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No p i c t u r e or exemplar i s a f f e c t e d 
to be drawn, nothing but the s i n 
cere l i f e of a daughter o f Eve, 
beginning her course amidst the 
v a n i t i e s of the world, advancing 
i n e x c e l l e n c e under the impulse of 
ex t r a o r d i n a r y f a c u l t i e s . 
(Wm. Roberts, L i f e of Hannah More, 

4 v o l s . , London, 1834, p. 4) 

I 

The o r i g i n a l i d e a f o r t h i s study o f the 
education of seventeenth-century Eng
lishwomen came from c o n t r a s t i n g the 
self-image revealed i n t h e i r numerous 
autobiographies, d i a r i e s , j o u r n a l s and 
l e t t e r s w i t h the scant a t t e n t i o n they 
r e c e i v e d i n pedagogical t r e a t i s e s ( 1 ) 

and the commonly assumed d i s a b i l i t i e s 
under which they laboured i n conse
quence o f t h e i r v i r t u a l e x c l u s i o n from 
the general educational system. Be
tween the time of M i l t o n , f o r whom the 
very p o s s i b i l i t y of Eve's "sweet a t 
t r a c t i v e grace" (Paradise Lost IV, 
298) ac h i e v i n g f u l f i l l m e n t apart from 
her husband was in c o n c e i v a b l e , and 
th a t of Blake, whose Enitharmon's 
groans (Marriage o f Heaven and H e l l , 
XXV) heralded the b i r t h of modern 
woman, almost a century of edu c a t i o n a l 
e v o l u t i o n seemed to i n v i t e e x p l o r a t i o n 
and reassessment. 

This paper addresses i t s e l f to three 
simple but b a s i c questions: Who ( i . e . , 
what pr o p o r t i o n o f the female popula-



The Head of Fame from Vermeer' 
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t i o n ) were being educated? Where and 
what types o f education were, i n f a c t , 
a v a i l a b l e to them? What were the 
measurable r e s u l t s ? Although the 
focus i s p r i m a r i l y a e s t h e t i c , other 
f a c t o r s — e c o n o m i c , s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l — 
profoundly a f f e c t i n g the s i t u a t i o n , 
have been taken i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

I n v e s t i g a t i o n suggests t h a t the i n 
c r e a s i n g l y i n t e l l i g e n t and d i s c r i m i n a 
t i n g female audience appealed t o by 
w r i t e r s l i k e Addison and S t e e l e pre
supposed w e l l - i n s t r u c t e d mothers i n 
the previous century determined t o 
develop t h e i r daughters' f u l l i n t e l 
l e c t u a l p o t e n t i a l , d e s p i t e the a l l e g e d 
r i s k of so j e o p a r d i z i n g t h e i r f u t u r e 
happiness w i t h i n o r o u t s i d e marriage; 
t h a t long before u n i v e r s a l education 
or female s u f f r a g e , even working women 
could and d i d l e a r n t o read and w r i t e 
— u s u a l l y mainly f o r e a s i e r access t o 
the B i b l e and d e v o t i o n a l works (which 
s t i l l c o n s t i t u t e d more than f o r t y per 
cent of p u b l i c a t i o n s ) , ( 2 ) r a t h e r than 
f o r business or r e c r e a t i o n ; f i n a l l y , 
t h a t behind Mrs. Thrale (1744-1821), 
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762), 
Fanny Burney (1752-1840), Jane Austen 
(1775-1807) and Hannah More (1745-1833), 
were numerous seventeenth-century f o r e 
runners whose c r e a t i v i t y and s e l f -
determination ensured wider horizons 
f o r t h e i r sex as a whole. Without a t 
tempting to challenge the system, 
seventeenth-century Englishwomen d i d 
manage to f u l f i l l t h e i r i n t e l l e c t u a l 
i d e n t i t i e s , a t l e a s t i n some measure, 

through whatever educational resources 
happened t o be a v a i l a b l e . Despite ob
vious i n e q u a l i t i e s of opportunity, t h e i r 
ranks contained a s u r p r i s i n g p r o p o r t i o n 
of persons of e x c e p t i o n a l t a l e n t who 
have l e f t ample evidence, published and 
unpublished, supporting t h e i r claims t o 
d i s t i n c t i o n i n l i f e and i n the a r t s , 
e s p e c i a l l y l i t e r a t u r e . 

Disregarding the stereotypes embalmed 
i n courtesy books and pedagogical t r e a 
t i s e s , r e f l e c t i o n s of deep-rooted pre
j u d i c e s or c u r r e n t f a s h i o n s , I have 
pursued, i n s t e a d , a more pragmatic 
approach. The i n i t i a l impetus f o r 
what proved to be both a f a s c i n a t i n g 
and rewarding journey was provided by a 
book, now r e l a t i v e l y r a r e , l e f t un
f i n i s h e d a t death by George B a l l a r d : 
The Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great 
B r i t a i n Who Have Been Celebrated f o r 
Their W r i t i n g s or S k i l l i n the Learned 
Languages, A r t s and Sciences (London, 
1752). To ensure greater comprehensive
ness, I have supplemented t h i s t r i b u t e 
by one of women's staunchest admirers 
w i t h considerable n o n - l i t e r a r y e v i 
dence, as w e l l as a d d i t i o n a l i n v e s t i 
g a t i o n of l e v e l s of l i t e r a c y among 
women of the middle and lower c l a s s e s 
and some comparison of educational 
standards and techniques i n non
conformist and Roman C a t h o l i c schools 
w i t h those of the establishment. 

I I 
What p r o p o r t i o n of women i n the seven
teenth century were educated, where and 



by whom? There i s considerable evidence 
proving t h a t some rudimentary i n s t r u c 
t i o n was a v a i l a b l e i n t h i s p e r i o d f o r 
g i r l s as w e l l as boys of a l l s o c i a l 
ranks, as R.D. A l t i c k ' s The E n g l i s h 
Common Reader(3)amply shows. (For the 
present I intend to postpone, f o r the 
most p a r t , c l o s e r examination of the 
educational o p p o r t u n i t i e s of the 
lower c l a s s e s , i n favour of those of 
c h i l d r e n of the gentry and p r o f e s s i o n s 
whose greater s o c i a l prominence usu
a l l y made them more v o c a l and the e v i 
dence more p l e n t i f u l . ) The g i r l s se
l e c t e d f o r s p e c i a l study here are 
drawn from widely d i f f e r e n t backgrounds: 
the c h i l d r e n educated i n the Arminian 
community at L i t t l e Gidding; Mary 
A s t e l l (1668-1731), future Cambridge 
P l a t o n i s t and educational reformer; 
Lady L e t t i c e Legh (1663-1753), author 
of The Lyme L e t t e r s 1660-1700, Anne 
Whitehead ( f l . 1686), a t a l e n t e d 
Quaker; Lucy Hutchinson (1620-1675?), 
devoted w i f e and biographer of a 
P a r l i a m e n t a r i a n c o l o n e l ; and Mary Ward 
(1585-1645), Yorkshire foundress of 
the f i r s t n o n - c l o i s t e r e d order f o r 
teaching C a t h o l i c g i r l s . 

In the converted pigeoncote of the 
farm at L i t t l e Gidding, the s i x t e e n 
C o l l e c t c h i l d r e n and s e v e r a l from 
neighbouring households were taught by 
Nicholas F e r r a r (1592-1637), a Cam
bridge graduate s p e c i a l i z i n g i n 
c l a s s i c s , l o g i c , mathematics as w e l l 
as d i v i n i t y , and by h i s mother and 
s i s t e r s . Lessons, f o r both g i r l s and 
boys, i n c l u d e d L a t i n , a r i t h m e t i c , 

orthography, music (the v i r g i n a l s , 
v i o l , organ as w e l l as s i n g i n g ) , p u b l i c 
speaking, h i s t o r y , p h y s i c a l education 
and, of course, r e l i g i o n . G i r l s , i n 
a d d i t i o n , learned needlework, house
keeping and bookbinding. In t h i s " L i t 
t l e Academy," the community's f i r s t 
s e c u l a r venture, novels, p l a y s and 
other profane l i t e r a t u r e were r e j e c t e d 
i n favour of h i s t o r i c a l moral exempla 
and books of t r a v e l which the o l d e r 
c h i l d r e n read aloud at meal times. 
"This," we are t o l d "made them men be
times and even acquainted women w i t h 
h i s t o r i e s , ancient and modern."(4) 
R e l i g i o n c l a s s e s f o r f a m i l y and neigh
bours, a d u l t s and non-adults, modelled 
on the h i g h l y s u c c e s s f u l Sunday Schools 
pioneered at M i l a n by St. Charles Bor-
romeo (1538-1584)(5)included i n s t r u c 
t i o n i n reading and w r i t i n g . As might 
be expected F e r r a r ' s p u p i l s p r o f i t e d 
g r e a t l y from t h i s unique but s h o r t 
l i v e d experiment combining both t r a 
d i t i o n a l and modern e d u c a t i o n a l 
methods.(6) 

Boys and g i r l s of the Legh family(7) 
were a l s o educated together, f i r s t a t 
home by t h e i r mother, then at the Wen-
wick school on t h e i r e s t a t e , founded 
and endowed by an ancestor. I t had 
always had d i s t i n g u i s h e d teachers such 
as the famous Richard Mather (1596-
1669) f i r s t a p u p i l , then master, l a t e r 
one of the P i l g r i m Fathers; another won 
fame both as a c l a s s i c a l s c h o l a r and 
teacher before intemperance forced h i s 
d i s m i s s a l ; a t h i r d became so absorbed 



i n d i v i n i t y t h a t he abandoned teaching 
i n favour o f h i s own s t u d i e s . Genera
t i o n s of Legh c h i l d r e n learned the 
rudiments a t Wenwick and re c e i v e d f u r 
t h e r t r a i n i n g i n f o r e i g n languages, 
music and dancing; only f o r boys, how
ever, was L a t i n conversation compul
sory, i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r eventual a t 
tendance a t u n i v e r s i t y . Older members 
of the f a m i l y a l s o took a personal i n 
t e r e s t i n t h i s education as may be seen 
from the l e t t e r w r i t t e n by one of the 
g i r l s to her grandfather about the 
time of the Rye House P l o t ( 8 ) i n 1683: 
"Yr s i s t e r i s la b o u r i n g every day at 
her Music and Dancing and takes as 
much paines as you used to do."(9) On 
another occasion Lady Legh reprimanded 
her daughter f o r her " s c r i b b l i n g . " ( 1 0 ) 
The g i r l s e s p e c i a l l y turned out w e l l . 
Fanny and L e t t i c e , l i k e other women of 
t h e i r time, were renowned f o r t h e i r 
needlework as w e l l as t h e i r conversa
t i o n . Peter married i n t o the Fleetwood 
f a m i l y and h i s mother-in-law, an 
ex a c t i n g o l d l a d y , kept a salon i n the 
young people's Soho house.(11) Peter's 
c h i l d r e n , w i l d and unmanageable, were 
f i r s t educated at home. While the two 
boys were sent away to school, at near
by T a t t e n h i l l , then a t Warrington 
where l a x d i s c i p l i n e encouraged truancy 
and neglect of l e a r n i n g , the daughter, 
who was educated at home by her f a t h e r 
and, a f t e r her mother's death, by a 
French governess, afterwards d i s p l a y e d 
remarkable f o r t i t u d e . Upon e a r l y l o s s 
of her c h i l d , her husband and her 
f a t h e r , she moved t o Worcestershire, 
courageously determined: " I f the great 

ones w i l l not l e t me l i v e l i k e a Lady, 
I must t u r n She farmer."(12) S u r v i v 
in g a second marriage and widowhood, 
she l i v e d to be ni n e t y , mourned e s p e c i 
a l l y by the poor whom she had never 
turned away. 

In the Shardeloes family(13)the 
c h i l d r e n were educated separately and 
not at home; the four boys went to 
Westminster, the two g i r l s to a school 
run by the Misses Luck and Terry. Un
l i k e t h e i r brothers' t e x t s , which were 
e n t i r e l y i n L a t i n , the g i r l s ' i n c luded 
s e v e r a l i n E n g l i s h : Salmon's Geography, 
Robinson Crusoe and a t r a n s l a t i o n of 
Aesop's Fables; a l s o a few French ones 
l i k e Les Magasins des Enfants by Marie 
de Beaumont Leprince (d. 1780).(14) 
Lessons i n w r i t i n g , geography, music 
and dancing were provided f o r addi
t i o n a l fees; but by f a r the great e s t 
emphasis was given to needlework and 
"other p o l i t e accomplishments" judged 
to be necessary preparations f o r the 
g i r l s ' future entry i n t o the matrimon
i a l market. I t was such an educational 
program which proved f a i r game f o r 
dramatists l i k e Sheridan (1751-1816), 
i n h i s School f o r Scandal (1777). 

Theophilus Dorrington (d. 1715), who 
was schoolmaster-chaplain to the 
Duchess of Bedford i n a household very 
d i f f e r e n t from that of the w o r l d l y 
Shardeloes, v i g o r o u s l y i n s i s t e d on the 
p r i m a r i l y r e l i g i o u s purpose of educa
t i o n and on p a r e n t a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
f o r p r o v i d i n g i t , e i t h e r by f a m i l i e s 



banding together i n groups or by en
l i s t i n g the a i d of schools e s t a b l i s h e d 
by the town co r p o r a t i o n s . Only i n 
t h i s way could Anglican boys and g i r l s 
be p r o t e c t e d against the two-fold t h r e a t 
of S e c t a r i a n "profaneness and i r r e -
l i g i o n " and Popery's p r o s e l y t i z i n g 
f a m i l i e s and "schools and seminaries 
of error."(15) 

The Diary of Ralph Thoresby of Leeds 
(1677-1724) s u p p l i e s f u r t h e r i n s i g h t 
i n t o the c o n d i t i o n of g i r l s ' education 
during t h i s p e r i o d . An i n v e t e r a t e 
t r a v e l l e r of wide c u l t u r a l i n t e r e s t s 
who seems t o have known v i r t u a l l y 
everyone of importance throughout the 
country, he had ample opportunity f o r 
f i r s t - h a n d observation. Furthermore, 
h i s continued a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h numer
ous Non-Conformists and C a t h o l i c s , 
while assiduously attending Anglican 
s e r v i c e s h i m s e l f , permitted him to 
compare educational o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
both w i t h i n and without the E s t a b l i s h 
ment. His own small daughter, the 
"bed-fellow" of a young r e l a t i v e o f 
the Archbishop of York at the Manor 
House, "Mr. Lumley's famous scho o l , " 
seems to have learned more of "needle
work, embroidery and c r o s s - s t i t c h 
worsted f o r c h a i r s " than from "the 
v a r i e t y of ingenious books" her f a t h e r 
had admired i n the school l i b r a r y , 
though he seems to have lodged no 
complaint.(16) He reserved h i s highest 
admiration, however, f o r young l a d i e s 
whose education provided b e t t e r f a r e . 
The daughter of Kr. Bland of Beeston 
H a l l , "read Hebrew d i s t i n c t l y i n t o 

E n g l i s h which she had l e a r n t from her 
mother, an ingenious gentlewoman." 
Quaker i n f l u e n c e i s suggested by her 
p a r t i n g g i f t t o Thoresby of "an auto
graph copy of the noted George Fox." 
(17) S t i l l more he admired "the i n 
genious E l i z a b e t h . . . the Saxon 
nymph,"(18)learned s i s t e r of Parson 
E l s t o b of Newcastle-on-Tyne.(19) Her 
i n t e l l e c t u a l achievements i n c l u d e d 
s c h o l a r l y e d i t i o n s of the Saxon Homil
i e s , the Textus R o f f i n u s and other 
manuscripts from the Rawlinson c o l l e c 
t i o n , annotated p a r a l l e l t r a n s l a t i o n s 
of the Psalms and of M. de Scudery's 
Of Glory, and teaching her ten-year-
o l d s e r v i n g boy enough Anglo-Saxon 
grammar "to t r a n s c r i b e Saxon and other 
antique hands."(20) 

Thoresby d i s p l a y e d greater i n t e r e s t i n 
r e c o r d i n g the more notable feminine 
achievements than i n the p a r t i c u l a r 
e ducational techniques employed. He 
applauded the a b i l i t y of one lady he 
met, "Mrs. Bury [1644-1720], a g e n t l e 
woman of great l e a r n i n g . . . to con
s u l t the B i b l e i n the o r i g i n a l ; " ( 2 1 ) 
and of another, Lady Frances, to give 
learned S c r i p t u r a l commentaries before 
service.(22) He admired E l i z a b e t h 
Burnet (1661-1709), w i f e of the Bishop 
of Sarum, e q u a l l y f o r her agreeable 
yet a d r o i t conversation and f o r the 
modesty and devotion manifested i n her 
anonymously p u b l i s h e d Method f o r Devo
t i o n (London, 1703).(23) Generous i n 
h i s applause f o r every f r e s h evidence 
of feminine achievement, he reported 



the growing fame as a m i n i a t u r i s t of 
John Evelyn's daughter Mary (1665-85), 
(24)author of th a t curious book Mundus 
M u l i e b r i s or The Ladies' Dressing Room 
Enlarged (1690).(25) He approved the 
d i s c r i m i n a t i n g t a s t e i n her choice of 
books, needlework and p a i n t i n g s of 
Lady E l i z a b e t h Hastings (1700-39)(26) 
and the Countess of Warwick's (1625-
78) admirable "contemplative humour" 
as d i s p l a y e d i n w r i t i n g to Lord Berke
l e y . (27) He had hi m s e l f b e n e f i t t e d 
g r e a t l y from the g e n e a l o g i c a l exper
t i s e of Lady B u r l i n g t o n (1613-91) i n 
h i s c o m p i l a t i o n of the C l i f f o r d p e d i 
gree. (28) 

Among the l a d i e s h i g h l y commended by 
both B a l l a r d and Thoresby was Mary 
A s t e l l (1668-1731).(29) This t a l e n t e d 
daughter of a Newcastle merchant be
gan, when b a r e l y twenty, to put t o 
good use the education she had re c e i v e d 
from her clergyman uncle and her 
f r i e n d s h i p w i t h the Cambridge P l a t o n i s t , 
John N o r r i s (1657-1711) by p u b l i s h i n g 
anonymously, under the pseudonym James 
Drake, her Serious Proposal t o Ladies 
f o r the Advancement of The i r True and 
Great I n t e r e s t (London, 1694). Her 
plan was "to e r e c t a monastery, or i f 
you w i l l . . . a r e t r e a t from the 
world . . . to f i t us to do the grea
t e s t good i n i t . . . o f mental, moral 
and r e l i g i o u s t r a i n i n g " to counteract 
"the foundations of v i c e which are 
l a i d down by ignorance and a narrow 
education." (Preface). I n i t i a l en
couragement prompted an enlarged second 
p a r t , An Essay In Defence of the Female 

Sex (London, 1696) dedicated to the 
future Queen Anne and w i t h s o l i d f i n 
a n c i a l backing i n the form of an endow
ment of one hundred thousand pounds, 
o f f e r e d by her f r i e n d , Lady Betty Has
t i n g s , f o r the immediate establishment 
of "a c o l l e g e f o r the education and im
provement of the female sex."(30) 

Though h e r s e l f a devout High Church-
woman, Mary A s t e l l was b i t t e r l y opposed 
by the Anglican c l e r g y l i k e Dean A t t e r -
bury and Burnet(31)for her scheme's a l 
leged monasticism r a t h e r than f o r i t s 
academic i m p l i c a t i o n s and more v i c i o u s 
l y by S w i f t and others as "Madonella" 
i n the Tatler.(32) Despite d i s a p p o i n t 
ment at her f a i l u r e to re c e i v e support 
from such quarters as i t should have 
been forthcoming, she continued f o r 
over f i f t y years, w e l l i n t o the next 
century, to campaign i n word and ac
t i o n f o r b e t t e r educational opportun
i t i e s f o r women.(33) 

In t h i s matter of e q u a l i t y of oppor
t u n i t y f o r both sexes, A s t e l l pointed 
out, the country f o l k of Holland and 
France and even American Negroes sur
passed the gentry of her own land.(34) 
"Why not l e t women do A r i t h m e t i c and 
other sedentary a r t s , " she asked, "to 
release men f o r more a c t i v i t y ? By 
t h e i r very physiques men are designed 
f o r a c t i v e labour, women f o r thought 
. . . . Men ought no more to g l o a t 
over women, because of t h e i r advantage 
of b e t t e r education, than a g l a d i a t o r 
f o r winning over an adversary w i t h h i s 
hands t i e d behind h i s back."(35) She 



r e g r e t t e d the excessive emphasis i n 
g i r l s ' schools on needlework, dancing 
and French, but made exception f o r 
music and p a i n t i n g . As t o languages, 
even the c l a s s i c a l ones, since t h e i r 
only purpose was to a t t a i n "the Sense, 
Wit and A r t s i n 'em, why not, f o r the 
unlearned a t l e a s t , r e s o r t t o t r a n s l a 
t i o n s ? " (36) " I take Nature to be the 
great Book of U n i v e r s a l Learning which 
he t h a t reads best i n any of i t s p a r t s 
i s the great e s t Scholar."(37) 

The evidence so f a r , drawn mainly from 
the l i v e s of young A n g l i c a n g e n t l e 
women, p o i n t s to the f a c t t h a t , i n -
s p i t e of rat h e r than because of the 
system, a s u r p r i s i n g number of g i r l s 
could and d i d manage t o develop t h e i r 
t a l e n t s . Their Non-Conformist and 
C a t h o l i c s i s t e r s s u f f e r e d , however, 
from the a d d i t i o n a l handicap, f o r 
reasons of conscience and l e g a l r e 
s t r i c t i o n s , of having to look f o r 
v i a b l e a l t e r n a t i v e s to the school 
system provided by the E s t a b l i s h e d 
Church. 

Among the Quakers, women had always en
joyed pre-eminence, c o n s t i t u t i n g , 
according to one estimate, a very con
s i d e r a b l e p r o p o r t i o n o f i t s four hun
dred o r more writ e r s . ( 3 8 ) The views 
of Anne Whitehead (d. 1686) one of the 
b e t t e r known of these, may be taken as 
t y p i c a l : 

Women are not seeking to Rule 
over one another but tha t we may 
be f u r t h e r e r s of one another's 

Joy . . . Informing, I n s t r u c t i n g 
and E x h o r t i n g . . . as the good 
women of o l d were helpers i n the 
work of the Gospel, i n such 
t h i n g s as are proper to us . . . . 
C h i l d r e n a t nurse [are to] be 
r i g h t l y educated and w e l l brought 
up i n order to a f u t u r e w e l l - b e i n g 
. . . . Again, we being met t o 
gether, the El d e r Women i n s t r u c t 
the Younger . . . . a Marriage 
hath an equal concern i n the Woman 
as i n the Man . . . f o r which 
end there ought to be a s p e c i a l 
care over young people.(39) 

In t h i s group, the l a r g e r number o f 
whom could n e i t h e r read nor w r i t e , 
such s t r e s s on the need f o r women's 
education was the more remarkable. In 
1679 the Women's Meeting ordered a 
Quaker f a m i l y to i n s t r u c t the orphaned 
Mary Benson, t h e i r servant, "and cor
r e c t her and see t h a t she keeps her 
reading and k n i t t i n g or r a t h e r im
proves i t . " Two years l a t e r i t was 
reported t h a t she was "brought on i n 
her learning."(40) At Waltham Abbey 
School, where f i f t y boys and g i r l s 
from l e a d i n g Quaker f a m i l i e s were edu
cated, standards must have been r e 
markably high, to judge from the d i c 
t i o n and p r e c o c i t y of the w r i t t e n 
t e stimonies of eleven of the p u p i l s . 
(41) The l e t t e r s , too, of o l d e r 
women l i k e Mary Pennington (1624-1682), 
desp i t e t h e i r conformity to Quaker 
s t y l i s t i c norms of s i m p l i c i t y and l a c k 
of ornament, r e v e a l d e l i g h t f u l glimp
ses of seventeenth-century l i f e i n 



general, as well as exemplifying the 
highly developed intellects of many 
leading Quaker women.(42) 

Among other Non-Conformist groups(43) 
education was also given priority, on 
the assumption that i t was the surest 
antidote to the evils of ignorance, 
profanity and idleness. Like a l l revo
lutionaries, the Puritans were con
cerned with moulding the minds of the 
next generation to win their support 
for the cause. Surprisingly, this 
concern did not, o f f i c i a l l y at least, 
extend to women. Milton's Of Educa
tion (1644) ignored them entirely; 
however, within a few months painful 
experience taught him that mental i n 
compatibility could contribute even 
more to the break down of marriage 
than physical infidelity.(44) An i n 
curable romantic when i t came to such 
matters, as may be seen from his i d y l 
l i c picture of prelapsarian marital 
bliss,(45)it seems never to have oc
curred to him to trace his matrimonial 
troubles to Mary Powell 1s inadequate 
early education, rather than to some 
inherent mental deficiency in a l l 
women. 

The Czech educational reformer Comen-
ius, highly regarded by Milton and 
other leading Puritans, thought d i f 
ferently. There i s , he declared, 
. . . no sufficient reason why the 

weaker sex . . . should be alto
gether excluded from the pursuit of 
knowledge, whether in Latin or in 

t h e i r mother tongue. They a l s o 
are formed i n the image o f God and 
share i n h i s grace and i n the 
Kingdom o f the World t o come. They 
are endowed w i t h equal sharpness 
of mind and c a p a c i t y f o r knowledge, 
o f t e n w i t h more than the opposite 
sex and they are able t o a t t a i n 
the highest p o s i t i o n s s i n c e they 
have been c a l l e d by God t o r u l e 
over n a t i o n s , to give sound ad
v i c e to kings and p r i n c e s , t o the 
study of medicine and of other 
things which b e n e f i t the human 
race, even t o the o f f i c e of prophe
sying . . . . Why then should we 
admit them t o the alphabet and 
afterwards d r i v e them from books? 
(46) 

The c l o s e s t equivalent among E n g l i s h 
P u r i t a n w r i t i n g s , t o Comenius' convic
t i o n that the minds o f g i r l s could and 
ought t o be educated, occurs i n John 
Drury's Reformed School (1650): 

Therefore as t o the g i r l s . . . 
[they] s h a l l be changed by t h i s 
our course of education . . . 
which may habituate them . . . t o 
be good and c a r e f u l housewomen 
. . . and understanding i n a l l 
t hings belonging t o the care of a 
fam i l y , according t o the charac
t e r s which Solomon doth give of a 
vir t u o u s godly woman. And such as 
may be found capable o f tongues 
and sciences (to p e r f e c t them i n 
graces and the knowledge o f 
C h r i s t , f o r a l l i s to be r e f e r r e d 



to him above the o r d i n a r y s o r t ) , 
are not t o be neglected, but as
s i s t e d towards the improvement o f 
t h e i r i n t e l l e c t u a l a b i l i t i e s , 
(pp. 25-6) 

Despite the m u l t i p l i c a t i o n of new 
schools (three hundred and f i f t y en
dowed and another hundred and f i f t y un
endowed) by the time of the Restora
t i o n , (47) the r a t i o o f l i t e r a c y among 
P u r i t a n s , c a l c u l a t e d on the b a s i s o f 
those who emigrated t o America, r e 
mained n i n e t y per cent f o r the males 
compared to f o r t y f o r females.(48) 
S t r o n g - w i l l e d , r e s o u r c e f u l women l i k e 
Lucy Hutchinson (1620-73) might 
achieve p o s i t i o n s i n t h e i r f a m i l y and 
s o c i e t y comparable to the best of t h e i r 
R o y a l i s t counterparts, but they were 
l a r g e l y the exceptions r a t h e r than the 
r u l e . 

The main source of i n s t r u c t i o n i n Non-
Conformist as i n Anglican upper and 
middle-class f a m i l i e s continued to be 
the home, w i t h parents, e s p e c i a l l y the 
mother, p r e s i d i n g . Tenants' and l a 
bourers' c h i l d r e n , l i v i n g near the 
Brougham C a s t l e seat of the noted 
P u r i t a n , Lord Saye and Sele (d. 1662) 
b e n e f i t t e d , as d i d those of the High 
Anglican F e r r a r s , from the feudal cus
tom of sharing the manor house 
c h i l d r e n ' s i n s t r u c t i o n s i n the r u d i 
ments and r e l i g i o n . No more v i v i d or 
charming p i c t u r e of such a household 
could be imagined than Lucy Hutchin
son's (1620-76) account of her mother 
and e a r l y childhood: 

The care and worship and s e r v i c e 
of God, both i n her soule and her 
house, and the education of her 
c h i l d r e n was her p r i n c i p a l l care. 
She was a constant frequenter of 
weekaday l e c t u r e s and a greate 
l o v e r and encourager of good min
i s t e r s and most d i l l i g e n t i n her 
p r i v a t e reading and devotions. 
When my f a t h e r was s i c k she was 
not s a t i s f i e d w i t h the attendance 
of a l l t h a t were about him but 
made h e r s e l f e h i s nurse and cooke 
and p h i s i t i a n . . . . The p r i v i 
lege of being borne of and edu
cated by such e x c e l l e n t parents 
I have o f t e n r e v o l v e d w i t h great 
thankfulnesse f o r the mercy. . . . 
As soon as I was wean'd, a French 
woman was taken t o be my d r i e 
nurse and I was taught t o speak 
French and E n g l i s h together. . . . 
My f a t h e r and mother fancying me 
then b e a u t i f u l and more than o r 
d i n a r i l y apprehensive, a p p l i e d a l l 
t h e i r cares and spar'd no cost t o 
emproove me i n my education. . . . 
By the time I was foure years o l d 
I read E n g l i s h p e r f e c t l y and, hav
in g a great memory, I was c a r r i e d 
t o sermons and w h i l e I was very 
young could remember and repeat 
them. . . . When I was about seven 
years of age, I remember I had a t t 
one time e i g h t t u t o r s i n s e v e r a l 
q u a l i t i e s , languages, musick, dan
c i n g , w r i t i n g and needlework, but 
my genius was q u i t e averse from 
a l l but my book . . . and every 



moment I could s t e a l e from p l a y I 
would employ i n any book I found, 
when my own were kept locked up 
from me.(49) 

Learning L a t i n to please her f a t h e r , 
though her c h a p l a i n - t u t o r was a d u l l 
f e l l o w , she soon o u t s t r i p p e d her 
b r o t h e r s . She refused t o p r a c t i c e her 
l u t e and harpsichord (except when super
vised) , loathed dancing and needlework 
and, when forced to p l a y w i t h v i s i t i n g 
c h i l d r e n , t o r e t h e i r d o l l s a p a r t , though 
she got on very w e l l w i t h o l d e r people. 
Despite her mother's f e a r s of her be
i n g over-addicted to l e a r n i n g and her 
r a t h e r p r i g g i s h h a b i t of t r y i n g to im
prove her mother's maids by t u r n i n g 
" t h e i r i d l e discourses to good sub
j e c t s , " she was normal enough to enjoy 
anything t h a t was not s i n f u l , e s p e c i a l 
l y " w r i t i n g songs and amorous sonnets 
or poems."(50) 

E n g l i s h C a t h o l i c s , ( 5 1 ) e x c l u d e d by law 
as w e l l as conscience from r e g u l a r 
means of education, r e l i e d even more 
h e a v i l y than Non-Conformists on educa
t i o n w i t h i n the f a m i l y or some neigh
bouring household. But t h i s became 
i n c r e a s i n g l y dangerous because the 
i l l e g a l i t y of possessing C a t h o l i c 
books or harbouring a c h a p l a i n - t u t o r 
made them p e c u l i a r l y v u l n e r a b l e to 
v i c t i m i z a t i o n by government-subsidized 
informants and p u r s u i v a n t s . For g i r l s 
e s p e c i a l l y , the only a l t e r n a t i v e , 
s i n c e the Reformation d i s s o l u t i o n of 
E n g l i s h convents, was to cross the 
channel i l l e g a l l y to some c l o i s t e r i n 

Flanders, France or Germany. There 
e x i l e from f a m i l y and f r i e n d s com
bined w i t h f o r e i g n customs, food and 
language, made t h e i r e i g h t or nine 
years at school a v i r t u a l imprisonment. 
For the f a m i l i e s , too, t h i s was s t i l l 
dangerous. C a t h o l i c education at 
home was p e n a l i z e d by l o s s of i n h e r i 
tance to the next male Protest a n t 
r e l a t i v e . To educate one's c h i l d r e n 
abroad was punishable by l i f e imprison
ment; even i n the seventeenth century 
there i s a record of one parent, Lady 
P e r k i n s , being h e a v i l y f i n e d f o r send
i n g her daughter to school on the Con
t i n e n t . (52) I t was t o remedy t h i s 
s i t u a t i o n t h a t Mary Ward (1585-1645) 
conceived the idea of founding her 
schools i n London and i n Yorkshire f o r 
daughters of E n g l i s h C a t h o l i c f a m i l 
i e s l i v i n g abroad. 

These c o l l e g e s , modelled on s i m i l a r 
J e s u i t foundations f o r boys, were de
signed s p e c i f i c a l l y to develop i n young 
women a l l the q u a l i t i e s r e q u i r e d f o r 
t h e i r f u t ure r o l e s as heads of great 
households and persons re s p o n s i b l e f o r 
the t o t a l w e l l - b e i n g , p h y s i c a l , mental 
and s p i r i t u a l , of those entrusted to 
them. Impatient w i t h those who would 
denigrate woman as mere p l a y t h i n g , 
ornament, i n t e l l e c t u a l c r i p p l e or 
Divine mistake, she f e a r l e s s l y urged 
her companions: "Love V e r i t y ; seek 
knowledge, not f o r knowledge, but f o r 
the end which i t b r i n g e t h you unto, 
which i s God; then you w i l l be happy 
and able t o p r o f i t yourselves and 



others."(53) To well-meaning f r i e n d s , 
grudgingly admiring her scheme but, 
w i t h barely-concealed s c e p t i c i s m , ques
t i o n i n g i t s f e a s i b i l i t y because " a f t e r 
a l l , they are but women," she i n s t a n t l y 
r e t o r t e d : 

Is i t because we are women, tha t 
we are deemed i n f e r i o r ? No, but 
because we are imperfect women. 
There i s no such d i f f e r e n c e be
tween men and women that women 
may not do great th i n g s . . . and 
I hope to God tha t i t w i l l be seen 
t h a t women i n time t o come w i l l do 
much . . . . I f women were made so 
i n f e r i o r to man i n a l l t h i n g s , why 
were they not exempted i n a l l 
. . . . I confess wives are to be 
subject to t h e i r husbands, men 
are head of the Church . . . but 
i n a l l other t h i n g s , wherein are 
we so i n f e r i o r to other creatures 
t h a t they should term us 'but 
women' . . . I would to God a l l men 
understood t h i s v e r i t y t h a t women, 
i f they w i l l be p e r f e c t , and i f 
they would not make us b e l i e v e we 
can do nothing and that we are 
'but women,' we might do great 
matters.(54) 

L i t t l e wonder that a f t e r such a c h a l 
lenge, Mary's schools won the admira
t i o n of E n g l i s h and f o r e i g n parents 
and of c i v i l , i f not e c c l e s i a s t i c a l , 
a u t h o r i t i e s . (The l a t t e r , over
cautious because of the Cou n c i l of 
Trent's recent r e s t o r a t i o n of the most 
s t r i n g e n t r e g u l a t i o n s f o r women r e 
l i g i o u s , were su s p i c i o u s when not 

a c t i v e l y h o s t i l e ) . ( 5 5 ) Even a f t e r 
three and a h a l f c e n t u r i e s we are apt 
to f o r g e t how r e v o l u t i o n a r y i t must 
have seemed to have these E n g l i s h 
school g i r l s taught by t h e i r own sex 
L a t i n , Greek, Flemish, French, Spanish, 
I t a l i a n or German (depending on where 
the school was l o c a t e d ) , as w e l l as 
En g l i s h ; ( 5 6 ) t o see them performing 
Calderonic dramas i n L a t i n , ( 5 7 ) s i m i l a r 
t o those then popular f o r boys i n 
E n g l i s h p u b l i c schools and i n J e s u i t 
c o l l e g e s ; t o f i n d them w r i t i n g and de
l i v e r i n g L a t i n compositions so good as 
to i n c u r s u s p i c i o n of p a r e n t a l over-
s u p e r v i s i o n of the homework.(58) Nor 
were the usual accomplishments expected 
of women of t h e i r c l a s s n e g l e c t e d — 
f i n e handwriting, embroidery, p a i n t i n g , 
music, dancing, home-nursing, as w e l l 
as reading and w r i t i n g accounts, geo
graphy, (59) and i n the London sch o o l , 
astronomy and Hebrew.(60) 

S t i l l more i n n o v a t i v e were the trade 
schools, founded o r i g i n a l l y by Mary 
Ward at Rome and Perugia, to keep the 
daughters of the working c l a s s e s o f f 
the s t r e e t s and out of houses of i l l -
fame, by teaching them simple trades 
by which they could earn t h e i r l i v i n g . 
(61) Wherever, i n f a c t , boarding 
schools were founded, Mary was c a r e f u l 
to open f r e e day schools c l o s e by 
where poorer c h i l d r e n could l e a r n to 
read, w r i t e and count, as w e l l as r e 
ceive b a s i c r e l i g i o u s i n s t r u c t i o n . 
Despite d i s h e a r t e n i n g o p p o s i t i o n , her 
schools f l o u r i s h e d under the very eyes 
of the Government, i n the heart of 



London and at York under siege. Mis
t r e s s e s even on occa s i o n , when a r r e s t e d 
as Recusants, continued t o h o l d 
c l a s s e s i n j a i l . ( 6 2 ) 

III 

What were the r e s u l t s o f these e f f o r t s 
t o educate Eve's E n g l i s h daughters? 
Can one, i n f a c t , measure the value of 
t h i s education, which d e s p i t e a l l 
t h e i r handicaps so many managed to ob
t a i n , i n terms o f l i t e r a r y o r other 
achievements? Most seventeenth-century 
women, as w e l l as men, s t i l l accepted 
without question George S a v i l e , Lord 
H a l i f a x ' s assumption t h a t woman's 
crowning achievement c o n s i s t e d i n be
in g a good w i f e and mother and b r i n g 
i n g up daughters to do the same.(63) 
But, "Why do women not go f u r t h e r , " 
complained Mary A s t e l l ? Because of 
"i d l e n e s s and love of comfort," but 
s u r e l y a l s o because, u n l i k e t h e i r 
b r o t h e r s , t h e i r minds are i n s u f f i c i e n t 
l y challenged, t h e i r imaginations not 
enlarged.(64) Mary hated "smatterers" 
but saw no reason why, because g i r l s 
happened to love l e a r n i n g , they neces
s a r i l y a s p i r e d t o become p h i l o l o g i s t s , 
r h e t o r i c i a n s , p h i l o s o p h e r s , h i s t o r i a n s 
o r poets. 

S e v e r a l seventeenth-century women, i n 
f a c t , were remarkably s u c c e s s f u l i n 
each of these t r a d i t i o n a l l y male 
car e e r s . Language study, according t o 
Wotton, had become almost a fad by the 
end of the century(65)and a few a t 
t a i n e d notable p r o f i c i e n c y i n c l a s s i c a l 

and B i b l i c a l languages as w e l l as 
s e v e r a l modern European languages. 
Such were Bathsua Reynolds ( f l . 1615) 
lauded by her p u p i l , S i r Simon d'Ewes^6) 
and Lady Theophila Cook ( f l . 1640), 
w i f e of S i r Robert Cook, one of those 
i n c l u d e d i n Heywood's Exemplary L i v e s 
and Memorable Acts of Nine of the Most 
Famous Women of the World (1640). I 
have not yet discovered any lady o r a 
t o r s , but many c o u l d ' q u a l i f y as rhe
t o r i c i a n s on the strength of t h e i r 
superb prose w r i t i n g : Anne F i n c h , Lady 
Conway (1661-1713), and Dorothy Os
borne (1627-95) f o r t h e i r l e t t e r s ; 
Anne Fanshawe (1628-80), Lucy Hutchin
son (1620-76), Lady B r i l l i a n a Harley 
(1600-43) and Anne Halket (1622-99) 
f o r t h e i r autobiographies, b i o g r a p h i e s , 
d i a r i e s and memoirs; Anne C l i f f o r d 
(1590-1676), Mary [Cary] Mrs. Rande 
( f l . 1651), Margaret F e l l (1614-1702), 
Gertrude More (1606-33) and Dorothy 
Pakington (d. 1679, the reputed author 
of The Whole Duty of Man), f o r t h e i r 
d e v o t i o n a l prose. Philosophers were 
represented by Margaret Cavendish 
(1625-73), C e l i a Fiennes (1662-1741) 
t r a v e l w r i t e r and d i a r i s t ; Katherine 
Cockburn (1674-1744) d i a r i s t ; Hannah 
Wooley ( f l . 1670) author of one of the 
e a r l i e s t E n g l i s h books on cookery and 
home nursing and, a l i t t l e beyond our 
time p e r i o d and p l a c e , Maria Agnesi 
(1718-94) whose mathematical works were 
t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h as e a r l y as 
1748. The A r t s were, n a t u r a l l y , w e l l 
represented a l s o : poetry by Katherine 
P h i l l i p s (nee Fowler); " E p h e l i a " (minor 
metaphysical poet, f r i e n d of Rochester, 



author of Female Poems on Several Oc
casions. London, 1679); and the Amer
ican Ann Bradstreet (1612-72) a f i r s t 
edition of whose Works in Prose and 
Verse was published in Boston in 1642. 
Drama was represented by Aphra Behn 
(1640-89), Eliza Haywood (1693-1756), 
Katherine Cockburn (1674-1744) and 
Mary Pix (1666-1720); acting by Mrs. 
Coleman ( f l . 1678) and Nell Gwynn 
(1650-1689); the novel by Mrs. Manley 
(Mary de l a Riviere 1663-1724) and 
Aphra Behn; painting by Mary Evelyn 
(1665-85) and Mary Beale (1632-97); 
and drawing, calligraphy and emblems 
by Esther Ingles (1571-1674); histor
ians by Charlotte Stanley, Countess of 
Derby (1579-1664) and Jane Lane ( f l . 

1649); social and educational reformers 
by Bathsua Makin (1620-76), Lettice 
Cary (1612-47), Lady Falkland (1612-
47) and Mary Astell (1668-1731). 

A l l that i s proved by this compilation 
of names—and i t could be extended con
siderably—is that, well before the 
educational reforms of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries and the suf
frage and women's liberation movements 
of the twentieth, women's desires for 
better educational opportunities had 
been aroused, both by ardent advocates 
of reform from their own sex like Mary 
Aste l l and the challenging examples 
set by valiant women like Lucy Hutchin
son, Elizabeth Elstob and Mary Ward. 
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