Clore Building who made the 
logistics of supplying everyone with food and alcohol so straightforward. 
 
On another matter, believe it or not, we have already had offers from potential 
speakers for our programme 2008-09, so if you would like to recommend anyone then 
please let me know soon.   
 
With best wishes, 
 
 
Stephen Brogan 
President, Birkbeck Early Modern Society 
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/hca/current/societies/#earlymodern    
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/susocieties/earlymodern/index.htm 
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THE BULLETIN: EDITOR’S WELCOME 
 
Welcome to Issue Five of the Birkbeck Early Modern Society Bulletin. Firstly, an 
apology: In Issue Four sent out by e-mail to members there were two wrong answers 
in the quiz. These mistakes were spotted and quickly rectified, and the edition posted 
on the website and those copies handed out at the Sandra Clarke event were correct, 
so I hope that these errors did not detract from the enjoyment of the edition. 
 
There is no doubt that history is becoming increasingly popular with two television 
channels devoted solely to the subject and the continuing popularity of programmes 
such as Timeteam and Timewatch on mainstream TV. In addition, you have only to 
look at the history section of your local bookshop to see how its size has increased 
compared to a decade ago. This surge of interest is something that we as a Society can 
help to sustain with our focus upon the dramatic and incredible events of the Early 
Modern era.  
 

It is one whole year since we launched the first Bulletin and in that time the 
publication has grown both in size and range, mirroring the great steps taken by the 
Society as a whole. It has been a good year for the Society. We are active, solvent and 
eager to advance with fresh ideas and projects, and I hope that the Bulletin reflects 
this dynamic approach to history. 
 

Issue Five contains all the usual items; reviews of past society events, theatre, opera, 
television and art exhibitions, plus book reviews and a quiz, as well as notification of 
forthcoming events both by this Society and other comparable bodies, and  I hope that 
the publication continues to be of interest to our members. Please contact me for any 
information regarding the Bulletin. The next issue will be out in the spring of 2008.  
 

Best wishes for the New Year, 
 

John Croxon    
Editor 
john.m.croxon@magnoxsouth sites.com    
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RECENT EVENTS 
 

A Review of Professor Sandra Clarke’s ‘Macbeth and the Weird Sisters’,  
Friday, 26 October 2007,  

Birkbeck College, University of London 
 

Sandra Clarke is currently working on the new Arden edition of Macbeth. Her 
fascinating and entertaining talk gave a history of the performance and text of 
Shakespeare’s Weird Sisters and how their depiction has changed over time. 
 
By 1711 the ‘dear witches’ were played as comic drag parts and were a main 
attraction of the Scottish play. This interpretation was very different from the one 
Shakespeare intended. Shakespeare’s witches combined English and continental ideas 
of witchcraft to create what has proved to be a very enduring tradition. 
 
The idea of three female prophets predicting the future to Macbeth was not new to 
Shakespeare. In 1406 Andrew Wintoon’s chronicle equated three prophetic women 
with the Fates using the Anglo-Saxon term ‘wyrd’ meaning fate or destiny in 
evidence. Holinshed’s Chronicles, in the second edition, features three women in 
strange and wild apparel who made predictions to Macbeth and Banquo before 
vanishing. These were probably fairies and the term ‘witch’ was not used – they are 
always ‘Weird Sisters’. 
 
Shakespeare had very good reasons for incorporating ideas of witchcraft into his 
interpretation of the Macbeth story. As a member of the King’s Men at the Globe, 
Shakespeare’s patron was James I. James was famously interested in witchcraft. He 
certainly knew Scottish ideas of witchcraft and may have also been aware of 
continental ideas on the subject. He had been to Denmark where he may have debated 
witchcraft and ‘witches’ had confessed to tormenting him. Shakespeare added more 
virulent elements to his witches than were found in the English tradition. 
 
The traditional English witch was poor, old, marginalised and fairly domestic. She 
may have been a Papist or influenced by the devil but her familiar was nothing more 
than a sinister domestic pet. Cats, dogs, toads or ferrets accompanied English witches 
and encouraged their maleficent deeds. One witch’s dun coloured ferret with fiery 
eyes spoke to her saying, ‘Joan Prentis, give me thy soul’ and for the most part that’s 
as bad as the witches and their familiars did in England. The Continental and Scottish 
witches, however, got up to much stronger stuff including entering into pacts with the 
devil, having sex with the devil, baptising animals, flying, and stealing children. 
 
Shakespeare gave his weird sisters the power of prophecy and this attribute may have 
been added from Scandinavian mythology as an attempt to flatter James’s wife Anne 
of Denmark. Since Shakespeare’s version of the tale the witches have supernatural 
power. 
Macbeth offers a diversity of witch images in the four scenes in which they appear. In 
Act 1, Scene 1 they speak in an unusual verse style which brings chanting and 
incanting to mind. In Act 1, Scene 3 they reappear and we learn of their activities and 
their interest in body parts. We also find out what they look like – unearthly, withered, 
and sexually ambiguous. Banquo especially is confused by their status and is unsure 
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how to address them. Although they may have summoned Macbeth and Banquo, they 
refuse to answer the duo’s questions and thereby retain a sense of mystery. In Act 3, 
Scene 5 they meet their leader Hecate. She speaks in a different verse than the Sisters 
and knows Macbeth’s future. There is a song. Finally, in Act 4, Scene 1, the Sisters 
are keen to please Hecate by getting their spell right when they load their cauldron. 
Hecate is indeed satisfied and there is another song. The Sisters then show their power 
to Macbeth with a procession of eight kings. Macbeth is horrified and the witches, 
somewhat strangely, try to cheer him up. 
 
Not all these scenes and songs were in the original 1605-6 Macbeth. Entire scenes 
were lifted from Thomas Middleton’s The Witch of 1613 or 1615-16 as were the 
songs Come Away and Black Spirit. By the time of the First Folio of 1623 the 
additional witch material was accepted as part of Macbeth. The additions may date 
from 1608 when the King’s Men performed in their winter quarters at Blackfriars and 
wanted some extra spectacle, or from 1616 when Middleton did an adaptation of 
Macbeth. The addition of songs made for more of a show and even included 
instructions, years before Andrew Lloyd Weber came to dominate the West End, for a 
singing cat! The tone is different from Shakespeare’s original eerie sinister sisters and 
Middleton’s characters are more domesticated and comic. 
 
A quarto edition of the play appeared in 1673 which was essentially the 1623 edition 
(but without the singing cat) with even more witch material. There was more 
moralising, more dancing, and more singing.  William D’Avenant’s 1674 version, 
almost certainly performed earlier, was an all-singing, all-dancing operatic 
extravaganza. Restoration versions of the play were very popular. Pepys saw Macbeth 
nine times in the 1660s. D’Avenant’s version added five new scenes including one 
featuring flying. Another new scene allowed for up to 100 performers as the witches 
sang a hellish song and danced while giving their prophecies – it became the most 
popular scene in the play. In the early 18th century, the witches provided comic relief 
and were scene-stealers. Again, they were the most popular part of the play. 
 
It wasn’t until 1888, when Henry Irving put on his spectacular version of Macbeth 
that the characters regained their original tradition. Women played the witches and 
they came in out of a thundercloud as dark sinister characters. From then on the 
witches lost their comic side and returned to their dark interpretation. Which leads us 
to ask is Irving’s vision more Shakespearean than D’Avenant’s? (Personally, I’d like 
to see the Restoration interpretation – complete with the singing cat!) 
 
Prof. Clarke’s talk was followed by a question and answer session with the nearly 50-
strong audience. Brian Vickers pointed out that in modern productions the witches are 
almost always demystified and take on roles as waitresses or parts of the household. 
Hecate is almost always excluded. He also addressed the question of authenticity in 
Shakespeare – a new edition of Middleton’s works edited by Gary Taylor includes 
both Macbeth and Measure for Measure. Laura Stewart remarked on the image of 
witches in James I’s Demonologie as fat, sex-obsessed subversives. Several attendees 
mentioned that in recent productions of the play music has been used to great effect 
by the witches to create an eerie effect or, as in rapping witches, to return to the idea 
of being outside society. Joshua Yates wanted to know that if the witches were the 
Fates, did Macbeth really have a choice in his actions? The answer is that he did not 
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have to kill Duncan, he did have a choice. Finally, Stephen Brogan and Prof. Clarke 
agreed that no matter what their form or interpretation, the Weird Sisters survive. 
 
KAREN BASTON 
 
 
 
A Review of Dr Richard Williams  ‘Holbein at the Court of Henry VIII’ 

Wednesday, 12th December 2007,  
Clore Building, University of London 

 
Hans Holbein is best known as a portrait painter but Richard William’s hugely 
informative talk, with slides on two screens showed the artist’s proficiency and skill 
across a range of media and artistic forms. We were treated to a fascinating 
explanation of Holbein’s early drawing technique involving coloured chalk and metal 
point, but the focus of the evening was Holbein’s employment at the Court of Henry 
VIII. Holbein’s royal commissions included portraits of prospective brides such as the 
young widow Christina of Denmark and Anne of Cleves. Holbein also painted the 
huge dynastic portrait of Henry VIII and his third wife, Jane Seymour, watched over 
by the King’s parents, on the wall of the Palace of Whitehall in 1537, destroyed by 
fire in the Seventeenth Century. Henry generously paid Holbein £30 a year, enough to 
retain him in London, showing how Holbein was highly valued at a time when the 
status of painting was not especially privileged in England.  In addition to large scale 
paintings, Holbein painted several portrait miniatures. He also took other 
commissions including the celebrated painting known as ‘The Ambassadors’ and his 
commission for the Surgeons' Company marking the granting of its Royal Charter by 
1541. Dr Williams covered the full spectrum of Holbein’s abilities in different media 
including his elaborate designs for goldsmiths’ artefacts. The talk concentrated on 
Holbein’s secular subject matter but nevertheless, it would have been interesting to 
consider what influence if any, the English and Continental Reformations had in 
shaping Holbein’s work.  
 
Laura Jacobs 
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Hans Holbein 
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Dr Richard Williams attempts to get a word in edgeways following his lecture… 
 
 

 
 

Those at the Christmas Party discuss the merits of laminate flooring… 
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Timothy advertizes his alter-ego… 
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History of (Early Modern) 'Science' at the BSHS Postgraduate Conference in 
Leeds, 3-5 January 2008.  
 
The British Society for the History of Science (BSHS) has their main annual 
conference in the summer and another one specifically for postgrads in early January. 
The postgraduate student conference is organised by and for students. Supervisors, 
professors and other departmental staff are not invited to the sessions, just to the 
drinks and dinner. I attended this year for the first time and presented part of my PhD 
work. I was interested in checking out what other postgraduate historians of early 
modern 'science' were working on. I knew beforehand that there aren't that many of us 
early modern historians of science full stop, let alone students who would attend the 
conference. Nevertheless, I was surprised to find there were just two other presenters 
focusing on the early modern period, and taken aback to realise that my paper was 
almost the 'oldest' – the only other presentation focusing on an earlier date was 
Jennifer Gray's paper on the development of the zodiac in Late Babylonian 
astronomical texts! (If anyone remembers my paper on Theories of the Earth from our 
summer conference last year, my paper at Leeds focused more specifically on the 
organic ideas in Thomas Robinson's theory.)  
 
Partly, the predominance of presentations on18th, 19th and 20th century histories of 
science at the Leeds conference was a reflection of the departments from which 
attending students had come from. The largest groups of delegates were from Leeds 
(of course), nearby Manchester, and Durham, none of which are hotbeds for research 
into the history of science from the early modern period. There were also attendees 
from Oxford, Cambridge, London, and further afield (try Hawaii, Galway and 
Saskatchewan!), and all the papers were of a high standard, and very interesting. It is 
heartening to appreciate the quality of work, but a bit alarming to be in an obvious 
and fairly exclusive minority. In terms of group identity, with the BSHS postgrads, I 
was happy to be with other history of science postgrads, and at Early Modern Society 
events I am happy to find myself with other students who are interested in the period I 
am most interested in, and seeing other people's take on ideas and themes that I am 
familiar with in the history of early modern science context. Stephanie Eichenberg, 
who gave a paper on the early 'neurophysiological' research of Albrecht von Haller 
(1708-1777), identified most with the feelings of inclusion I have just described. She 
doesn't really think about her project as an early modern one, and is used to her topic 
being unusual in almost all conference/group settings. Her thesis is really about 
boundaries in the life sciences, specifically the question of the Human-Animal 
boundary and experiment, and von Haller, one of her case studies happened to be 
working in the early modern period. Stephanie is comfortable covering the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries in her work, stepping back into the early modern period as 
necessary. She confessed she liked the feeling of being able to present her work to an 
audience of people with very different interests, who all have a common bond, an 
interest in the history, philosophy or sociology of science, a situation she sees as 
specific to our community.  
 
Stephanie is right in the sense that very different interests are supported in the history 
and philosophy of science, technology and medicine. Chris Plumb, the other student 
who presented some of his work on exotic birds in the early modern period, like me, 
talked about being isolated a bit more. His paper explored the eighteenth century 
(living) 'parlour parrot' and (dead) 'paper parrot', showing us how the parrot moved 
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through different social spaces and texts, producing very different knowledge about 
women and birds, part of his wider thesis which is concerned with the collection and 
arrival of exotic animals in England in the period 1640 -1780. He has the added 
advantage/disadvantage double-whammy of being based in two departments, the 
Centre for Musicology as well as the Centre for the History of Science, Technology 
and Medicine at Manchester University.  
 
Both students were interested in our Early Modern society, further indicating that 
there are just two ways to connect with other research students when one is working 
on the history of science – find people interested in your discipline (too general really, 
if you really want to fit in cosily somewhere) or your time period (also too general 
really). Will the 'isolation' encourage independent thought and development, or do the 
swarms of historians of science nineteenth century have the advantage? Does the fact 
that by necessity we connect with early modernists who are working on histories 
unconnected with science improve our work? I like to think so, and I know Stephanie 
and Chris felt the same way about that.  
 
Ultimately, it's nice to have plenty about the early modern period and about history of 
science to uncover, and brilliant to have so many people to talk to about it all! 
 
There was one final element of early modernity at the conference. The BSHS 
Outreach & Education team recently put on a play called 'Death in the City' about the 
outbreak of the plague in 1630s York for school children at 2007 BA Festival of 
Science. Members of the team presented some slides and pictures from this event, 
which looked interesting!  
 
Nadiya  Midgley 
 

 
 

The BSHS Outreach and Education Team 
Jennifer Gray and Stephanie Eichenberg are based at Durham, and Chris Plumb is at 
Manchester. The BSHS website is www.bshs.org.uk 
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ARTS REPORT 
 

 
THEATRE 
 
The Changeling: The Cambridge Arts Theatre, Cambridge  
 
After parking the car we had to run for the theatre as a torrential downpour burst upon 
Cambridge. However, any feelings of displeasure were dispelled within the first few 
minutes of this wonderful production of The Changeling. 
 
The Changeling was written in 1622 by Thomas Middleton and William Rowley. The 
play can be viewed in two ways; as a classic Jacobean revenge drama, explicit in sex 
and violence, offering little in the way of consolation or social reform. On the other 
hand, it is a perceptive drama concerning the conflicting claims of family duty and 
sexual desire. 
 
The main plot concerns a love triangle: the aristocratic beauty Beatrice-Joanna and the 
handsome visitor Alsemero have fallen in love; however, her father, Vermandero has 
already agreed to marry her to the eligible young bachelor Alonso de Piracquo. 
Meanwhile, Vermandero’s manservant, Deflores is also in love with Beatrice, she 
though finds him repulsive.   
 
In Beatrice-Joanna, Middleton has created an intelligent, highly sexed young 
aristocrat, willing to go to any lengths in order to achieve what she wants. She agrees 
to sleep with Deflores in return for his agreement to kill Alonso. Their scheming 
results in another murder and they are locked in mutual catastrophe. With Deflores we 
are shown the extent that a man may go to be with a woman with whom he is 
obsessed. 
 
The subplot tells a parallel story, but with a comic ending. The asylum keeper Alibius 
is jealously possessive of his young wife Isabella but displays little love or affection 
towards her. Two young men, Franciscus and Antonio, are equally obsessed with her, 
while Alibius’ assistant, Lollio, also desires her but cannot get any further than sexual 
innuendo and bawdy jokes. All are defeated by Isabella’s fidelity. With Beatrice-
Joanna and Deflores we see how uninhibited sexual desire can lead to murder, 
depravity and ones own death, but for those defeated by Isabella, it results in idiocy 
and humiliation. 
 
Stephen Unwin’s English Touring Company has produced a marvellous production 
that possesses, from the beginning, a clear sense of imminent disaster. The large dark 
set fills the stage and doubles as Vermandero’s houses and the asylum, cleverly 
illustrating Middleton and Rowley’s point that infatuation and insanity have 
similarities. Adrian Schiller is superb as an understated Deflores, allowing the sheer 
intensity of his infatuation with Beatrice-Joanna to build as the play progresses. His 
face has cuts, boils and spots but his ugliness is not really a matter of appearance but 
rather, his bearing betrays the look of a man who has been humiliated many times. 
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Anna Koval is poised, elegant and highly sexual as Beatrice-Joanna. David Cardy is 
hilarious as Lollio, producing a wonderful bawdy comic performance. 
 
In the depiction of Beatrice-Joanna, the dramatists effectively succeed in 
demonstrating just how rapacious and amoral certain sections of the aristocracy could 
be. Beatrice-Joanna and Deflores are drawn closer and closer together so their 
eventual downfall becomes inevitable. While the morality and decency of Isabella 
provides a clear contrast. 
 
This is a wonderful production, its quickfire dialogue and thought–provoking plot 
produces an exhilarating evening. Make sure that you see it as it tours around the 
country. 
 
John Croxon. 
 
Macbeth, The Gielgud Theatre, London 
 
This production of Macbeth, starring Patrick Stewart, transferred from Chichester 
Festival Theatre to London’s Gielgud Theatre, enjoying great acclaim at both venues. 
 
There is just one set, a dingy, gloomy room with white tiles covered in grime. As the 
action unfolds this room becomes a military hospital, a morgue, a kitchen and a 
number of other locations. Characters use the goods lift at the rear of the set in order 
to arrive and leave.   
 
Patrick Stewart has rightly received wonderful reviews for his portrayal of Macbeth. 
He starts as a down to earth soldier, who has served his king and country over a 
number of years. As the play develops, Stewart brilliantly portrays the transition from 
dutiful soldier through the puzzlement of the witches’ prophesy to murderous tyrant.  
 
Kate Fleetwood is certainly convincing as a chillingly sexy Lady Macbeth, capable of 
great cruelty and ever-ready to browbeat her husband in order to stiffen his resolve, 
but also willing to use her sensuality in order to get her way. 
 
Stewart and Fleetwood are well matched as the Macbeths, each gaining from the 
others strong performance. The shifting balance of power is also well played; as we 
approach Duncan’s murder Macbeth is unsure and keen to abort the plot while his 
wife is bold and domineering, then afterwards she crumbles into insanity while he 
hardens into a ruthless killer. In the end he is cynical and world-weary, ready for 
whatever comes his way. 
 
So with two such powerful performances as these the production is a sure fire 
success… well, no. It is certainly not the worst production of Macbeth that I have 
seen but neither is it the best. There was something not quite right about it, something 
that that did not quite work. I struggled for awhile to realise just what it was that was 
wrong before I realised that it was a variety of things. Let’s start with the witches. 
When they first appear amongst the smoke it does produce a powerful effect. 
However, when they reappear throughout the play in different guises such as nurses 
tending to the wounded or household servants in Macbeth’s castle cutting up food and 
bustling about serving the guests, they start to irritate, especially as they talk to music 
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in a kind of hip-hop language which tends to grate. Another problem is having 
Banquo’s murder occur on a train which just didn’t work and seemed almost comic, 
whilst the staging of Banquo’s murder twice, once either side of the interval, just 
seemed pointless. Video projections are used to show blood flowing down the walls 
and Soviet May Day Parades which I suppose is meant to suggest a Stalinist regime 
rather than medieval Scotland. But unlike the tortured Macbeth, Uncle Joe slept easily 
in his bed and the director failed to make the case for staging Macbeth in the Soviet 
Union, instead, he just appeared to be striving for effect. The reoccurring difficulty 
with this production is that the director appears concerned that there is always 
something happening throughout the play and this becomes annoying.   
 
There are some strong moments in this production and it experiments with some 
interesting ideas but overall it is a somewhat busy and finicky production that appears 
desperate to impress throughout the entire play and, despite fine performances by 
Stewart and Fleetwood, in the end it just doesn’t quite work.  
 
John Croxon. 
 

King Lear Royal Shakespeare Company 
New London Theatre, Drury Lane  

 
Warning: Possible Spoilers! 

 
‘Nothing will come of nothing: speak again.’  
 
This is a magnificent but brutal, retelling of one of Shakespeare’s bleaker plays. 
Under Trevor Nunn’s direction, Ian McKellen, Francis Barber, Sylvester McCoy, 
William Gaunt, and the other players of the Royal Shakespeare Company weave a 
dark tapestry threaded with every human emotion. As Lear’s empire totters down the 
superhighway to collapse, the audience is swept along as horrified, yet, fascinated, 
passengers. There are lighter moments, such as when McKellen and McCoy exchange 
capers as the king jests with his fool. These, however, prove to be not so much 
interludes of comic relief, but more a device for underlining the brutality of later 
incidents. The blinding of Gloucester, for example, is explicitly performed and it is 
from this point that this character really takes off. William Gaunt’s performance of the 
noble retainer is quiet and dignified. Similarly, the protracted hanging of Sylvester 
McCoy’s Fool is disturbing, both in its enactment and its pointlessness:  
 
‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, And thou no breath at all?’  
 
In the context of the play, however, Lear’s response to these incidents echoes that of 
the audience. Trevor Nunn’s uncompromising direction has succeeded in its intention. 
Music and sets are of high quality and there is a constant sense of a glorious empire, 
just past its peak and on the point of tipping into decay. 
King Lear is playing at the New London Theatre, Drury Lane until 12 January 2008.  
 
Robin Rowles 
Links: 
For tickets go to www.seetickets.com or 0870 895 5589 
Information about the RSC go to www.rsc.org/membership or 01789 272283 
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The Country Wife, Theatre Royal Haymarket, London 
 
This is the first production at the Haymarket by its new artistic director, Jonathan 
Kent. Written in 1675 by William Wycherly, this play was, for one hundred and 
seventy years, considered too disgusting to be staged. Returning from France, a 
London rake gets his doctor to agree that he is impotent, due to the French Pox, in 
order for him to carry out his cuckolding unsuspected. He enjoys encounters with 
various high-born ladies and with the newly-wed wife just up from the country. The 
country wife of the title is kept closeted from society by her jealous husband, 
desperate to keep her from the London rakes. He views his wife as an innocent, yet 
she longs for the rake that she has seen at the theatre. At the same time he sees his 
sister as lewd and a bad influence upon his wife. Yet the sister attempts to be loyal to 
the man she is to marry, despite the fact that he is a complete idiot, and despite the 
attentions of another man who grows to adore her and does everything to woo her. In 
the end, the sister and her admirer get together whilst the husband is tricked into 
putting the rake and the country wife together. 
 
This is a fast moving, energetic romp through Restoration London. It was a huge hit 
in the bawdy London of Charles II, and with its cast of sexually promiscuous 
characters it resonates just as well in the dissolute twenty-first century. Toby Stephens 
is fabulous as the rake Horner, with his swaggering and flouncing he reminded me of 
Rick Mayall’s character Captain Flash in Blackadder II. Patricia Hodge is excellent as 
the upper class but sexually staved Lady Fidget, heaving her breasts at the leering 
Horner. Jo Stone-Fewings is superb as the idiot Sparkish who sees himself as one of 
the rakes yet is viewed as a complete fool by them. David Haig almost steals the show 
as the cuckold Pinchwife, scuttling back and forth in breathless agitation, once 
stopping to ask the audience when his wife had given a totally implausible reason for 
her conduct, “what do you think”?  
 
Jonathan Kent must take great credit for staging Wycherly’s play and for assembling 
such a fine cast. The direction is astute, the acting is outstanding, and in addition to 
being extremely funny the show offers us a revealing glimpse of human nature. 
Wycherly was writing his play at a time when the court of Charles II revelled in 
carnal excess and it absolutely delighted London theatregoers. He knew his audience. 
Certainly it was a play ideal for Restoration London, but in over three hundred years 
since its conception it has lost none of its vibrancy. Twenty-first century Londoners 
have enjoyed it just as much as their ancestors. 
 
The play is complete smut, with more double-entendres than a Julian Clarey show… 
and I absolutely loved it! I honestly cannot remember the last time that I laughed so 
much and out loud at the theatre. This is a fabulous production, theatre at its very best. 
It is quite obvious why this production has played to sell out audiences; it is fantastic 
theatre! Queue for returns or sleep with someone to get a ticket!  
 
John Croxon. 
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William Wycherly 
 
 

 
 

The promotional poster for the production of ‘The Country Wife’ at The Haymarket 
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OPERA 
 
 

The Coronation of Poppea’ by Claudio Monteverdi 
Performance by English National Opera 

The London Coliseum 
 
 
From bikinis to flouncy costumes, Indian dancing to underwater film projections and 
even remote controlled shells, seemingly endless and puzzling diversions were thrown 
into this new production of 'The Coronation of Poppea' by Chen Shi-Zheng. The 
opera tells a powerful story of ambiguous morals, ambition and lust, but this was 
largely lost in a barrage of visual distractions that did little to enhance the music, 
which was ably conducted by Laurence Cummings, and the singers' performances. 
 
‘The Coronation of Poppea’ was written in 1643 just before Monteverdi’s death. In 
1613 he was appointed maestro di capella of St Mark’s in Venice, however, as well 
as writing sacred music the opening of the first ‘public’ opera house, La Fenice, in the 
1630s led him to write a number of operas of which ‘Poppea’ was the last. Popular 
from its first performance, the depiction of the degeneracy of the Roman court may 
have seemed good propaganda to the republican Venitians looking in the direction of 
the Northern Italian courts or even the papacy. The story of libidinous excess may 
also have been appealing to an audience in the pleasure-garden of Europe. 
 
Monteverdi, and his librettist Giovanni Francesco Busanello, drew on Tacitus’s 
account of the life of the Roman emperor Nero, but made some alterations to the 
historical account to aid the drama. Nerone (Nero) is married to Ottavia but, besotted, 
spends his time enjoying illicit pleasures with the courtesan Poppea. She, in turn, is 
loved by the good Ottone (Otho). Seneca, Nerone’s elderly tutor, fails to convince 
him of his duty to Ottavia and the Empire and is forced to die by his own hand. 
Ottavia, now appearing in a more villainous light, relies on Ottone’s longstanding 
allegiance to charge him with murdering Poppea. At the critical point, however, he is 
unable to kill the woman he loves and, discovered by Poppea’s old nurse, both he and 
Ottavia are exiled. The opera ends as Poppea is triumphantly crowned Empress by 
Nerone’s side. Tacitus tells us this triumph will be shortlived, however, as Poppea 
will be murdered just a few years later at Nero’s own hands and, in his Histories, 
Tacitus recounts that Otho will become Emperor, albeit briefly, shortly thereafter. 
Ironically, the ambitious Poppea would have become Empress anyway if she had 
stayed with the devoted Otho. 
 
Poppea was played by Kate Royal who looked the part of the glamorous seductress, 
but did nothing to conjure up Poppea’s depravity and cruelty in her treatment of 
Ottone. Her lovely soprano voice was perhaps too light for Poppea’s darkly seductive 
character. Nerone, played by Anna Grevelius, appeared as the playboy prince with 
dark sunglasses and swaggering bravado but again the ruthlessness and corruption of 
power did not emerge. Also less than ideally cast as the rejected Ottone, the counter-
tenor Tim Mead yearned after Poppea a little too blandly, although the botched 
murder scene brought out rather more passion. Somewhat better performances came 
from Christopher Gillett as Poppea's old nurse who, despite the camp pantomime 
costume, was moving when he sang a lullaby to Poppea and Robert Lloyd who was 
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impressive as a Seneca with a gravitas that didn’t fail him even during the overly long 
death scene. Doreen Curran, as Ottavia, also put in a good performance despite only 
being seen inexplicably sat on what appeared to be a large inflatable pumpkin.  
 
The ambiguities in this opera are apparent from the prologue when the personification 
of Love claims that the story will reveal how Love vanquishes Virtue and Fortune. It 
is hard to see, however, whether what unfolds on stage is a triumph of love for Poppea 
and Nerone or instead a union of lust and desire for status and power of which we 
should disapprove. It was unfortunate that this production did little to aid the 
interpretation of this complex, and under-performed, work of human passions, bogged 
down as it was in a succession of pointless dance routines, apparently unrelated 
backdrops and often downright silly stage props. Fortunately, 'The Coronation of 
Poppea' gets another outing, with a different production, relatively shortly during the 
2008 Glyndebourne season and it is to be hoped with better results. 
 
Sue Dale 

 
 
 

 
ART EXHIBITIONS 

 
The Sienese Renaissance Exhibition, The National Gallery, London 

 
Siena is a city that has had a profound influence. Its Medieval architecture was 
sketched by the great American architect Louis Kahn in the early fifties and I believe 
had a formative influence on William Morris’s Red House. Rosetti’s “Dante’s Dream 
at the time of the Death of Beatrice”, 1871, Walker Gallery, Liverpool, has a Sienese 
view in the background. The art of Duccio, Simone Martini and the Lorenzetti, Pietro 
and Ambrogio, is highly regarded. Siena and the Renaissance is much more 
problematic. The concept echoes the title of a book, “Venice and the Renaissance”, 
about another Gothic city that only gradually accepted the new Florentine manner. 
Siena was a state of an  uncomfortable size between that of  the Italian big five, 
Venice, Milan, Florence, the Two Sicilies and the States of the Church, and that of an 
entity small enough, with luck, to be left alone. She did not receive an influx of 
artistic and political refugees after the disaster of 1527 as did the Serenissima or little 
Mantua in the form of Giulio Romano. Both Venice and Siena, it can be suggested, 
long co-existed with the Renaissance and were not fully identified with it till late. If 
the Renaissance was the continuation of the Middle Ages by other means, much of the 
Sienese art world did not discard the old means or only up to a point. This persistence 
of the Middle Ages in Siena, contradicting the exhibition’s title, is one of two 
problems with the exhibition. That said the curators tackle and do justice to the 
troublesome concept of  Sienese Renaissance art. The other problem is that this is not 
a block buster. If it were Sienese art could better substantiate the claims made by the 
organizers. The exhibition will make instant sense to those familiar with the 
Pinacoteca, the Palazzo Publico and the Opera del Duomo and major churches in 
Siena because the smaller works on display, wonderful though they are, refer to the 
great set pieces. In the middle and late periods covered, Francesco di Giorgio Martini 
and Beccafumi embody two final splendid moments in art with a Sienese content. 
Both would make more of an impact with just one major painting to show what they 
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could do. Francesco was a truly “Renaissance Man”, the usual sculptor, painter 
engineer and architect, while Beccafumi will stand comparison with Rosso, Pontormo 
and Parmigianino among the early Mannerists. 
 
Just how dependent the city’s artists were on the great long dead masters is 
demonstrated by the work with which the exhibition opens, Sano di Pietro’s “The 
Virgin Commends Siena to Pope Calixtus III”, 1456 (Cat. 1). The first, and relatively 
innocuous, Borgia pope sits on a chair that refers to that in Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s 
small “Annunciation”, 1348, Pinacoteca. Pack animals and their drover with sacks in 
the city colours, black and white, are, on the picture plane, under the pope’s cope, 
nearly like devotees of a Madonna dell Misericordia under the tent of her mantle. 
Here, however, only one of them is human. This pope protects goods, the means of 
transport and commerce as much as souls. The little figure and beasts could have 
wandered out of  Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s “Buon Governo (Good Government)” in the 
Palazzo Publico. The Virgin, commending the city to Calixtus, flies in, like a strange 
inversion, an airborne Gabriel, to the Pope on what would normally be her chair. To 
avoid real blasphemy pseudo-Annunciate pope and Virgin, slumming it as a pseudo-
archangel, are reversed right to left from the Annunciation type. There is considerable 
iconographic, possibly subversive, irreverent ingenuity or just a reflection of the 
interests of hard-nosed businessmen. Is it, however, really great    art ? The Virgin is 
clearly taken from the flyingfigure of Securitas in the Ambrogio Lorenzetti frescoes. 
Her greeting on a flying white ground and his reply on a transparent one against a 
darkened, formerly blue, sky comes from the same frescoes. The city, part of its wall 
descending a steep gradient, just as in the ubiquitous source, is somewhat updated as a 
result of (Florentine) advances in perspective. Hardly surprisingly single point 
perspective was not discovered in Siena: the winding streets and steep hills and total 
absence of a grid plan do not make for parallel lines that delineate rational space. One 
of the odder features of the works in the exhibition is the diminution of the great 
urban spaces in restrictive views of the Palazzo Publico, zoomed in to eliminate much 
space or context in various renditions of the Preaching of San Bernardino by Neroccio 
di Bartolomeo de’Landi, c. 1470 (cat. 7); Beccafumi,             c. 1528-9 (cat. 95-6, the 
former a preliminary drawing); and Francesco di Giorgio Martini , c. 1462-3 (cat. 8) 
which is partly in front of the early Renaissance Capella di Piazza, attached to the 
Palazzo, and partly in a fictionalized setting. Any hint of Lorenztti’s stupendous light 
filled cityscape and landscape, one of the first and greatest in the Western tradition, 
has been omitted. In Sano’s panel pope and city, in medieval disproportion to each 
other, or hieratic proportion, sit on a flat unarticulated plain which does not take 
account of the hills on which the city so obviously sits. 
 
Not in the exhibition, because it is still affixed to the font in the Baptistry in the 
Duomo crypt, is Donatello’s “Feast of Herod”, 1423-7. In all its weird surreal 
awkwardness a great Florentine artist pays tribute to one of the defining motifs of 
Sienese art. Starting with Duccio’s  “The First Denial”, lower half of a double scene 
from the “Maestá”, 1308-11, Opera del Duomo, Sienese painters liked to show rear 
rooms to one side of the main scene. Duccio did not quite pull it off the room still 
having the incomplete look of the churches represented by screens in several frescoes 
in Assisi but much closer to real enclosure. A very notable later example is Pietro 
Lorenzetti’s “Birth of  the Virgin”, 1342, Opera del Duomo. Thereafter Joachim 
waiting for Mary’s birth or Zachariah, struck dumb, writing the Baptist’s given name, 
John, on a scroll, both in the rear room becomes almost a cliché of Sienese painting. 
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The rear rooms appear in countless other scenes as well. Unaccountably the N. G. did 
not include their own “Feast of Herod” by Giovanni di Paolo (to confuse matters there 
is another artist, Paolo di Giovanni) which is a very fine version of this type, though 
also inspired by the Donatello and illustrated in the catologue. It does not fit in with 
the notion of Renaissance Siena  as this artist seemingly turned his back on the spirit 
of this new fangled Florentine stuff, except in some surface detail, anatomy and 
Donatello’s composition from the Baptistry “Feast”. Donatello in the font relief with 
his layers of openings populated by heads (all still securely on shoulders) is in effect 
saying “I can do the Sienese receding rooms better”, and spread them over the entire 
background. In the process he looses his usual brilliant atmospheric perspective or 
stiacciato. What went wrong ? Was this an ill advised gesture to the “culturally 
backward” Sienese, or the consequence of too much interference by the local patrons 
? Like all Donatello’s work it is superb but the exaggerated insistence on the receding 
heads in enclosed spaces lacks the elegantly organized recession in Francesco di 
Giorgio’s relief of  the “Flagellation of Christ”, c.1474-5 (cat. 27). All the figures are 
disposed in front of, and not one within, a rectangular tempietto clearly taken from 
Donatello’s Santo Altarpiece in Padua, 1446-50. The tempeitto, already emulated in 
Mantegna’s San Zeno Altarpiece in Verona, 1456-60, is long gone but the 
freestanding figures and reliefs survive. Clearly by this point Francesco di Giorgio 
was just about up to speed with the Tuscan mainstream, even if he still spoke with a 
Siense inflection. 
 
The presentation drawing by Francesco of  “Atlas”, 1472-5 (cat. 40) is one of  the 
works in the exhibition which makes far more sense in the context of  a large painting 
elsewhere. The catalogue in it s introductory section includes a reproduction of 
Francesco’s “Coronation of the Virgin”, 1472-4, Pinacoteca, Siena, while the entry 
for the drawing refers to the connection. In the “Coronation” God the Father, making 
the link clearer is in a cylinder of signs of the zodiac, encased in, if not supporting the 
Cosmos. The young Atlas is one of the most extraordinary ever. He neither conforms 
to the solid column-like form of the ancient Olympia metope (unknown to the Sienese 
or any one else at the time) nor the muscle bound monstrosity of later Baroque 
versions. He is a lithe youth who holds the flat heavens up with such a delicate wrist 
action that we know that they can’t be very heavy. He stands on a terrestrial disc and 
round about him spiral strands of drapery, while the back of his hair, as though being 
blow dried, streams into the heavens. Atlas seems caught up in a sort of divine or 
spiritual cylindrical whirl of energy, as opposed to bearing a crushing burden. 
 
The Father, however, atop the “Coronation” seems subject to many grades of “g” 
force as he tries to compress himself into a foreshortening that both expresses his 
position high in the sky and keeps him in the picture. Francesco attempts to resolve 
the problem of  the relationship of the divine apparition and more earth bound 
physical forms in space. As an architect he had a very clear understanding of real 
space and how to manipulate it. He designed the intriguing Madonna del Calcinaio 
below the walls of Cortona with its abrupt changes of scale, the Cathedral  (destroyed) 
in Urbino and parts of the Palace also in Urbino and possibly  the church of San 
Bernardino outside the latter town. San Bernardino is the mortuary chapel of the 
Montefeltro dukes of Urbino. I am convinced, in its combination of internal 
pedimented windows, normal and segmental, and a dome inspired Michelangelo’s 
New Sacristy. This connection seem reasonable if only because one of the Medici 
princes Michelangelo commemorated was also a later Duke of Urbino. It is possible 
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therefore that the rather conservative Francesco influenced Michelangelo. Francesco’s 
“Youth Standing in a Landscape”, c. 1472-5,  experiments with the motifs found in 
some of Leonardo’s famous paintings of figures in front of rocky landscapes with 
winding roads and rivers. Both being consulted on the tribune or crossing of Milan 
Cathedral Leonardo and Francesco are knwn to have crossed paths. “A Scene of 
Conflict (Lycurgs and the Maenads ?)”,    c. 1474-80, cast stucco (cat. 44), is 
tantalizingly like a diffuse antic ipation of Rosso’s “Moses Defending the Daughters 
of Jethro”, 1524, Florence, Uffizi, even as to the central polygonal motif. Could there 
be a connection between Francesco and this icon of early Mannerism? 
 
Perhaps it is not surprising that in Siena, where the Middle Ages refused to die, the 
final flowering should have been in the form of Beccafumi’s Mannerism. Mannerism 
revived medieval forms by other means. Some of his drawings ( cat. 108, 109, 110) 
are executed in a manner so bold and uncluttered that they could have been for two 
tone wood blocks, but were studies for the last Renaissance decorations in the Palazzo 
Publico. His “Virgin and Child with St. Jerome and the Infant  St. John the Baptist”, 
c. 1519 (cat. 98) has one of those extraordinarily sexua lized Mannerist Madonnas. 
Her nipples poke so insistently through, not just her tunic, but her mantle, which in 
other areas has a texture like clouds in colours fit for florescent cyclists’ gear. If 
vibrant lime green, also present in Cezanne’s patches of sunlight, has a constant 
meaning, it suggests fragility and transience, applicable equally to vulnerable cyclists, 
Cezanne’s patches and the Virgin’s maternal happiness. Christ, the carpenter’s step-
son sits on a miniaturized luxury cushion. Lest this painting be thought of as an 
indication of the patron’s prosperous life style and nothing else, a sinister St. Jerome 
puts has hand on Christ’s shoulder in a reminder of His Passion. This work and the 
others in the exhibition are on small scale. A full understanding of Beccafumi requires 
a knowledge of his large works such as “Christ’s Descent into Limbo”, c. 1535, and 
“St. Michael Driving out the Rebel Angels”, 1524, both Pinacoteca; and “Moses 
Smashing the Tablets of the Law”, 1557, and “The Punishment of Korah”, 1537-8, 
both Duomo, Pisa. In “The Nativity of the Virgin”, 1530, Pinacoteca, the bed is 
foreshortened as it could not have been before the Renaissance, St. Anne and two 
attendants are arranged in a Leonardesque/Sartoesque pyramid, but Joachim still waits 
seated in yet another example of  the rear room to one side, invented by Duccio over 
two hundred years earlier.  
 
But for the late publication of this article I would advise readers to pollute the 
environment like a helpless participant in the consumerist absurdities allowed by 
Cattivo Governo (Bad Government, also depicted by Ambrogio in the Palazzo 
Publico) by flying  (via Florence or Pisa) on a cheap flight that would be prohibited 
under Buon Governo (Good Government) in order to  have a look at what the 
National Gallery was unable to borrow and then visit the exhibition. 
 
Timothy Alves 
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TELEVISION 
The Tudors , BBC 2  
 
This is a big budget joint BBC/American production featuring some fine actors. 
Unfortunately that is the extent of the good news; the series is absolutely dreadful! 
When I watched the first episode I thought it wasn’t bad, a pretty good portrayal of 
the early years of Henry VIII’s reign but that turned out to be the show’s pinnacle. 
The rest of the series was terrible, at times so bad that I found myself laughing out 
loud. Several of the episodes were unintentionally hilarious. Let’s take some 
examples from just episode two: The producers obviously decided to make Thomas 
More some sort of idealist and great moral man and contrast him with the debauchery 
of Henry’s court. So while we see everyone having it off at court we see the saintly 
More in cosy intimacy with his family. They also portray Henry and Thomas as 
friends engaged in personal conversations with Henry saying to Thomas “always the 
idealist Thomas...” and “it’s not like your book Utopia… it’s less utopian…” and 
More states that “what I care for most is my integrity”. More is given twenty-first 
century values as when Henry states with admiration how More educates his children, 
More points out that he educates the girls as well as the boys and suggests that “one 
day it will be considered normal”. Yes, four centuries later Thomas, not in the 
sixteenth century and not by you! When a group of cardinals discuss who should be 
the next pope one says “we don’t want an English pope, we had one once, he was 
insane”. Have I tuned into an old episode of Monty Python’s Flying Circus? When we 
are introduced to the Boleyns, Thomas Boleyn shouts out to his daughters that he has 
been given the honour of organizing the preparations for the Field of Cloth of Gold, 
he says that they will meet the king “you Jane and you Anne Boleyn” and she turns 
around with wide eyes. This is history at its most crass. The excruciating dialogue 
continues with “there’s something deep and dangerous in you Anne” and when 
Thomas Boleyn is trying to get his daughter to integrate herself with Henry he says 
“I’m sure you learnt things in France?” In turn, the king’s sister Margaret and her 
second husband Charles Brandon were portrayed as locked in a tempestuous 
relationship, hurling abuse at each other in a drunken fight and then tearing at each 
others clothes in a sexual frenzy. This stuff will become a comedy legend. 
 
History is becoming more and more popular; people want to watch history on 
television, both documentaries and historical drama, but they are entitled to better 
than this. This is absolute rubbish! After the first episode the series strayed from 
reality but never too far to make it totally implausible. The series was sold on sex. The 
director ensured that every episode featured its fair share of copulation and every 
trailer featured some breathless BBC announcer regaling the “sexy scenes and strong 
language” to be seen and heard. But what made it really ridiculous was the dialogue. 
This was truly trite. I just cannot believe how bad it was.     
 
It would be wrong to finish this review without saying something positive  about the 
series. The high tempo established in the first episode is maintained throughout the 
series and all the leading actors, particularly Jonathan Rhys Myers as Henry and Sam 
Neil as Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, give strong performances. However, all this was 
overshadowed by the appalling dialogue.  
 
The series can now be bought as a box set of DVD’s. If you want a laugh then buy it 
but if you want rather better historical drama then try Brother Cadfel, early Sharpe, or 
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wait and hope that Kenneth Branagh excels as the London lawyer Matthew Shardlake 
in the new adaptation of the C.J. Sansom books to be filmed in 2008.  
.  
John Croxon 
 
Party food, sixteenth-century style! Fancy a banquet anyone?  
 
'Carluccio and the Renaissance Cookbook', BBC2 
 
'Carluccio and the Renaissance Cookbook', a one-off programme in which Antonio 
Carluccio travelled around Italy cooking from an early modern cookbook, aired on 
BBC2 over the Christmas holidays. The show followed on from Carluccio's talk at the 
V&A in October on The Life and Recipes of Renaissance Italy, part of the events 
supporting their excellent At Home In Renaissance Italy exhibition.  
 
The programme was entertaining viewing. Carluccio is a charming, personable 
presenter, and his passion for Italy, food and good cooking, as well as the way he had 
obviously connected with the recipe book in question, Bartlomeo Scappi's Opera 
Dell’Arte del Cucinare made it an enjoyable show to watch. There was footage of his 
trip to an Italian library where he showed the viewers an original copy of the 
cookbook, but for the purposes of his cooking tour, he used his own facsimile copy 
(you can own one too! They are available on the internet, although pricey.) 
 
 The Opera was published in 1570, by which time Scappi was an old man. It was his 
life's work and includes plenty of information about his life, career, and about the 
food that was acceptable at prestigious events during the sixteenth century in Italy.  
 
As he cooked his favourites from the book with other chefs and cooks he teamed up 
with throughout the show, Carluccio surprised his cooking companions by sticking to 
Scappi's ingredients as much as possible. It turns out that many of Scappi's recipes are 
still in use, but in modified form. Carluccio started his journey in the town of 
Dumenza in the north of Italy, on the banks of Lake Maggiore, where Scappi is 
believed to have been born in around 1500 and went on to cook Scappi's recipes in 
various restaurants and other locations in places where Scappi had worked. We know 
from the cookbook that Scappi had worked for several cardinals in Venice and Rome. 
His life became entwined with the historical events of the time, from the visit of 
Emperor Charles V to the conclave held over the winter of 1549-50 to elect the pope 
who would become Julius III. Scappi won the role of cook to the Pope, a highly 
prestigious position but one that would not be without its problems - his first papal 
employer died soon after taking office, while his later boss, Pius V, didn't enjoy his 
food.  
 
Scappi's cookbook detailed 1000 recipes and included menus from the most complex 
and impressive meals and banquets he had prepared throughout his career as a chef. 
There is a chapter on menus for each part of the year, and the complete menu for the 
various courses Scappi prepared for the most impressive banquet he had ever cooked.  
 
Carluccio talked of the trip being a sort of pilgrimage, with the cookbook as his guide. 
As he stepped back in time to recreate each dish, he kept emphasising two points, first 
that the food included plenty of sugar and cinnamon, ingredients not normally added 
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to every dish these days, and secondly his amazement at the sophisticated techniques 
involved in Scappi's cooking almost 500 years ago. Tastes were clearly different in 
Scappi's day, and watching Carluccio prepare some of the dishes brought that 
difference into view in a way that is impossible through simply reading old recipe 
books. It was also interesting, if a little sad, that he was surprised at how 'good' a chef 
you could be back in the sixteenth century, and how he proclaimed Scappi as the 
original 'celebrity chef' as if it were a badge of honour. Carluccio is a chef with a good 
reputation, and also an established and successful restaurateur, businessman, TV 
presenter and author – but as an historian, he was unable to appreciate the significance 
of patronage in Scappi's decisions in terms of his recipes and employment choices.  
 
As for the food, Carluccio grilled some eels, cooked sardines Venetian-style, baked 
some aubergines (out in the garden of a nunnery!), roasted a suckling pig and made 
some Ravioli with capon breast (recipes on the BBC food website for those of you 
who would like to give it a go!) He also cooked Lombardy-style rice, which didn't 
taste very nice because Scappi's recipe called for quite a large amount of cinnamon, 
but which would probably be very nice in a modified version, and a delicious wild 
mushroom tart.  
Scappi's cookbook is available at the British Library for those interested in having a 
look, the illustrations are definitely worth a look. For anyone who wants to try 
cooking a few more sixteenth-century dishes,    http://www.geocities.com/helewyse/ 
contains some of Scappi's recipes in translation, and some other recipes from the 
period. 
Nadiya  Midgley 

 
 
 

Bartlomeo Scappi 
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Bartlomeo Scappi’s book 
 
We thought that some of you might be interested to read Scappi’s recipes and perhaps 
may even wish to try them out. We have therefore printed three of his recipes below.  
If these are successful then please feel free to invite the committee members around  
for evening! 
 
 
Stuffed eggs lean and fat and herbed.   
 
Take the amount of boiled eggs that you want and cut them along the length in half, 
take out the boiled yolks carefully.  Take parmesan cheese and fresh buffalo cheese 
(mozzarella) and take (choose) the cheese, mozzarella and eggs carefully.  Add a little 
butter, sugar, pepper and a little cloves respectively and with two beaten eggs make 
this mixture soft (liquid).  With this fill the egg whites in the place of the yolk.  Take a 
tart pan, grease it sparingly with butter and lay out the stuffed eggs with the stuffing 
side down.  In order that they melt, turn them the right way up together, put a little 
cheese and a subtle amount of cinnamon on top of all of them.  And put above a hot 
cover, and when the cheese has melted take from the fire and make the plates (dish 
up).  
If you want them gilded, in place of cheese above bathe them with egg yolks, and put 
on the hot lid.  And as soon as they are gilded (the yolk is cooked), put above 
immediately sugar and cinnamon and them make the plates, and these are good hot 
and better cold. When you have cut them and taken out the yolk as above, take 
odiferous herbs and grind/paste with beet (leaves), making a good amount of juice, 
and when the eggs are cooked turn over as it is said above.  Take the rest of the filling 
and temper it with the (herb) juice and two raw (liquid) eggs.  Put this above the eggs 
and give it a little heat above and below, watch them carefully and when they are 
cooked and tender one should sprinkle them with rose water and cinnamon and in the 
way send them to the table. When you want those fat, take kidneys of veal chopped, 
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like you have to make the oiled bread (kidneys were grilled first), add marrow from 
the bones and flesh of capon ground, with a few odiferous herbs chopped finely.  And 
when you have stuffed them cook them in the same way, these one can gild in the 
same way, and above all use sugar and cinnamon above.  Eat these hot or cold, but in 
all ways these are most wonderful.  
Taken from: Romoli, D. (1593). La Singolare dottrina di M. Domenico Romoli. 
Venezia, Gio. Battista Bonfadino.  
 
 
To make a dish of ravioli without a pastry layer.   
 
Paste in the mortar two fresh mozzarella, or two pounds of fat cheese, fresh with one 
pound of Parmesan or Roman cheese grated, six eggs, half an ounce of cinnamon, one 
quarter (of an ounce) of pepper, and enough saffron.  And when everything is well 
pasted together add a handful of chopped herbs, or in place of these beet (leaves or 
Swiss chard) chopped finely, and fried in butter then squeezed out of all the sugar.   
When you have this mixture make the ravioli without a sheet, that is dust the table 
with flour, and take of this mixture as much as a walnut, give to them the shape with 
the hand (roll them out), in the way that they are as long as a finger.  Cook them in 
good broth, and serve with cheese, sugar and cinnamon above.  If you want them 
white without herbs, add to the mixture a little bread crumb.  They do not want to stay 
long in the broth, because if so then they will disintegrate.  And every sort of these 
ravioli, save those made with meat, one can cook and eat in fast days and on 
Saturdays cooked in water and butter, and in this mixture one can also add ricotta.  
Taken from: Scappi, B. (1570). Opera dell'arte del cucinare. Bologna, Arnaldo Forni.  
 
 
To make Green Sauce. (a kind of pesto) 
 
Take parsley, sprouts of spinach, sorrel, burnet, rocket and a little of mint and cut 
everything finely and paste it in the mortar with small slices of toasted bread and it 
will be in your judgment if one wants to add almonds or hazelnuts, but to the end that 
it stays more green it is made without, when it is ground one puts in pepper and salt, 
temper it with vinegar and it will be well blended, it does not require straining.  In this 
way it is for roe deer that is a yearling in life.  
Bartolomeo Scappi, Opera dell’arte del cucinare.  Presentazione di Giancarlo Roversi 
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FORTHCOMING SOCIETY EVENTS 
 

Events 2007-2008 

All events start at 6.30pm, and are followed by refreshments and Questions  

• 23rd January 2008 - Dr Vanessa Harding, ‘Research into the family in Early 
Modern London’ 

 
• 11th February 2008 - Dr Malcolm Gaskill, ‘The History of Witchcraft: Where 

do we go from here?’ 
 
• 6th March 2008 - Professor Ronald Hutton, ‘Famine and Plague in Early 

Modern England’ Room 407, Malet St, Birkbeck College 
 
• 7th May 2008 - Dr Laura Stewart, 'Serving God and Mammon: the Anglo-

Scottish Relationship in the mid-seventeenth century’. 
 
• 30th June 2008 - Prof Natalie Davies, ‘Pursuing “Leo Africanus” and other 

Enigmas: Some Thoughts on Historical Method’ (venue to be confirmed) 

For further information on membership and activities contact the secretary, Laura 
Jacobs: l.jacobs@english.bbk.ac.uk 

Membership is £5 for the year. Non-members may attend events at a cost of £3 each. 
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FORTHCOMING EVENTS 
 
This section concerns those events staged by other societies which we feel might be of 
interest to our membership. 
 
 
 
Society, Culture and Belief, 1400-1800 
 
The programme for the academic year 2007-08 continues our series on The Senses, 
with the theme:  
 
Taste 
 
Convenors: Laura Gowing (KCL), Michael Hunter (Birkbeck), Miri Rubin (Queen 
Mary), Adam Sutcliffe (KCL). 
 
Seminars will take place in the Ecclesiastical History Room at the Institute of 
Historical Research on the following Thursdays at 5.30 p.m. All are welcome! 
 
 
17th January 2008           Dr Beat Kumin (University of Warwick) 
Tavern fare: food, drink and consumer taste in Early Modern public houses 
 
 
31st January 2008    Professor Miri Rubin and Professor Peter Marshall (University 
of Warwick) Tasting God’s body 
 
 
28th February 2008           Dr James Shaw (University of Sheffield) 
The taste for sweetness: the consumption of confectionery in Renaissance Florence 
 
 
13th March 2008               Professor Paul Freedman (Yale University) 
 Infatuation and anxiety: the taste for spices? 
 
 

TUDORS  
SOUTHBANK UNIVERSITY, LONDON  

 
Thursday, 24th January 2008 

 
Dr Glenn Richardson of St Mary’s University College delivers a lecture on the Tudors 
 
Telephone:  020 78205986 
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Birkbeck Early Modern Reading Group 
 
 

Room 502 the Tillotson Room, Dept of English and Humanities, 30 Russell Square, 
7.30 p.m.- 9.00 p.m, 14th January 2008 
 
The chosen theme this month is 'The Country House', with a selection of poems to 
focus on. 
 
 
Ben Jonson 
The Forest: II To Penshurst 
http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/jonson/penshurst.htm 
 
Robert Herrick 
A Country-Life to his brother Mr. Tho. Herrick 
http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/herrick/thomas.htm 
 
Katherine Philips 
A Country Life 
http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/philips/countrylife.ht 
 
 
Contact: Julie Ackroyd  julie.ackroyd@talk21.com 
 
 
 
 

THE HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION 
 
Central London Branch 
 
All meetings at 2.00 p.m. on a Saturday at the Institute of Historical Research, Senate 
House, University of London, Malet Street, London. WC1E 7HU. 
 
 
Saturday, 16th February 2008  Professor Peter J. Marshall 
The Nabobs 
 
 
Saturday, 26th April 2008  Dilwyn Knox (Department of Italian, UCL),  
Ancients versus Moderns in the Renaissance 
 
 
Contact: Bill Measure  measure@btinternet.com 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 
 
NON-FICTION BOOKS 
 
I hope that many of you will send in your reviews of newly published books and the 
odd old book. The only criteria being that it deals with a subject within the Early 
Modern period, roughly from the Renaissance (the middle of the fifteenth century) 
through to the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and that the book is still in print. 
 
John Croxon 
 

 
Thames: Sacred River by Peter Ackroyd, Chatto & Windus 

 
Peter Ackroyd tends to provoke a definite reaction, dividing people in to those who 
love his work and those who hate him. I am a fan of Ackroyd, both his fiction and 
non-fiction works. Thames is the latest edition to the Ackroyd cannon and seeks to tell 
the story of London’s premier river, from source to sea. The book covers a huge 
range; the history of the river from prehistoric to the present, the flora and fauna, the 
creatures that inhabit the river, the art work inspired by the river, its geology, the 
literature and art work associated with the Thames, the laws, trade and architecture, 
and the myths built up over the centuries.   
 
As to be expected in a work by Ackroyd, the book meanders, just like the river itself, 
through the centuries, touching upon the people and places linked with the Thames; 
whether that be historical figures such as Julius Caesar, Shelly or Henry VIII or Toad 
and Ratty from Toad of Toad Hall, or the Three Men in a Boat from the novel by 
Jerome K Jerome. 
 
Ackroyd produces a number of marvellous anecdotes about a range of related 
subjects, such as the bridges that span the river: Ackroyd tells us that there are 106 
pedestrian bridges on the Thames and the two oldest bridges are at New Bridge built 
in 1250 where the Windrush joins the Thames, and Radcot which was built a quarter 
of a century earlier but now spans a side stream. 
 
Ackroyd writes about the wonderful trees that grace the banks of the Thames, the 
botanical beauties of Kew and the sensual beauties of the pleasure gardens of 
Vauxhall, Ranelagh and Cremorne, which all owed much of their popularity to their 
riverside locations. He writes of the executions at Execution Dock, of all the different 
types of boats that have sailed up the Thames over the centuries, and he evokes the 
religious and mystical importance generations of people have attached to the river.  
 
At first, I was irritated by a certain lack of order about this book. I wanted a telling of 
the river from its source down to where it discharges into the sea. But as I read I 
became charmed by the book and as Ackroyd meanders from chapter to chapter, so 
the Thames meanders through the towns and villages and through the ages. 
 
John Croxon. 
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A taste of the seventeenth century 
The Compleat Cook OR, The Whole ART of COOKERY published in 1694. 
 
The lectures arranged by Early Modern Society and the contributions to the Bulletin, 
provide fascinating insights into the intellectual, political, social and aesthetic life 
during this period. This brief contribution is concerned with an aspect of early modern 
domestic life, food preparation and presentation.  
 
I thought that readers of the Bulletin might be interested to read two extracts from a 
book published in 1694 entitled The Compleat Cook OR, The Whole ART of 
COOKERY. This book offers description of:  
 
‘The Best and Newest Ways of Ordering and Dressing all sorts of Flesh, Fish and 
Fowl, whether baked, stewed, friacied, fryed, fouc’d, marinated, or pickled; with their 
proper Sauces and Garnishes. 
TOGETHER 
With all manner of the most approved Soops and Potages used either in England or 
France.’ 
 
The book runs to more than 450 pages. I have chosen two examples of recipes which I 
think will provide some interesting details of the latest culinary ideas of this period. 
Those readers interested in obtaining more details of the recipes contained in this 
book can access the volume through Early English Books On Line (EEBO). 
 
The recipes presented range from the simple* to the elaborate. I hope that the two 
recipes I have selected will illustrate this variety.  
 
‘A Worcester Syllabub’ 
 
‘Take a Syllabub pot, and fill it half full of Red-streak’d Sider, with good store of 
Sugar, and a little Nutmeg, stir it well together, and put in as much thick, Cream a 
spoonful at a time as fast as you can, as though you milk’d in, then stir it together very 
softly once about, and let it stand two hours before your eat it, for the standing makes 
the curd. 
 
*If in the Field, only Milk the Cow into your Sider, Nutmeg, Sugar and so drink it 
warm.’  
 
‘Breast of Mutton stewed.’ 
 
‘Joynt your Breast of Mutton very well then farce it with sweet herbs and minced 
Parsley, after this put into a deep stewing Dish with the right side downwards adding 
thereto as much White wine and Strong broth as will stew it, and set it over a large 
chafing-Dish of Coals, putting therein two or three great Onions, a faggot of sweet 
Herbs, and a large Mace: being almost enough, take a handful of Spinage, Endive and 
Parsley and put to it. Then dish it up with so much, Broth as is sufficient, thickned 
with the yolks of Eggs and drawn Butter; then pour on the lair with the Herbs on the 
top, and on that some Capers and Sampier stewed therewith and garnish the dish with 
Lemon or Barberries.’ 
 
Nigel Carter 
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Simon Schama, Rough Crossings: Britain, the Slaves and the 
American Revolution  (BBC Books, 2006) 
 
When American colonial patriots declared their freedom from Great Britain, their 
arguments failed to address the situation of thousands of residents of the New World. 
Slaves had no part in the declarations of independence and their status of property 
meant that the so-called defenders of liberty turned blind eyes to their enchained 
fellow men. 
 
The paradox did not escape the last remainders of British government in the colonies. 
They offered any slave who could escape and serve the British Army the precious 
offer of freedom. Thousands – men, women, and children – crossed the lines to serve 
Good King George as soldiers, carpenters, laundresses, and other important roles in 
the Army and as support workers for it. When the war was lost, the ex-slaves got their 
freedom but settling on British Nova Scotia’s harsh soil proved difficult. 
 
Meanwhile, in Britain, an abolitionist movement was growing. Granville Sharp and 
others began to challenge the idea of slavery in the courts and on the consciences of 
true lovers of liberty. Their influence grew and eventually resulted in the outlawing of 
the practice. 
 
The two strands came together when British abolitionists heard of the troubles the free 
black were suffering in Nova Scotia. Taken advantage of by unscrupulous white 
settlers (and fellow exiles) who denied their rights to land and unable to support their 
community by farming, their plight inspired some creative thinking. The solution was 
to offer them passage to Sierra Leone to start again. A young naval lieutenant called 
John Clarkson was to be their own personal ‘Mosis’ [sic] as he led them to Africa. 
Conditions were so bad that some white settlers begged to be able to join the exodus. 
Sadly for them, their request was denied. 
 

Simon Schama skilfully brings all the strands together in this powerful book. His 
research is impeccable. There are no ‘might have’s’ or ‘must have’s’ here. When 
Schama says someone is feeling or thinking something, he takes his information from 
a diary, letter, or document. The stories are at times harrowing. Man’s inhumanity to 
man is very evident whether in the fields of colonial plantations, the streets of 
London, or the coast of Africa. Fortunately, there are also strong characters who act to 
counteract the evils of slavery.  
 
Once in Africa, the settlers had to contend with the Sierra Leone Company. The 
Company had funded their passage and expected the black settlers would be 
overwhelmed with gratitude and willing to work for little pay and pay taxes. In this 
the Company resembled the pre-Revolutionary British government and the resulting 
bad feeling created a mini-revolution as the black settlers became politically active. 
The result was very different and the settlers were eventually assimilated into the 
British Empire. 
Rich in detail, strong in narrative, and passionate, Rough Crossings tells an important 
story wonderfully well.  
 
KAREN BASTON 
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Jessica Warner, Craze: Gin and Debauchery in an Age of Reason 
(Profile Books, 2004) 
 
Craze tells the story of gin’s impact on society in the early to mid-eighteenth century 
London. Gin was the first urban drug and its effects were evident on the streets as 
Hogarth’s famous Gin Lane attests. Jessica Warner explains why the drink was not 
banned outright – surplus grain supplies and much-needed tax revenue – and how it 
inspired efforts of moral reform among the writers and politicians of the day.  
Warner’s research is comprehensive and her evidence goes beyond the capital to 
explore the effects of gin and gin related legislation on the rest of the country.  
 
There are also many entertaining stories of the people who quite often successfully 
got around the law to supply or buy gin. For example, intrepid gin providers invented 
a vending machine called a ‘Puss and Mew’ to sell their wares without the risk of 
being identified by potential informers. A punter would approach the machine and say 
‘Puss’ to see if the seller was in. If the answer ‘Mew’ came back with an open drawer, 
the customer would deposit the required coins in exchange for a dram of gin. In such 
ways unlicensed gin sellers – often too poor to afford a licence – continued to ply 
their trade until the final Gin Act of 1751. 
 
Gin was blamed for loose morals and an unproductive work force. Although its sale 
was often hidden, buyers who gained the trust of sellers could always acquire their hit. 
Warner equates the gin situation of the eighteenth century with the modern crack 
cocaine problem in the U. S. with a warning that we need to see beyond propaganda 
to get the real picture. 
 
Overall, Craze gives a competent telling of the story of gin and its ultimate demise. 
The evidence comes from primary sources. The book reads a bit like a dissertation, 
however, and the lively stories could have been transmitted with a bit more verve. The 
Blackadder the Third type presentation should have been charming but was actually a 
bit annoying. 
 
KAREN BASTON 
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FICTION BOOKS 
 
The criteria for fiction books is the same as that for non-fiction book reviews; that it 
deals with a subject within the Early Modern period, roughly from the Renaissance 
(the middle of the fifteenth century) through to the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and 
that the book is still in print. 
 
John Croxon 
 
The Sunne in Splendour by Sharon Penman, Penguin Books 
 
Sharon Penman was a New York lawyer who had graduated in history and whose 
fascination with English history never lost her. She eventually gave up the law and 
came over to England to research her first book which became the bestseller ‘The 
Sunne in Splendour’. She has since written a host of wonderful medieval epics 
chronicling events in different centuries. 
 
The first thing to say about Sharon Penman is just how much research she does for all 
her books. With this, her first novel published in 1982, Penman carefully chronicled 
the changing fortunes of the Yorkist dynasty.  Taking Richard, youngest son of the 
duke of York, as the central figure of the book, Penman traces the fluctuating fortunes 
of the White Rose branch of the Plantagenet dynasty. Whilst the words are Penman’s, 
the events actually happened and for anyone reading this book it would be impossible 
not to become enthralled and captivated as the story unfolds. Individuals and families 
are elevated only to be sent crashing back down again as fortune favours one side and 
then the other. Finally, one would have to be very hard-hearted not to feel real sadness 
and despair at the inevitable tragic ending. 
 
The Wars of the Roses, like the Civil War, forces one to take sides. Penman does not 
try to hide her support for the Yorkists and for Richard III in particular, but she is 
objective throughout the entire book.  
 
Well researched, beautifully written, this book is a masterpiece of the genre. This is 
historical novel writing at its very best. If you read this you will became both a firm 
fan of Sharon Penman and, dare I suggest it, a supporter of the Yorkist cause in your 
heart.  
 
John Croxon. 
 
Iain Pears, An Instance of the Fingerpost (Jonathan Cape, 1997) 
 

When in a Search of any Nature of Understanding stands suspended, then 
Instances of the Fingerpost shew the true and inviolable Way in which the 
Question is to be decided. These Instances afford great Light, so that the 
Course of the Investigation will sometimes be terminated by them. 
Sometimes, indeed, these Instances are found amongst that Evidence 
already set down. 

Francis Bacon, Novum Organum Scientarum 
Section XXXVI, Aphorism XXI 
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What is truth, who tells it, and why? Iain Pears explores mysterious events in 
seventeenth-century Oxford through the accounts of four narrators who each take a 
different approach to revealing or concealing their parts in the story. In this review I’ll 
avoid spoilers as this is a book anyone with an interest in Early Modern history should 
read at least once. 
 
At the centre of the book is a murder. The witnesses are Marco da Cola, a travelling 
medical student from Venice, Jack Prestcott, son of a Royalist traitor, John Wallis, 
master code breaker and mathematician, and Anthony Wood, Oxford antiquary. Each 
has his own agenda and with each account more parts of the story become clear. 
 
Da Cola is first to give his evidence. His main agenda is to prove that he invented 
blood transfusion many years after the event. His assertion kicks off reposts from the 
other narrators. The murder in question is that of Dr Robert Grove, an Oxford divine 
up for a parish, who seems to have died of poison while under da Cola’s medical 
supervision. Although da Cola has had medical training, he is not a qualified 
physician – more a talented amateur with an interest in natural science. Da Cola 
befriends the Oxford circle of natural philosophers inc luding Richard Lower and 
Robert Boyle. He is less keen on John Locke. He also takes on a hopeless medical 
case involving a non-conformist mother and daughter, the Blundys. When the 
daughter is in the frame for Grove’s murder, can da Cola help? 
 
Jack Prestcott, meanwhile, is on a quest to clear his father’s name from treason and to 
reclaim his family land. A sometime habitué of Oxford Prison, he is clear of the 
murder but what is he hiding and why is he so keen to implicate Sarah Blundy as the 
killer? Prescott’s tale is involved and harks back to events of the 1650s as he travels 
the country seeking justice and meeting the key political players of the Interregnum. 
 
John Wallis seems to have more of the facts to hand than the other tellers. His 
narrative is in response to da Cola’s and Prestcott’s and he feels rather smug at his 
more advanced knowledge. He has a passionate hatred of da Cola and seeks to 
implicate him for the murder. 
 
Finally, Anthony Wood offers his interpretation. His account gives more information 
about Sarah Blundy and reveals a surprising and mystical side to her character which 
none of the others have any inkling of. Do we finally know who da Cola really is and  
does Wood’s version reveal the full story at last? 
 
The novel could almost be recommended reading for the Comparative Histories of 
Early Modern European Societies (CHEMES) Core Course at Birkbeck. All the key 
themes are here: religion, politics, cultural studies, and international relations. It’s 
only missing a section on France. 
 
More than a simple ‘who done it’, this is a tour de force combining an inventive plot 
with a real historical feel. The research into the period is excellent and well-deployed. 
You’ll still be guessing after the last page is turned but it’s safe to say the butler was 
not involved in any way. 
 
KAREN BASTON 
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Painting Mona Lisa, by Jeanne Kalogridis [Harper Collins 2006] 
 
Painting Mona Lisa is by American author Jeanne Kalogridis (The Burning Times, 
The Borgia Bride). It tells the story of young Lisa Gherardini, a beautiful young girl 
in Medici Florence, the daughter of Lorenzo's wool merchant.  
 
Through the course of the story Lisa's life is intimately tangled up with the lives of  
Lorenzo and Giuliano de Medici, and Leonardo da Vinci. The story begins with the 
coup that led to the death of Giuliano the elder, Lorenzo's adored brother. The 
younger Giuliano, Lorenzo's son, features heavily in the story and in Lisa's life. He is 
the love of her life. The characterisation of the younger Giuliano is interesting, and his 
political strengths are upheld in comparison to the weaknesses of his brothers, the 
author's comment on Renaissance political thought. The courtship and marriage 
traditions described in the story are interesting too.  
 
Lisa's life is certainly eventful. She lives with her parents at the beginning of the 
book, suffers through the excorcism and accidental murder of her mother, moves in 
with the Medici at one point, and later lives as a prisoner of  her horrid husband 
before the climactic end of the story.  The most gripping parts of the novel are set 
against the turbulent backdrop of Savonarola's Florence.  
 
The novel is an entertaining, absorbing, indulgent book, a guilty pleasure if you like. 
There are twists and complications in the plot that are not obvious from the start, 
which makes this particular novel stand out. (Romantic historical novels tend to be 
fairly formulaic!) Painting Mon Lisa is in one sense a love story, but it tells the stories 
of a number of loves and relationships, some more successful than others, all of them 
with some tragedy attached. The author has added interest by building well crafted 
description into the narrative. Notable are the descriptions of the Medici art collection, 
of the fabrics and household items that feature in Lisa's life, her relationship with her 
faith, and her situation within each family she is living within. Kalogridis is sensitive 
to historical issues as well as to aspects of womanhood and the realities of being a 
woman in Lisa's time and position. Lisa is an interesting woman in herself. She is 
resiliant, resourceful and smart, and is also impulsive, naïve, credulous and selfish at 
times. She's real, which makes for a better read.  
 
In the story, Lisa is the person in da Vinci's painting, the Mona Lisa. There are 
detailed sections in the novel describing how he would have obtained and prepared 
his paints, how he stored and used them, and how his studio was set up. Leonardo's 
style of working and his career-moves feature in the novel too, alongside speculation 
about his love life and sexuality.  
 
Mystery, intrigue and voyeuristic insight into other people's lives are pretty standard 
components of novels, historical or otherwise. I'd recommend this one, it was 
interesting and entertaining, and it brought Lorenzo's Medici court to life for me.  
 
Nadiya  Midgley  
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Dissolution by C.J. Sansom, Pan Books 
 
The year is 1537 and for the English people this is a time of momentous and 
disturbing change. Frustrated by his inability to obtain a Papal divorce, Henry VIII 
breaks with Rome and becomes Supreme Head of the English Church. Savage new 
laws are enacted, there are rigged trials, a huge network of informers operate 
throughout the country, and England is subjected to a period of fear never experienced 
before. 
 
Thomas Cromwell has sent his team of commissioners out into the country to 
investigate the wealth and any wrongdoings in the religious houses in preparation for 
the Dissolution of the Monasteries.  
 
However, in the monastery of Scarnsea on the Sussex coast, events have spiralled out 
of control. Cromwell’s commissioner, Robin Singleton, has been found murdered, his 
head severed from his body, and the killing is accompanied by sinister acts of 
sacrilege as a cockerel is sacrificed on the altar and a holy relic disappears.  
 
Matthew Shardlake, lawyer and long-term supporter of Reform, is sent to Scarnsea, 
along with his assistant Mark, by Cromwell to investigate Singleton’s death. As 
Shardlake delves into the affairs of the monastery he uncovers disturbing truths not 
only about the monks but also about the workings of the Reformers, leading him to 
question his own deeply held beliefs. 
 
This is the first of, so far, three books by C.J. Sansom, about the hunchback lawyer 
Mathew Shardlake, which will also soon be brought to your television screens in an 
adaptation staring Kenneth Branagh.   
 
Sansom is a good writer who successfully captures the brutality and earthiness of the 
times. He is one of the few historical novelists who has looked beyond the persistent 
Tudor myths and seen it in all its shocking cruel, barbarous and frightening reality. If 
you are interested in the sixteenth century and love ‘who-done- it’ books, then this is 
calling you from the bookshops. 
 
John Croxon 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 40 

Problem Page 
 

Ask Agonistes: Birkbeck Early Modern Society’s very own agony aunt. 
 
Dear Aunt Agonistes,  
I have to be brief. For some time I have been having sex with my sister, 
Annabella, and now she is very ill. I am scared that she might die. Her maid, 
Putana, says that she is not sick but with child. I asked Putana how she could be 
so sure and she said something about ‘qualms’, ‘water pangs’ , ‘changing 
colours’ , ‘queasiness of  stomach’, ‘pukings’ , and ‘another thing’. This all 
sounds very vague.  Putana told me not to let a physician see my sister’s water or 
we would be undone. I need to know if my sister is pregnant but I cannot let a 
doctor near her.   
Can you help?  Giovanni  
 
Dear Giovanni,  
There are many early signs of pregnancy:  
1. When the seed is cast into the womb, a shivering and a trembling runs though every 
part of her body due to the heat that draws inward to keep the conception, leaving the 
outward parts cold and chilly.  
 2. The pleasure she takes at that time is extraordinary and the man’s seed comes not 
forth again, for the womb closely embraceth it and will shut as fast as possibly may 
be.  
3. The womb sinks down to cherish the seed so the belly grows flatter than it was 
before. 
4. She finds pain that goes about her belly, chiefly about the navel and lower belly, 
which some call the watercourse.  
5. Her stomach becomes very weak, she hath no desire to eat her meat, but is troubled 
with sour belchings. 
6. Her monthly terms stop at some unseasonable time that she looks not for. 
7. She hath a preternatural desire to something not fit to eat nor drink, as some women 
with child have longed to bite off a piece of their husband’s buttocks. 
8. Her breasts swell and grow round and hard and painful. 
9. She hath no great desire for copulation, for some time she will be merry, or sad 
suddenly upon no manifest cause.  
10. She so much loathe her victuals that let her but exercise her body a little in 
motion, and she will cast off what lieth upon her stomach. 
11. Her nipples will look more red at the end than they usually do. 
12. The veins of her breast will swell and show themselves very plain to be seen 
13. Likewise, the veins around the eyes will become more apparent. 
 14. If you keep her water three days close stopped in a glass and then strain it through 
a fine linen cloth, you will find live worms in the cloth. 
 15. Also a needle laid twenty four hours in her Urine, will be full of red spots if she 
have conceived otherwise it will be black or dark coloured.  
 

Hope that helps. Goodbye Giovanni and Good luck!  
Agonistes 
 

To find out what happened to Giovanni and Annabella read John Ford’s Tis pity she’s 
a Whore. Agonistes consulted Jane Sharp, The Midwives Book (London, 1671) Book 
II, Chapter III, pp. 103- 4.   
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THE WINTER QUIZ 
 
1. In which year was the battle of Nibley Green fought?  
 
2. When was the Cromwellian protectorate established? 
 
3. In which year was the Act of Union passed? 
 
4. When was the second battle of St Albans fought? 
 
5. What was the name commonly given to the parliament that met between July 

and December 1653? 
 
6. What was established by Patrick Colquhoun in 1798? 
 
7. Who wrote the play The Plain Dealer in 1676? 
 
8. What was founded by the Dutch east India Company in 1652? 
 
9. What became extinct in 1681? 
 
10. Which town was taken by the British in 1664 and renamed? 
 
11. What was the name of the first daily newspaper, published in London in 1702? 
 
12. Which famous British poet was born on the 22nd January 1788? 
 
13. Which London building was destroyed by fire on the 4th January 1698? 
 
14. Who discovered the Hawaiian Islands in 1778? 
 
15. Who painted A Rake’s Progress? 
 
16. Which London river was covered in 1733? 
 
17. Which London bridge was constructed in 1769? 
 
18. What was established in London in 1476? 
 
19. Which Dutch artist painted ‘The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp’ 
 
20. Which two playwrights wrote The Changeling in 1622? 
 
 Answers on the following page 
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ANSWERS TO THE WINTER QUIZ 
 
 
1. 1470 in Gloucestershire (a lesser known battle of the Wars of the Roses) 
 
2. December 1653 
 
3. 1707 
 
4. 17th February 1461 
 
5. The Barebones Parliament 
 
6. The Thames Police 
 
7. William Wycherley 
 
8. Cape Town 
 
9.  The dodo 
 
10. New Amsterdam became New York 
 
11. The Daily Courant 
 
12. Lord Byron 
 
13. Whitehall Palace  
 
14. Captain James Cook 
 
15. William Hogarth 
 
16. The Fleet River 
 
17. Blackfriars Bridge 
 
18. William Caxton’s printing press 
 
19. Rembrandt 
 
20. Thomas Middleton and William Rowley 
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THE BIRKBECK EARLY MODERN SOCIETY 
 

FOUNDED 2006 
 
 
This society was founded in the belief that more study, discussion and interest in the 
Early Modern period is required. The society aims to promote, encourage and 
stimulate new research and discussion into a wide range of themes, including art and 
images, consumption, gender roles, literature, magic, politics, religion, science, 
sexuality and, travel and exploration.  
 
 
 

PRESIDENT 
 

Stephen Brogan 
 

SECRETARY 
 

Laura Jacobs 
 

TREASURER 
 

Sue Dale 
 

COMMITTEE 
 

Karen Baston, Nigel Carter, Karen Chester, John Croxon, Nadiya  Midgley, Robin 
Rowles 

 
 

STANDING COMMITTEES 
 

WEB SITE 
 

Chair: Karen Baston 
 

BULLETIN 
 

Chair: John Croxon 
 

EVENTS 
 

Chair: Nadiya  Midgley 
 


