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ABSTRACT 
 

This study analyzes figurations of masculine pregnancy in early modern texts. 

Because no systematic methodology for conducting such an analysis yet exists, I have 

synthesized scholarship from anthropology, medicine, and psychoanalysis to construct an 

appropriate paradigm. Specifically, I bring together the anthropologist’s “couvade,” the 

physician’s “couvade syndrome,” and the psychoanalyst’s gender-inflected model of the 

unconscious. Informed by this interdisciplinary scholarship, I offer a composite theory of 

couvade desire. I then apply that theoretical model to early modern figurations of 

masculine pregnancy. I find that the pervasive use of such figurations during the period 

results from ahistorical bodily disparities and historically-specific epistemological 

circumstances. The so-called “literary couvade” thus modulates: it directly challenges 

essentialist claims on the one hand, while simultaneously acknowledging the inexorable 

link between masculinity and a bodily incapability to give birth. Masculinity, in this 

model, appears disabled. 

Mitigating the disability, however, is a cultural imaginary unfettered by modern 

anatomical knowledge. Key aspects of human reproduction were still seductively obscure 

in the early modern period. Women birthed babies, that much was plain; but, perhaps 

men had a compensatory system of reproduction. Perhaps, some speculated, that system 

was superior to the messy, merely material capability exclusive to women. Masculinity 

could, in this regard, rival maternity for social significance without disclosing any act of 

appropriation from maternity. Such a dynamic resembles closely Rene Girard’s paradigm 

of “mimetic desire.” Crucial to mimetic desire is an indifference to the ostensible object 
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on the part of both rival subjects. Relating this to the early modern “literary couvade,” I 

conclude that figurations of masculine pregnancy emerge from a compensatory desire: 

the desire to mollify an apparent lack with the reduction in significance of the rival’s 

manifest capability. 
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INTRODUCTION: “POP!” EPISTEMOLOGIES 
 

Still a “conspicuous achievement” of the human body, even in our age of 

chemically-enhanced sport bodies and surgically-enhanced cosmetic bodies, pregnancy 

triggers a cascade of social alignments and disruptions for all those touched by its 

brooding presence.1 Essentially a phenomenon of body and time, gestation is the 

preeminent public sign of heterosexuality, yet it also invites homosocial attention. 

Gestation involves morphological dynamism, redistributed mass, expansion of the womb 

and contraction of the viscera, distension between the rib cage and the pelvis, secondary 

signs of exhaustion in the eyes and face. It takes the individual female body public. Her 

body becomes a socially generative body, the object of speculation, elation, anxiety. It 

becomes a body disciplined from without by folk and institutional knowledge, by rituals 

of parturition, by prescriptions of behavior. Embodied knowledge “prolifically explodes 

with the experience of maternity,” Cristina Mazzoni enthusiastically points out (9). The 

individual maternal body becomes known and managed by those with experience in 

gestation—midwives, mothers, obstetricians.  

The role of men in the performance of this conspicuous achievement is, even 

now, almost nil. So much depends upon the mother’s body: protection and pleasure, 

nourishment and growth. Obstetricians, of whatever gender, can manipulate the fetus and 

the mother’s body. They can speed up or slow down labor. They can operate or abort. 

They can participate in the performance of birth, but only as supervisors and mechanics. 

The best the father can do is “coach,” praise, remain conscious. Compare these fatherly 
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activities to the activities of those iconic fathers of the Euro-American cultural imaginary, 

Adam and Zeus.  

Genesis describes how “the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, 

and he slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib 

that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the 

man” (2.21-22). A somnolent birth, inactive, but one in which the “child” is explicitly a 

product of the father’s body. Under general anesthetic during the procedure, Adam has it 

on good authority that, in his case, paternity is certain. Unlike the animals that God had 

first produced as companions, the first father affirms, 

This at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh; 
this one shall be called Woman, 
 for out of Man this one was taken. (2.23) 

He names her “woman,” thus etymologically drawing her back to his side, for, in Hebrew 

as in English, “woman” is man with modification (or, as the first chapter of this 

dissertation explores in various ways, “man” is “woman” missing something). Man, 

transliterated from Hebrew, is “ish”; woman, “ishshah.”2 

Spectacular, Athena’s birth happens all-of-a-sudden, seemingly without cause. In 

Theogony, Hesiod’s catalogue of gods, the ancient poet recounts how Athena came to be: 

“Then from his own head [Zeus] himself bore grey-eyed Athena” (34). Fearing 

prophesies that he would be replaced by a son born to Metis, Zeus consumed her without 

knowing she was already pregnant. Soon he gave birth to Athena, fully armed, from the 

top of his head. Over the centuries other writers continued to modify the specifics of the 

myth. In one of The Homeric Hymns, “To Athena,” the speaker describes how “awe 
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seized all the gods as they gazed…great Olympus began to roll horribly…earth round 

about cried fearfully, and the sea was moved and tossed with dark waves, while foam 

burst Forth suddenly” (455). Centuries later, Pindar invented a role for Hephaistos in the 

seventh of the Olympian Odes: 

Hephaistos with the edge of his bronze axe 
had tapped Zeus’ brow and up  
from her father’s head Athenaia vaulted 
with a huge shout. 
  The heavens 
  and mother Earth trembled before her. (ll. 32-38) 

Already an arresting spectacle in Hesiod’s account, these other ancient authors imbue the 

birth with tectonic significance—the earth shivers at her emergence. 

 These two ancient births of the male body have striking similarities. Both happen 

to iconically masculine figures. Both proceed from an experience of the body beyond the 

control of the birth parent. The site of birth in both cases is located in the body’s upper 

half, away from the orifices of evacuation and “ordinary” generation. It occurs through a 

bony medium: a refurbished rib; a split skull. The “child” emerges as a woman. She is at 

once like her father, and less-than her father. She is forever associated with the location 

of her birth. Eve, the archetypal wife, cleaves to her husband’s side—and has been 

reviled perpetually for not staying close by enough. Athena, the brainchild, goddess of 

wisdom and reasoned aggression, comes fully armed, ready to arbitrate dispute, and 

ready to enforce judgment. In Aeschylus’s Eumenedes, for example, Athena, through her 

father, asserts authority at the trial of Orestes: 

No mother gave me birth. 
I honour the male, in all things but marriage. 
Yes, with all my heart I am my Father’s child. 
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I cannot set more store by the woman’s death— 
she killed her husband, guardian of their house. 
Even if the vote is equal, Orestes wins.  (ll. 750-56) 

Together, Athena and Eve form a cultural dyad opposing heart and head, passion and 

prudence. They both also assert the priority of masculine life-giving over “ordinary” 

human pregnancy. For Euro-American culture, the birth of Eve and the birth of Athena 

are the archetypes of what I call the cultural couvade.3 I explore diverse examples of the 

cultural couvade in this introduction; the first chapter of this study then develops the 

concept’s interdisciplinary and theoretical underpinnings. Fundamentally, this study 

seeks to answer two distinct but interrelated questions: what drives authors to figure 

masculine pregnancy with varying degrees of earnestness; and why do so many different 

kinds of figurations appear in early modern English texts? Before turning to theory and a 

particular historical frame, however, I would like to point out some of the many ways in 

which our own culture plays with reproductive figurations. 

Brainchildren and Belly Births 

Though the birth of Eve and the birth of Athena are the most iconic figurations, 

they are hardly the only appropriations of reproduction still current. In 1860 Jacob 

Burckhardt published The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. In it, he argued that 

something special happened in European history beginning as early as the twelfth 

century, A.D. “The Renaissance,” Burckhardt claimed, “is not a fragmentary imitation or 

compilation” of classical form; it is “a new birth” (106). Scholars took up Burckhardt’s 

metaphor and utilized it as an epoch-defining term, without pause, for over a century. 

Only in recent decades has “early modern” supplanted “Renaissance” in certain venues, 
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but that new name does not react to the dynamics underlying the word “Renaissance” 

itself. The argument centers, instead, around whether or not “re-birth” is the right way to 

characterize the cultural shift; re-birth as a metaphor is not, in principle, challenged. 

Indeed, many retain the word “Renaissance,” no doubt because of its generative 

connotations. Presumably, scholars affiliated with the Renaissance Studies Association 

still agree with Burckhardt that the civilization of the Italian Renaissance is “the mother 

of our own” (1), that in fact a “new life displays itself in a hundred forms” wherever the 

Italian state succeeds during that era in becoming “a work of art” (2). Whether 

comfortably encamped in the “Renaissance” or preferring instead to pitch an intellectual 

tent in “the early modern period,” most seem to find the application of pregnancy and 

birth to a cultural sea change unproblematic. 

 Discursive approximations of pregnancy circulate in common parlance as if they 

weren’t approximations at all. When David McCullough, the writer of popular books on 

American history, describes 1776 as the year which gave birth to the nation, no one 

pauses to ask what he means by “birth.” When comedic actor Mike Myers describes the 

birth of his most popular character, Austin Powers, everyone watching Inside the Actor’s 

Studio knows he means something like the creation or invention of a life-like figment of 

the imagination. Similarly, we speak of Oppenheimer’s “brainchild” without finding the 

word itself novel or the appropriation underlying it unique; perhaps, too, it was no 

accident that the first fully-formed children he “fathered” were named “fat man” and 

“little boy.” Chillingly, Carol Cohn concludes “Sex and Death in the Rational World of 

Defense Intellectuals” by noting that the “entire history of the bomb project, in fact, 
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seems permeated with imagery that confounds man’s overwhelming technological power 

to destroy nature with the power to create....It converts men’s destruction into their 

rebirth” (701). In fact, any innovation, any discovery, anything which seems to grow in 

significance after its original introduction at a point in time, bears the conceptual 

requirements of birth. The converse is also true, of course. Anything thought to be an 

innovation, but which proves to be unpopular, poorly timed, or technically flawed, bears 

the conceptual requirements of abortion or stillbirth. Growing significance seems key, for 

political, intellectual, technological innovations are often recognized as births 

retroactively based on how successfully the innovation has inspired, affected, and 

influenced other people and innovations around it.  

While discursive approximations of pregnancy and birth—the Renaissance, 

brainchild, the birth of a nation or innovation—don’t induce any cognitive pause, the idea 

of a pregnant man does. On April 03, 2008 Oprah Winfrey featured on her widely-

watched television program what she and her producers billed as the first “pregnant 

man.” Thomas Beatie was born a girl, had undergone testosterone treatments and breast 

surgery to develop a more phenotypically male body. Beatie, did not, however, undergo 

surgery to alter his reproductive organs. As if to certify its resonance within popular 

culture, Saturday Night Live spoofed the event by having one cast member “interrupt” a 

recurring segment of the show, “Weekend Update.” Oscillating side to side to show off 

his portly profile, the character explained, “I was on Oprah because I’m pregnant...and a 

man.” The parody seems to have been aimed not at Beatie or his wife, Nancy, who 

artificially inseminated him with sperm purchased from a bank, but at the illogical 
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collision of “pregnant” and “man.” Posts to the discussion board at Oprah.com indicated 

that many viewers objected to what they saw as a sensationalized, and essentially false 

appellation: pregnant man. 

 The episode indexes the tension within American culture between an individual’s 

seemingly innocuous decision to claim a gender identity and the social forces poised to 

invalidate the claim. It also emphasizes the degree to which epistemology immediately 

and automatically forecloses “real” possibilities. “Men,” we “know,” cannot get pregnant 

because their bodies are, literally, all wrong for the job. 

 Nevertheless, contemporary popular culture still finds the phantasy of male 

pregnancy interesting. Athena’s birth reappeared recently as part of the introductory 

credits to each episode of the HBO series Rome. For a brief moment, the camera passes 

by a primitive, grotesque outline of a man’s head. An instant later red blood spurts from 

the pate and a female figure silently breaks out. In 2006, an episode of Scrubs flashed 

briefly to the image of a bodily pregnant man whose wife was fantasizing about the 

possibility of transferring her burden on to her husband. This glimpse of the bodily 

pregnant man, standing with gravid belly, follows by two decades the feature-length film, 

Junior, in which a male character volunteers to become the first scientifically enabled 

pregnant man. More elaborate than these examples is a website dedicated to a “real” 

pregnant man appropriately located at pregnantman.com. POP! The First Male 

Pregnancy thoroughly and convincingly organizes details about the gravid father, Mr. 

Lee Mingwei, and about the research hospital supposedly making it all happen, RYT 

Hospital-Dwayne Medical Center. Though no such facility or experiment exists in the 
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“real” world, the website is particularly interested in delivering a thoroughgoing 

experience. The father writes an on-line journal; a ”real-time” display shows the father’s 

vital signs and progression through pregnancy. Person-on-the-street reactions to the 

experiment take up the lower third of the webpage. Liz, of the United Kingdom writes, “I 

am appalled”; Bob from Senegal rejoins, “I want to be a pregnant man.” The only thing 

missing from the virtual experience—so far at least—is documentation of the birth 

moment. No images of a woman as labor-coach, a man begging for an epidural. No 

statistics on duration of labor, length and weight of the baby, APGAR score. Suspended 

in time, “POP” is forever pregnant. Though these examples are visually arresting, the 

images occupy two very distinct positions: because it is ostensibly the phantasy of a 

female character, the example from television attempts something different from the film 

and website. It seeks to relieve the woman of her “burden”; it constructs pregnancy as 

disabling, encumbering. 

 These examples from American popular culture are particularly explicit bodily 

fantasies. Similarities to the births of Athena and Eve are clear: male characters have 

assumed the role of life-givers to physiologically human children. Yet the differences 

between the two kinds of cultural couvade are no doubt equally clear. Whereas the 

ancient examples displace the location of birth to the body’s upper half and make no 

attempt to simulate the sign of that conspicuous achievement—the ripe belly—the 

popular examples indulge in such a simulation. One simple and direct reason for the trend 

towards simulation surely has to do with differences in media and epistemology. 

Delivered orally, perhaps, and then at some point written down in patriarchal cultures by 



17 

 

authors who tended to think through their divinity as well as through their science, the 

ancient examples invent extraordinary male births. Filmed, televised, virtualized on the 

internet in cultures with openly contested patriarchal structures by authors who tend to 

think through science as if it were divinity—in the sense that, once established, principles 

are largely unassailable—the popular examples thoroughly mimic the already-known. 

Though specific, one-time events involving divine agency—that of Zeus and the Hebrew 

God—the ancient examples lend themselves nevertheless to generalized claims of a 

uniquely male life-giving capability. Radically different, and yet still a kind of cultural 

couvade, the popular examples clearly derive from the apparent insuperability of obstetric 

knowledge.4 The uniqueness of male pregnancy and birth, in these examples at least, has 

been conceded. Birth, by any other means than the belly, seems impossibly irrational, 

archaic, merely imaginary. Birth through the head, in particular, seems appropriate only 

as a reminder of the unreality of Rome’s mythology. Still linking the ancient and the 

popular, however, is the conspicuous inattention to the role of women in all of these 

examples of cultural couvade, for, even in the “disabling” flash on television of a man 

unburdening his wife, the logic silently flips. Because there is no indication otherwise in 

the phantasy, she, presumably, would be the one incapable of carrying a child. The 

popular concession to epistemological circumstance yet retains traces of a phantasy: 

masculinity fully endowed with all human capabilities. 

Chapter Previews 

 Opposite ends of a spectrum, men giving birth in their own way and men growing 

pregnant in the usual way mark two representational limits of the cultural couvade. These 
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limits likewise appear in the discourse of other academic disciplines. Specialists in 

anthropology, medical research, and psychoanalysis all actively examine couvade 

phenomena. Part of the purpose of this dissertation’s first chapter is to get these 

disciplines in the same scholarly room so that they might have a conversation, and, more 

to the point, so that “couvade” can begin to circulate in cultural studies with more exact 

and informed force than it has up to this moment. Research in anthropology suggests that 

imitations and appropriations of pregnancy and birth are trans-cultural. While different 

cultural masculinities appropriate differently, all appropriate in some form: through 

initiation rituals, couvade rituals, in oral or written discourse. Research in medical 

science suggests that psychosomatic symptoms erupt in some men as a response to the 

actual pregnancy of women. These symptoms, because generally uncomfortable, 

furthermore suggest that the men are responding unconsciously to the pregnancy. Such a 

conclusion is supported in psychoanalytic cases reported by Georg Groddeck, Sigmund 

Freud, and Jacques Lacan. Groddeck posits something crucial to the cultural couvade: 

what might be called an omnigendered unconscious.5 Unconstrained by biological sex, 

the unconscious, for Groddeck, seeks sensations physiologically unavailable to it. Freud, 

clearly more invested in a gendered unconscious, concludes in the infamous Schreber 

case, that fantasies of a life-giving body most likely result from an actual state of 

childlessness. At the level of the superego, Schreber’s psychosis seems to result from 

patriarchy’s confrontation with its most conspicuous limitation: the inability to control 

the means of reproduction. Confronted with its dependence on maternity for perpetuation, 

patriarchy as a psychological structure imagines its way to an alternative when 
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overwhelmed by a paternal presence—Schreber’s monomaniacal conception of God. 

Interestingly, psychoanalytic discourse also structures itself, implicitly, around the birth 

of Athena. Amber Jacobs traces the occlusion of Metis from psychoanalytic discourse in 

On Matricide: Myth, Psychoanalysis, and the Law of the Mother. Jacobs’s astute analysis 

helps synthesize feminism, psychoanalysis, and the methodology of structural 

anthropology. Building on Jacobs, I consider not just the history of this myth, but 

couvade dynamics generally. A review of this rich interdisciplinary background on the 

couvade, and a preliminary review of competing definitions, appears in chapter one: “The 

Pregnant Man in Scholarship.” That chapter also concludes with a methodology for 

analyzing figurations of masculine pregnancy in any historical period. 

Chapter two, “Wom(b)anly Men and Sacrificial Fancies,” offers both a historical 

survey of cultural couvade manifestations in early modern England and a close reading of 

the most common types of appropriation during the period. That chapter, thus, 

contextualizes and adumbrates the subsequent chapters of this study. The chapter merges 

the work done on the couvade in chapter one with Bakhtinian conceptions of the body. In 

his analysis of Rabelais and Renaissance culture, M. M. Bakhtin considers pregnant 

bodies one kind of grotesque, irreverent figure. He argues that the uncontained, open 

bodies of those pregnant, deformed, disproportioned, befouled, laughing, swearing, and 

grossly gesticulating characters enrich the literature and the lives of those who experience 

them. The pregnant body, as one of many grotesques, destabilizes traditional hierarchies 

and unifies the common folk. Only with the instauration of a “new bodily canon,” an 

emergent ideology during the Renaissance according to Bakhtin, do open bodies of all 
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kinds become asocial. The new bodily canon begins a process that individualizes the 

grotesque, breaks it apart into discrete, isolated cases. It marginalizes and refuses to 

acknowledge the bare fact that bodies really do constantly respire, exhale, conceive, birth, 

consume, excrete. “In the new canon,” Bakhtin explains, “such parts of the body as the 

genital organs, the buttocks, belly, nose and mouth cease to play the leading role. 

Moreover, instead of their original meaning they acquire an exclusiveness; in other 

words, they convey a merely individual meaning of the life of one single, limited body” 

(321). Driven from the public stage, “sexual life, eating, drinking, and defecating have 

radically changed their meaning: they have been transferred to the private and 

psychological level where their connotation becomes narrow and specific, torn away 

from the direct relation to the life of society and to the cosmic whole” (321). Such 

transference of the grotesque body from the public and social to the individual and 

psychological, suggests that the twentieth-century’s “discovery” and analysis of the 

unconscious, might instead be seen as a collective (i.e., social) strategy for recovering the 

grotesque. That is, it might be a social strategy enacted individually, for bringing the 

indecorous, repressed, and otherwise unacknowledged aspects of everyday life back into 

public discussion. 

Some early modern texts exploit the intellectual collisions attendant upon bodily 

pregnant men, while others figure extraordinary cases where male maternity should be 

taken seriously, where its invocation does more than provoke laughter. From the late 

sixteenth century and continuing throughout the seventeenth, for example, certain 

figurations from the distant and not so distant past remained current. The ancient myth of 
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Athena’s birth out of the head of Zeus appears in many texts. Elaborate descriptions of 

Jesus as a maternal man still circulated among some English communities. During those 

same centuries, at least two male authors—John Dryden in England and Francisco Pedro 

Lanini Sagredo in Spain—used the specter of male pregnancy to expose vulnerabilities in 

patriarchal relationships and undermine its hegemonic presumptions. Linking Zeus, 

Jesus, and the characters of Dryden and Sagredo’s plays is a capacity to bodily bring 

forth, though the implications of such a capacity varies widely from one figuration to the 

next. These male figures possess physiological means of reproduction, though the exact 

anatomical apparatus involved is rarely consistent. Brains, bowels, bodies in their entirety 

generate in different early modern configurations. 

Chapter three of this study, “Jovial Pregnancy,” pivots around an examination of 

one particular emblem from Henry Peacham’s Minerva Britanna, published in 1612. 

Emblems constituted a relatively new artistic genre in England at the turn of the 

seventeenth century, though continental artists had been creating emblem books for over 

half a century. Andrea Alciati, an Italian, is widely credited with inventing the form 

during the first half of the sixteenth century. Geoffrey Whitney first brought the emblem 

form to England with the publication of A Choice of Emblemes in 1586. Emblems 

consisted of three essential components: a motto, often in Latin; an image made from a 

wood-cut or metal engraving; and a text intended to explain the image. Mason Tung 

explains how emblems developed from earlier forms of heraldry:  

In the beginning, the arms, coats, and ensigns are borne with pictures in 
colour on flags, banners, standards, and armour, as a rule without motto or 
word. But increasingly, and especially on the crests, mottoes begin to 
appear, making them resemble more and more imprese....When the 
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individual intent of an impresa [sic] is universalized together with the 
addition of an explicatory verse or prose and the use of human figures, the 
emblem is born. (“Heraldry” 87) 
 

Tung also argues that the emblem tradition has a “strong affinity” with the medieval 

“mirror tradition” (“Mirror” 326). However, whereas the mirror tradition always 

explicitly looked to foundations in the Bible or Catholic doctrine, the emblem book 

tended towards greater generalization. Righteousness, sin, and virtue became in emblem 

books courtesy, secular moralizing, and pragmatic advice. As Tung describes it, “in 

instructing his reader an emblematist uses the same methods of denouncing vice and 

exalting virtue, of holding his emblem up as a mirror” (“Mirror” 326). One emblem from 

Peacham’s book, “Omnis a deo sapientia,” visually simplifies but textually complicates 

an engraving which Peacham originally found in Mikrocosmos, a 1579 collection of 

emblems by Gerard de Jode. An engraving rather than Peacham’s cruder wood-cut, de 

Jode’s image has greater detail and dramatic shadowing. The background competes for 

attention with the slightly off-center main event, the birth of Athena. Tung describes the 

scene well: “On the left half of the picture is the main group, consisting of Jupiter sitting 

atop his eagle with Mulciber standing to his right. With an axe in his left hand, Mulciber 

has just cut open Jupiter’s forehead. Out of the opening emerges Pallas Athena, being 

assisted by Juno, goddess of childbirth,  who stands behind Mulciber” (“Mirror” 331). 

Tung, interested mostly in literary history and tradition, does little more than compare 

and contrast the two images. For Tung, they operate on a continuum stretching back to 

mirror books and, ultimately, Roman arms and standards. 
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 My analysis of Peacham’s “Omnis a deo sapientia” traverses a more restrictive 

temporal frame than Tung. I show how the emblem operates within a field of other 

references to the birth of Athena throughout the seventeenth century. While “Omnis” is 

literally an emblem utilizing the birth of Athena to make a moralistic point, I find that the 

figuration itself circulated widely as a kind of emblematic template. Authors reached for 

it to make wildly dissimilar points about man’s relationship to God, to natural 

philosophy, to sin, to the material world.  

Chapter four, “Maternal Will,” looks at couvade dynamics expressed within the 

texts of a single author: William Shakespeare. To give one concise, pregnant example: 

Holofernes, the comic pedant of Love’s Labor’s Lost, explains anatomically how his 

“extemporal epitaph on the death of the deer” came to be (4.2.50). The “forms, figures, 

shapes, objects, ideas, apprehensions, motions,” and “revolutions” of his “extravagent 

spirit” are “begot in the ventricle of memory, nourish’d in the womb of pia mater, and 

delivered upon the mellowing of occasion” (4.2.65-70). Holofernes figures his cognitive 

faculty as a birth giving. This life-giving proceeds with much material precision. Only its 

delivery “upon the mellowing of occasion” is left abstract and immaterial. Interestingly, 

Holofernes articulates his cognitive model after his acquaintance Nathanial, likewise a 

pedant of  sorts, describes a model of learning that bears direct relation to Holofernes’ 

model of mind. Nathanial explains how aptly-named Dull, “hath never fed of the dainties 

that are bred in a book” (4.2.23). Dull has never eaten “paper” or “drunk ink” (4.2.25-26). 

To Nathanial, Dull isn’t fully human, for his appetites make him “only an animal, only 

sensible to the duller parts” (4.2.26-27). Remarkable here is a more or less complete logic 
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of male pregnancy, but one which conflates life-giving with consumption. Analogues 

shape the logic. Dull is but animal because he does not consume paper and ink—he 

doesn’t read books. Therefore, his mind isn’t fortified with the dainties “bred” there. 

Holofernes and Nathanial have quick wits insomuch as their minds are capable of giving 

birth through each man’s ventricles of memory and pia mater. This capability, in turn, 

comes from consuming paper and ink. Books breed in the mind of men and make them 

human; men breed books (and rhetorical flourishes extempore) for the consumption of 

other men so that the breeding cycle can continue ad infinitum. In Love’s Labor’s Lost 

this logic might be dismissed as the bombast of unsympathetic characters. However, as I 

explain in chapter four, Shakespeare repeatedly uses aspects of this paradigm. It shows 

up in sonnets, in comedy, in tragedy, in history, in romance. The exchange between 

Holofernes and Nathanial is keenly helpful here in this introduction because it concisely 

bridges the linkages always implicit in early modern figures of male pregnancy: 

triangulation between books, male mind, and culture. 

Chapter five, “Pressing Issues,” posits that printed books in late sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century England were commonly conceived as liminal beings. In certain 

respects, books resembled automata. They were produced by a machine rapidly 

expanding in use, the printing press. That machine itself bore a number of characteristics 

designed to convey a sense of secondary, yet not outright artificial, personhood. 

Emerging from those machine-bodies, books acted as their own agents. The motivating 

force behind their movements—the reading mind—is hardly different from the hydraulics 

and mechanics of other automata in the sense that it functions best when remaining 
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occult, hidden, or unnoticed. That is, the act of perceiving the automaton makes it 

uncanny whether or not that perception comes from the observation of fountains, or 

clockwork machines, or from the machinery of rhetoric. In addition, books exhibit a kind 

of behavior verging on “emergent” sentience. They interact in different ways with 

different people. In fact, they seem to cross the threshold of existence established by 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and reiterated a generation later by Rene Descartes. As Scott 

Maisano notes, connecting Hamlet and Descartes is a particular conception of the human 

as both mechanistic body and ineffable cogito—the thing “within which passeth show”; 

both “are fantasy figures of consistency, competency, and self-control” (75). Whereas 

weeping fountains in the Stuart gardens were “perpetual emotion” machines, according to 

Maisano (76), books, I argue, are viable offspring of a paternal prosthetic body, the 

printing press, and the mind of a second parent, the author. 

                                                 
1 This wonderfully resonant phrase I found in Margaret Mead’s Male and Female. For 
Mead, though, it is conspicuous only for the children of pre-industrial cultures who live 
in “simple worlds” where “the largest buildings are only fifteen feet high, the largest boat 
some twenty feet long” (87). 
2 For the Hebrew translation, and transliteration, I’m using the notes in The New Oxford 
Annotated Bible. 
3 To be clear, by “archetype” I do not mean that they are essential to the human psyche in 
a Jungian collective unconscious. Rather, they are culturally inherited archetypes. 
4 Even in a film with an alien male birth there is little move away from the human 
reproductive paradigm. In Enemy Mine, an alien character, played by Louis Gosset Jr., 
gives birth while marooned with his enemy, a human played by Dennis Quaid, on an 
environmentally hostile planet. Though alien, and therefore open to any means of life-
giving imaginable, the pregnancy and birth take place in and through the belly. 
5 I prefer the term “omnigendered” to a word like androgynous because it allows for 
subject positions falling outside of the binary male/female. The only previous use of the 
term that I am aware of appears in Omnigender: A Trans-Religious Approach by Virginia 
Ramey Mollenkott. Mollenkott uses the term to advocate for a society in which 
differences of gender are not locked in binary struggle with each other. 
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1. THE PREGNANT MAN IN SCHOLARSHIP 

[Couvade:] A term applied by some writers to the ‘man-childbed’ 
attributed to some uncivilized or primitive races, and extended to 
comprehend a series of customs according to which, on the birth of a 
child, the father performs acts or simulates states natural or proper to the 
mother, or abstains for a time from certain foods or actions, as if he were 
physically affected by the birth. 
   —Oxford English Dictionary Online 
 
“Couvade” is considered the male equivalent of pseudocyesis. Couvade 
has its origin from the French word couver meaning “to hatch.” It is also 
known as “sympathetic pregnancy” and is a poorly understood 
phenomenon in which the expectant father experiences somatic symptoms 
of pregnancy. The only known cure for couvade is—birth. 
   —Biju Basil, M.D. and Maju Mathews, M.D. 

Susan Stanford Friedman uses the term “literary couvade” to underscore the 

artificiality of childbirth metaphors as they are applied to male authors. Women birth 

children; men birth ideas, so the old saw goes. Never the twain shall meet. Insisting that 

childbirth metaphors reveal “genuine gender difference in literary discourse,” Friedman 

argues that a “male childbirth metaphor has three collisions for the reader to overcome: 

the literally false equation of books and babies, the biological impossibility of men 

birthing both books and babies, and the cultural separation of creation and procreation” 

(56). Friedman insists that the reader’s knowledge of the author’s gender crucially affects 

the metaphoric implications, and, hence, the degree to which a text conforms with or 

subverts patriarchal hegemony. Women who deploy metaphors of pregnancy only force 

the reader to confront two “collisions”: “the literally false equation of books and 

babies…and the cultural separation of creation and procreation” (56). In fact, because in 

the very act of writing they are undermining the second collision, and because they write 

through their own body when deploying childbirth metaphors, women writers effect a 
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radical “collusion” rather than collision. To clarify her thesis about the essential 

“collisions” and “collusions” of life-giving metaphors, Friedman reads Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein. Though written by a woman, that novel famously explores masculine life-

giving through scientific mastery, through the conjoined powers of male reason and 

creativity (68). Freidman, furthermore, convincingly points out that Shelley offers a 

Janus-faced critique: one side facing the folly of masculine childbirth appropriations; and 

the other facing the folly of a woman writing in the Romantic mode. Both yield 

monstrous aberrations which threaten their respective creators. On the whole, though, 

Shelley’s critique is radical because it seizes the power to critique; it asserts authority 

over both life-giving domains.  

 Yet male figurations remain intellectually jarring imitations. Interestingly, 

Friedman uses the term couvade, but rather dismissively. Male writers evoking childbirth 

metaphors, Friedman asserts, merely “make it a form of literary couvade, male 

appropriation of procreative labor to which women have been confined” (56). Her 

insights work better in conjunction with greater attention to the implications of couvade 

as both an involuntary bodily reaction and a social construct. For couvade events, 

induced by a capability peculiar to women, are nonetheless a uniquely male experience. 

What Friedman terms “literary couvade” always remains an illogical supposition, 

irrespective of cultural circumstance. Ironically, Friedman’s essentialist critique, however 

grounded by an ideal reader’s point of view, fails to account for historical differences in 

the points of view of those very same ideal readers. 
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My intention in this chapter is to begin a theoretically informed discussion about 

the dynamics underlying couvade events. This will necessarily entail explications of 

couvade events in different academic disciplines and the application of what appear to me 

to be the most relevant theoretical models. Finally, I offer in this chapter a tentative 

methodology for applying an interdisciplinary, theoretically rigorous model of couvade to 

cultural artifacts in anticipation of subsequent chapters that will employ the methodology 

to a very special historical period. 

Ritual, Symptom, Syndrome, Structure 

Perhaps because each kind seems so esoteric, exotic, fantastic, so contrary to 

common sense, couvade events tend not to penetrate the intellectual walls of academic 

disciplines. Male pseudocyesis in one conversation is a parturition ritual in another. 

Perhaps linkages between couvade events have so far gone unexamined comprehensively 

also because those events destabilize assumptions about patriarchal hierarchies, for 

couvade events are not simply yet another means of assuming control over bloodlines and 

economies. They are also, when seen in all their forms, a means of coming to terms with 

a sometimes-frustrating physical disability.  

Anthropologists have been noting male parturition rituals in cultures all over the 

globe for over a century. In some pre-industrial cultures, as Margaret Mead reports, 

exclusively male “initiatory” cults depend upon the appropriation of pregnancy and 

childbirth for transforming children into men: “The basic theme of the initiatory cult...is 

that women, by virtue of their ability to make children, hold the secrets of life. Men’s rôle 

is uncertain, undefined, and perhaps unnecessary. By a great effort man has hit upon a 
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method of compensating himself for his basic inferiority” (102). Mead recognizes a 

desire to obscure evidence of imitation and appropriation in these initiation rites, for,  

Women, it is true, make human beings, but only men can make men. 
Sometimes more overtly, sometimes less...imitations of birth go on, as the 
initiates are swallowed up by the crocodiles that represent the men’s group 
and come out new-born at the other end; as they are housed in wombs, or 
fed on blood, fattened, hand-fed, and tended by male “mothers.” Behind 
the cult lies the myth that in some way all of this was stolen from women; 
sometimes women were killed to get it. (103) 
 

Mead concludes, therefore, that “[m]en owe their manhood to a theft and a theatrical 

mime, which would fall to the ground in a moment as mere dust and ashes if its true 

constituents were known” (103). Instances of ritual initiation produce a symbolic, 

generative, exclusively paternal body out of the materials at hand to facilitate social 

transformations: an ad hoc, secondary “womb” transforms boys into men. Though not 

couvade events according to the definitions heading this chapter because they take place 

at some temporal distance from the time of pregnancy and birth, initiatory practices share 

essential aspects of the couvade: they give men something to do actively and consciously 

in the formation of subjectivity, and they mimic pregnancy and birth through 

performative approximation. 

 Amalgamating reports of couvade events—those ritualistic performances which 

do coincide with pregnancy and birth—W. R. Dawson was one of the first to offer a 

comprehensive description in English: “In its perfect form, the husband...takes to his bed 

and pretends to be lying-in, sometimes even simulating by groans and contortions the 

pains of labour, and sometimes even dressing in his wife’s clothes. Whilst in bed, he is 

pampered and fed on dainties, nurses the infant and receives the felicitations of his 
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relatives and friends” (49). He assumes the role of woman without in any way becoming 

feminine. Indeed, appropriations of pregnancy are essential aspects of paternity, and, 

therefore, like initiation rites, essential aspects of masculinity itself. Couvade events enact 

a transfer of the childbirth experience onto a man, but the transfer is a socially generative 

imitation. Symptoms don’t occur in isolation prior to social meaning, only then to be 

translated into discourse. Instead, symptoms are presumed, symptoms are called up and 

prescribed by ritual practice. Symptoms proceed, in other words, from ritual. By ritually 

assuming the role of the pregnant woman, the man transfers onto himself the attention 

otherwise given to the woman. In addition to his amalgamated “perfect form” of the 

couvade, Dawson’s survey of potential causes for the couvade is still surprisingly current. 

There is, even now, no general consensus about either the definition of couvade in all its 

forms, nor is there an authoritative analysis of its causes. As Biju and Mathews report in 

one of the epigrams to this chapter, it is indeed “a poorly understood phenomenon.” 

 Dawson, an amateur English anthropologist, published The Custom of Couvade in 

1929.  He compiled data recorded by field anthropologists in places as disparate as 

Indonesia, India, Sudan, Basque-Spain, and Guiana. So different are the rituals and 

conditions of male pregnancy throughout the world that Dawson, perhaps ultimately in 

deference to the professional anthropologists who had already weighed in on the matter, 

resists making generalizations or conducting interpretive analysis. Oddly, Dawson does 

emphatically throw in his lot with one “school” of culture over and against another. 

Convinced of little else, he is sure that cultural phenomena develop in one area of the 

world and then spread about to other cultures. This “diffusionist” paradigm opposes the 
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“independent origin theory” in part because certain features of all cultures seem so 

uncannily similar to Dawson. Dawson takes pains to trace the geographical links that 

support his diffusionist point of view. At the same time, Dawson dismisses a purely 

psychological explanation for couvade offered by Max Müller. Müller, set up only as a 

straw man of psychoanalytic explanation by Dawson, claims that men were simply 

“henpecked” so relentlessly that they take to bed in “self-defense,” becoming ill as a 

martyrdom response to “feminine tyranny” (118). To Müller’s supposition, Dawson 

exclaims indignantly, “[n]o comment is needed on this preposterous ‘explanation,’ which 

ignores many of the recorded facts and grotesquely misinterprets the rest” (119-20). In 

addition to this “explanation” for couvade, Dawson cites “the missionary Joseph 

Lafiteau” who “believed that the custom of couvade conserves a dim recollection of the 

doctrine of Original Sin” (120). This, Dawson considers “no less fantastic” than Müller’s 

misogynistic explanation. Dawson goes on to record the inventive explanations of many 

others: couvade is an expression of vanity in men (122); it is a means of relieving women 

of labor pain through a scapegoating dynamic (123); it is “an adoption ceremony, 

whereby the father...claims his paternity” (123); it is a vestige of the turning point 

between matriarchal and patriarchal social organization (123); it aids in fetal 

development through “the principle of sympathetic magic” (127). One by one, Dawson 

leads explanations to the fore only to conclude with an impoverished skepticism: 

We may, indeed, ask whether any of the attempted explanations hold good 
at the present day, and whether, in fact, the custom of couvade is 
susceptible of any explanation at all. There is a frequent tendency in man 
to rationalize his belief; he is ever attempting to explain away the often 
irrational actions that he habitually performs, and to convince himself and 
others that they have a rationalistic foundation. It seems to me that 
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ethnologists make the false assumption that human beings are basically 
rational and logical, whereas the facts of everyday experience repeatedly 
belie such an idea.  (135) 
 

Much in Dawson’s catalogue of causes, current to 1929, still surprisingly obtains. 

Different manifestations of the couvade seem to involve one or more of the following: 

latent misogyny; religious and ethical imperatives; communal pressures; gender 

formation; individual health and well-being. Even Dawson’s rejection of all causes, his 

reluctance to analyze or find common patterns, is ironically informative. On the surface, 

manifestations of couvade involve so many varying details that they do indeed resist 

simple explanation. Nevertheless, Dawson himself is confident that there are essential 

components that make it identifiable, for he distills the “perfect form” of couvade, and 

that “form” has been abstracted from particulars. Presumably, that form comes from 

somewhere other than the “irrational actions” that human beings “habitually” perform or 

there would be nothing generalizable about them. However, finding the merits of the 

monolithic diffusionist school appealing, Dawson fails to pursue the implications of his 

own astute synthesis. 

 A field anthropologist of our own time, Laura Rival, claims—oddly, given the 

copious documentation of its widespread practice in texts like Dawson’s—that “the 

couvade is first and foremost an Amazonian rite” (629). Rival asserts that the couvade 

should be understood as “some kind of androgynous agency” involving coparents (633). 

Rival’s reasoning stems from the realization that, in the Huaorani society, children do not 

have identities as human beings until both a mother and father endure dietary and 

behavioral restrictions together. Though bodily born, children do not socially exist in 
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some cultures enacting such rituals until the couvade takes place. Fathers, therefore, are 

essential to the social subjectivity of the child. Thus, their actions during maternal 

pregnancy directly correspond to the “birth” of the child in all meaningful senses of the 

term except, of course, for the actual material production of the child. Rival does not 

clearly address this simple, irreducible fact. Folding the behaviors expected of the father 

in with those physiological urges of the mother, however much the expression of  those 

urges may be culturally conditioned, threatens to ignore the de facto physiological 

differences between men and women. Those differences in procreative capacity, as 

Friedman points out in her critique of the literary couvade, are patently trans-historical 

and trans-cultural. How a culture manages such bodily disparity, however, is most 

decidedly a matter of ritualistic and epistemological circumstance. 

 Distinct from what I might call the “performative couvade” in anthropology, the 

“couvade syndrome” of modern medicine has been codified recently for easy 

identification. 1 One study, “A Qualitative Exploration of the Couvade Syndrome in 

Expectant Fathers,”  provides a useful and concise summary of three classes of 

symptoms: 

The first group included the gastrointestinal symptoms of nausea, 
heartburn, abdominal pain, bloating and appetite changes. The second 
group comprised upper respiratory disturbances like colds, breathing 
difficulties and epistaxis, in addition to pains like toothache, leg cramps, 
backache and urogenital irritation. In the third group, psychological 
symptoms such as changes in sleeping patterns, anxiety and worry, 
depression, reduced libido and restlessness were reported. The symptoms 
are chronologically connected to pregnancy and their course appears to 
follow a U-shaped pattern over the duration of gestation….  (19) 
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However, these researchers have not yet come to a consensus about the cause of those 

symptoms. All but one of the possible explanations echo those Dawson recorded a full 

seventy-eight years earlier. Perhaps men envy women’s procreative ability, or consider 

the unborn child a rival; perhaps “the syndrome is a reactive process to the 

marginalization of men during pregnancy,” or it “arises because of men’s transitional 

crisis to prospective parenthood”; most recently, biochemical research supports a 

“hormonal basis for the syndrome,” though no explanation satisfactorily accounts for 

symptoms in all cases (A. Brennan et al. 20-21). Yet this study by a group of physicians 

practicing in Britain finds that “male partners’ attempt to explain and provide meaning 

for their symptoms were influenced by lay, cultural, and religious beliefs which have not 

been considered in other studies” (A. Brennan et al. 36). While the clinical etiology 

remains uncertain, the men who endured symptoms of the condition and the physicians 

who treated them found it important to reach for some explanatory power, some set of 

“beliefs” which gave the symptoms meaning.2 They tended to fit the conditions of the 

syndrome, in other words, into a cultural schema which gave those discrete eruptions of 

the male body and mind more than idiosyncratic significance. They translated 

“distressing” experience into discourse (A. Brennan 36). Relief from the couvade 

syndrome came not only through the birth of a material child, in these instances, but 

through the conversion of somatic symptoms into personalized socio-cultural expression. 

For these men, discourse served as a vent to relieve psychosomatic distress. 

 Not always distressing, reactions to pregnancy can sometimes lead to bodily 

pleasures. Georg Groddeck, a contemporary of Freud and Dawson, recounts one case of 
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“sympathetic pregnancy” that imitated the act of childbirth through the male body’s 

generative functions: 

A man I know told me that on the night before his wife’s accouchement he 
attempted in a peculiar way to transfer to himself this (in his view) 
tormenting experience. He dreamed, that is to say, that he himself bore the 
child—a dream in every detail resembling what he had seen happen on the 
occasion of previous births, and waked up in the moment when the child 
came into the world to discover that he had produced, if not a child, still 
something warm with life, which he had never before done since the days 
of boyhood. (22) 
 

Here, the man did not understand his bodily sensations within a context of his own bodily 

capabilities. Instead he desired the “transfer” of the childbirth experience onto himself. 

Pregnancy generated in him what Janice M. Morse and Carl Mitcham call, in the field of 

nursing, a “compathetic response.”  Though he claimed to view labor as a “tormenting 

experience,” his body produced an orgasm. The apparent disparity, between a conscious 

desire to assume torment and the actual experience of ejaculation, suggests perhaps that 

the man desired less to relieve his wife’s suffering than to imitate the spectacular 

performances “he had seen happen on the occasion of previous births.” He, in fact, 

endured a symptom of the couvade syndrome. However, instead of discharging the 

manifest tension through the jouissance of language as the men in the recent British study 

did, this man converted it to psychosomatic pleasure. His body responded to the 

pregnancy of a woman in a highly individualized, specific way. Similar to other 

compathetic responses according to Morse and Mitcham—like yawning, giggling, and 

vomiting—the symptoms of couvade syndrome at first appear to be an imitation acted out 

physiologically. Yet because of that same physiological correspondence inherent in those 

other “contagious” responses, the symptoms of couvade are manifestly distinct, a fact 
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Morse and Mitcham do not sufficiently take into account. Simply put, as the dream of 

Groddeck’s acquaintance demonstrates, men can’t “catch” and “transmit” pregnancy the 

same way they can succumb to those other compathetic pathogens: yawning, giggling, 

vomiting. The couvade response is unique to those who can but imitate pregnancy 

through their own bodily capabilities. 

 Manifestly different, male initiation rites in Bali, performative couvade in the 

Amazon, the couvade syndrome of the research hospital and cases of sympathetic 

pregnancy in early psychoanalysis all depend upon the replicability of different signs of 

pregnancy. Behind these replications, perhaps, lies a drive to access what is forever 

foreclosed to the male subject by virtue of physiology and by definition of his 

masculinity. As Cristina Mazzoni indicates in Maternal Impressions: Pregnancy and 

Childbirth in Literature and Theory, “maternal knowledge...is knowledge grounded in the 

process of sustaining another—in gestation, in birth, in lactation, and beyond, throughout 

maternal practice” (10). Reaching out to those other than mothers, Mazzoni continues, in 

“the needed exploration and discovery of maternal matters, all who are involved in 

sustaining others might find existential, perhaps bodily analogues that meaningfully, 

impressively even, speak of the process of tending life, of nourishing and supporting 

otherness—with bodily, intellectual, emotional, political practices” (10). While men are 

not fundamentally excluded from some roles—they can bottle-feed if not lactate, for 

example—they are excluded from the embodied knowledge of gestation and birth. 

Rituals of parturition, symptoms of pregnancy, and psychosomatic fantasies seek to 
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compensate for the awareness, often unconscious, of an inability to do, or to know how to 

do. 

 I am now in a position to consider more critically the definitions of couvade 

proffered in the epigrams of this chapter. The first definition, from the often indispensible 

Oxford English Dictionary, is clearly dated. It suggests that couvade events happen only 

in exotic, “uncivilized” locales. It sounds rather much like a definition Dawson would 

understand. Interesting, too, is the absence of an entry in the venerable OED for “couvade 

syndrome.” The second definition is clinical, etymological, and also witty. Unlike Arthur 

Brennan and the other researchers collaborating on “A Qualitative Exploration of the 

Couvade Syndrome in Expectant Fathers” who open up their study of the syndrome to the 

possibility of linkages between it and the psychological pressures and vents available 

through culture, Basil and Mathews define couvade as a “poorly understood 

phenomenon” ending only with “birth.” Yet this definition seems very limited in light of 

what I have just surveyed here. It does not explain how a word meaning “to hatch” came 

to be applied to men because it suppresses the term’s original use within the field of 

anthropology. It thereby denies any intellectual connection between that discipline and 

medical science. Pigeonholed, the term has a concise, pursed definition. Simply the “male 

equivalent of pseudocyesis,” Basil and Mathews’ couvade is the opposite of Dawson’s 

yawning, indefinite description. Such a definition, however, suggests that the term is 

redundant, that pseudocyesis covers couvade exactly. This claim of equivalents trivializes 

the physiological differences between men and women in a field where such differences 

should be very apparent: psychiatry. While birth might cure this kind of “sympathetic 
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pregnancy,” it does not mark the end of all forms of “couvade.” Basil and Mathews’ 

definition is both attractive for its simplicity and wit—for the deadpan way “—birth” 

emerges from the rest of the definition as its own life-giving vehicle—and 

oversimplified. It just does not introduce the reader to what seems to be a complex set of 

phenomena. For Basil and Mathews, it appears, the couvade has nothing whatever to do 

with the practices recorded in the field of anthropology, nothing whatever to do with men 

lying-in, men dominating the social significance of birth.  

 Anthropological discourse on couvade, in an equal and opposite way, has so far 

avoided contaminating its intellectual paradigm with findings in medical science. Like 

Basil and Mathews, Rival, for example, seems to want to collapse the distinction between 

differently gendered life-giving practices. Just as Basil and Mathews proposed an 

equivalence between couvade and pseudocyesis, Rival proposes an equivalence between 

couvade practices and birth practices. Dawson, meanwhile, writing before the “couvade 

syndrome” was distinguished from pseudocyesis generally, doesn’t take seriously any 

possible motivations behind the ritual. The husband “pretends to be lying-in.” He is 

somehow faking it, enacting a charade. Sometimes the husband writhes, “simulating by 

groans and contortions the pains of labour.” The man pretends; he simulates. Dawson 

homogenizes couvade practices at the same time he reduces their social significance. He 

is, in one sense, carrying on a tradition of understanding the couvade as a marker of what 

Lisa Forman Cody calls a “culturally inherent primitivism” (139).3 Curios, novelties, 

events that take place out there in the rest of the world, the couvade is irrational and 
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inexplicable. Dawson’s reluctant endorsement of the “diffusionist” school blinds him to 

the possibility that some “practices” are not inconsequential charade.  

 Informed by these discrete definitions, I would like to suggest that the following 

are generalizable facets of couvade: it is a masculine response to pregnancy and birth; it 

illuminates both essentialist and social constructivist paradigms of masculinity; it 

appropriates, consciously or not, features of pregnancy and birth “known” by the 

individual; it demands recognition within a cultural system—ritualistic, clinical, 

discursive. These generalized facets derive from the manifestations of couvade. To 

explore more thoroughly the latent drives potentially motivating couvade performances, I 

would now like to turn to psychoanalysis and, later, to Rene Girard’s theory of “mimetic 

desire.” Where, I believe, psychoanalysis offers a paradigm for understanding individual 

drives, Girard’s theory offers a paradigm for locating those individual drives within a 

social matrix. 

Minding Mother Metis 

 Perennially provocative, Athena’s birth continues to be a shibboleth of 

psychoanalysis. For Groddeck, Athena’s birth is emblematic of an omnigendered 

unconscious. The “It,” Groddeck’s unpretentious word contemporaneously developed 

alongside Freud’s “Id,” is “so wonderful...that it cares nothing at all for scientific 

anatomy or physiology” (20). The unconscious mind thinks things irrespective of the 

body in which it finds itself. In “lordly fashion,” Groddeck continues, the It “repeats the 

legend of Athena’s birth from the head of Zeus...‘to be pregnant with thought’ must come 

from the depths of the mind” (20-21). For Groddeck, there is nothing essentially 
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masculine about the mind on the level of the unconscious. The unconscious explores 

what I call “omnigendered” phantasies.4 However, as he also demonstrates in passages I 

will soon discuss, the interaction of the unconscious with a consciousness necessarily 

mindful of its gender status yields distinct psychosomatic symptoms: imitations of 

voluptuous pleasures, for example, and, as we have already seen, imitations of 

pregnancy. 

 If, for Groddeck, Athena’s emergence is emblematic of an unconscious which can 

give birth regardless of “scientific anatomy or physiology,” that same mythical event is, 

for C. G. Jung, precisely not the emblem of the unconscious. The two early 

psychoanalysts agree generally about the dynamics of the unconscious. Like Groddeck, 

Jung holds that the unconscious is “in very truth the eternally living, creative, germinal 

layer in each of us” (4.331). It is a teeming womb of living desires, a welter of 

experiences and a priori paradigms ready for conscious fashioning. Yet it generates “a 

living effect...only when the products of the unconscious are brought into serious 

relationship with the conscious mind” (4.331). This dialectic between the “products of the 

unconscious” and the “conscious mind” distinguishes Jung from Groddeck. The 

distinction is even clearer when Jung’s allusion to the mythical birth is read in 

comparison to Groddeck’s. Jung points to the dialectic by explaining, “[n]aturally a new 

meaning does not come ready-made out of the unconscious, like Pallas Athene springing 

fully-armed from the head of Zeus” (4.331). Where Groddeck utilizes the myth to refer to 

the gender-bending pregnancy implicit within it, Jung utilizes the myth to focus attention 

on the child, or “product,” generated by it. The difference lies precisely in Jung’s 
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language about that child: she comes “ready-made” and “fully-armed from the head of 

Zeus.” Referring to the same myth, Jung and Groddeck seize on different details of it to 

emblematize their point about the unconscious.  

 To Freud, Athena’s birth lies at the nexus of the personal and the social symbolic 

structures. In the case of the “Rat man,” Freud claims unilaterally that “prehistoric figures 

which show a smaller person sitting on the head of a larger person are representations of 

patrilineal descent: Athena had no mother, she sprang from the head of Zeus” (qtd. in 

Jacobs 68). Though productive of a daughter, the myth represents “patrilineal descent” by 

virtue of the father’s autogenetic capability. The myth thus serves, for Freud, as one 

iteration of a symbolic structure common to all civilizations. Freud claims in the same 

passage that a “great advance was made in civilization when men decided to put their 

inferences upon a level with the testimony of their senses and make the step from 

matriarchy to patriarchy” (qtd. in Jacobs 67). Zeus’ capability is both a vestige of that 

primordial moment of social transformation, and an essential structure necessary for its 

perpetuation. The myth, in other words, re-minds Freud of the link between its 

recollection and the maintenance of civilization in Freud’s present. 

 For Melanie Klein, the myth serves as the perfect condensation of the Oedipus 

complex, again despite the fact that Zeus produces a daughter. In Envy and Gratitude and 

Other Works 1946-1963, Klein, like Freud, explicitly recalls that the “good and helpful 

Athena has no mother, having been produced by Zeus” (285). Perhaps Athena “shows no 

hostility towards women,” Klein continues, because she has “appropriated the 

Father....Her complete submission and devotion to Zeus can be considered as an 
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expression of her Oedipus complex. Her apparent freedom from conflict may be 

explained by her having turned her whole love towards one object only” (285). 

Astonishingly, Klein finds Athena devoid of conflict, jealousy, rival tensions of any kind 

because she is a “favourite of Zeus” (285). Armed with requited affection, she stands as a 

fully-functioning female subject. Or does she? What Athena really seems to be, in 

Klein’s own rendering, is a mirror of her Father. Birthed only of him, she has reciprocally 

“appropriated” him. Athena functions, in other words, as an adjunct of Zeus. She, 

therefore, seems on the contrary to have no subjectivity at all. 

 Amber Jacobs has recently explored the consequences of psychoanalysts’ 

fascination with the birth of Pallas Athena. In On Matricide: Myth, Psychoanalysis and 

the Law of the Mother Jacobs merges the methodology of structural myth analysis, 

largely as it is expounded by Claude Lévi-Strauss in Structural Anthropology, with the 

feminist psychoanalysis of Luce Irigaray. Jacobs finds that Athena’s genealogy holds the 

potential for a radical restructuring of the cultural imaginary. Crucial to Jacobs’ analysis 

is the difference between the account of Athena’s birth in Hesiod and the account of 

Athena’s birth in the Oresteian myth. The Oresteian account has been infinitely more 

influential on psychoanalytic theory than Hesiod’s. Unlike Hesiod’s account, which 

includes Metis as the original source of Zeus’s life-giving capability, Aeschylus’ 

Oresteia, Jacobs argues, veils the matricide of Metis—her rape and incorporation by 

Zeus—with the manifest matricide of Clytemnestra. Orestes is then able to emerge from 

the trilogy as the emblem of patriarchal succession, law giving, and masculine 

subjectivity through the authorization of Athena. Athena’s authorization, however, rests 
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on the conspicuous omission of Metis. The result, according to Jacobs, is a schism: 

patricide is utterly prohibited, for, men, like Zeus, are the life-givers; matricide, as a 

response to patricide, is sanctioned. This crucial omission in ancient Greek drama has 

repercussions today, according to Jacobs. For it is on this conspicuous omission that 

psychoanalytic theory rests.  

 Jacobs distinguishes between the omission of Metis from the Oresteian myth and 

the performance of Clytemnestra’s murder by deploying two psychoanalytic concepts: 

incorporation and introjection. Generative, introjection occurs when a subject 

successfully integrates a symbolic loss. Symbolic losses, introjected by degrees 

throughout life, constitute the functioning subject. Incorporation, a term deliberately 

chosen for its etymological link to consumption, digestion, and the formation of the body, 

results from interruptions of the process of introjection. Incorporation, it might be said, is 

a sterilizing loss. In Maria Torok’s words, “introjection transforms instinctual promptings 

into desires and fantasies of desire, making them fit to receive a name and the right to 

exist and to unfold in the objectal sphere” (113). Incorporation, in contrast, manifests “as 

the disguised language of as yet unborn and unintrojected desires”: “Popeye eating his 

spinach; love potions; the fruit of knowledge whose ingestion by the first couple 

conferred on it genital sexuality; various cannibalistic rites; and the incorporative 

function of first communions” all exemplify common acts of incorporation (115). 

Incorporations change the body schematic—psychologically or phantastically. For 

Jacobs, the “Law of the Father,” structures in the cultural imaginary, practical patriarchal 

control, all depend upon Zeus’ incorporation of Metis, and with her the “Law of the 
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Mother.” Incorporation occludes the “Law of the Mother”—that only women get 

pregnant and give birth— so that the phantasy of male parthenogenesis can operate on the 

psychic level of “belief.” Jacobs explains: “the lack of prohibition on the male 

parthenogenetic phantasy means that the phantasy is systematically acted out. 5 The lack 

of the mother’s prohibition on the parthenogenetic phantasy, owing to the incorporation 

of matricidal law, means that the phantasy is elevated to the status of a belief” (125).  In 

mythical terms this drama gets played out most clearly in The Oresteia.  

 Jacobs seizes on two moments in particular. In the first, the leader of the furies 

persecuting (and prosecuting) Orestes asks indignantly, “Can a son spill his mother’s 

blood on the ground,/ then settle into his father’s halls in Argos?” (ll. 661-2). Apollo 

answers, 

Here is the truth, I tell you—see how right I am. 
The woman you call the mother of the child 
is not the parent, just a nurse to the seed, 
the new-sown seed that grows and swells inside her. 
The man is the source of life—the one who mounts. 
She, like a stranger for a stranger, keeps  
the shoot alive unless god hurts the roots. 
I give you proof that all I say is true. 
The father can father forth without a mother. 
Here she stands, our living witness. Look— 
  [Exhibiting Athena.] 
Child sprung full-blown from Olympian Zeus, 
never bred in the darkness of the womb 
but such a stock no goddess could conceive!  (ll. 665-77) 
 

Apollo doesn’t defend Orestes against the crime of matricide. He points to Athena and 

claims that there is no such thing as matricide. Those called mothers are not the source of 

life; they are not parents. They are nurses, seed beds, walking wombs. The father sows 

the “seed”; he “mounts.” He, by the reasoning engendered within Apollo’s comparison, is 
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like Zeus, able to “father forth without a mother.” The second passage Jacob’s considers 

comes shortly after Apollo’s argument. This time, Athena herself speaks: 

 I will cast my lot for you. 
No mother gave me birth. 
I honour the male, in all things but marriage. 
Yes, with all my heart I am my Father’s child. 
I cannot set more store by the woman’s death— 
she killed her husband, guardian of their house. 
Even if the vote is equal, Orestes wins.  (ll. 750-56) 
 

For Jacobs, the assertiveness with which Apollo and Athena claim that Athena is the 

product of only one parent makes the absence of Metis very important. For masculine 

psychic structures she is a generative omission: Jacobs explains, “she will constitute 

resistance to representation, to interpretation, to theory—eradicated from memory and 

history—the mute grounding from which the paternal metaphor with its sole claim on 

meaning takes off in all its (defensive) grandiosity” (67). Explicitly and relentlessly 

advocating for changes in praxis and theory, “[w]e must remember,” Jacobs insists, “that 

Athena does in fact have a maternal genealogy. In reuniting Metis and Athena in our 

minds we will heal the amnesia of Athena’s maternal ancestry, which will allow us to 

reread The Oresteia in a different light” (71). For Jacobs, “decrypting” Metis, and along 

with her the “Law of the Mother,” founds a crucial psychoanalytic structure for women. 

Instead of silencing incorporation, Metis can be introjected. She can stand for the 

generative loss so crucial to subject formation in psychoanalytic theory. 

 The archetypal male pregnancy in psychoanalysis, Athena’s birth appears to be a 

strategy for maintaining patriarchal structures through careful omission, whether or not 

those omissions are conscious and deliberate. Klein’s investment in the parthenogenetic 
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phantasy, by way of her reading of The Oresteia, suggests that Groddeck’s intuition 

about the omnigendered unconscious is correct. The “It,” always in reciprocal 

engagement with the cultural contexts around it, can introject a phantasy of know-how 

within a body already actually capable of doing. 

 To the generalized facets of the couvade I outlined earlier, I might now add 

another component: the occlusion, or the attempt to occlude maternity. While the birth of 

Athena is not a couvade event like those in anthropology or medicine in that it doesn’t 

include a bodily response from a man or men, it does share with those practices and 

symptoms an acute sensitivity to pregnancy and childbirth. That sensitivity manifests 

itself in a reluctance to admit correlations between maternity and the couvade. As 

Brennan’s study demonstrates, even the symptoms of those suffering from the couvade 

syndrome were not immediately recognized as eruptions induced by actually pregnant 

women living in the same household. Such a resistance to maternity, even in the midst of 

its appropriation—regardless of whether or not that appropriation is consciously 

conducted—aligns psychologically with the mythical structures Jacobs recovers. It also 

ironically accords with Mazzoni’s recapitulation of the tension between maternity and 

feminism: Mazzoni writes, 

Yes, maternity is always-already embroiled in heterosexist institutions, but 
so are we as feminists, as women, as scholars, as mothers. And throwing 
out the baby, or the mother, with the bathwater, to modulate on a 
particularly poignant expression, is unlikely to be a more life-sustaining 
approach than the frank admission that a pure maternal discourse is 
impossible, maybe even undesirable, and that building a multidimensional 
and not necessarily non-self-contradictory mosaic of maternity is a more 
realistic approach to understanding the many paradoxical layers of this 
experience. (144) 
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From this perspective, and in light of the potential consequences of an omnigendered 

unconscious, couvade events might be part of the “not necessarily non-self-

contradictory” mosaic of maternity as much as they are culturally specific aspects of 

paternity. While couvade events seem to be an essentially masculine, though not 

universally masculine response, I recognize that it does not necessarily follow that 

occluding maternity is likewise an essential component of all couvade events. 

Nevertheless, such occlusions are manifestly a part of very many couvade practices and a 

central aspect, until Jacobs’s recent work, of psychoanalytic theory. 

 As the Oresteian account of Athena’s birth reveals, hiding the traces of the 

maternal hides the appropriation as an appropriation. It overtakes maternal pregnancy, 

and asserts in its place the priority of paternal generation. This aggressive appropriation 

and inversion accords with Rene Girard’s theory of mimetic desire. Mimetic desire 

responds to the perception of an absence in the subject, the presence of which the 

subject’s rival seems to possess. Girard’s innovative revision of Freud’s Oedipal triangle 

re-conceptualizes the child’s desire for his mother. Instead of object cathexis followed by 

paternal prohibition, Girard postulates that desire develops in relation to the father’s own 

desire for the mother. Priority is then assigned to rivalry, the desire to mimic and 

eventually replace the rival. From this perspective, objects themselves don’t induce 

desire, but the presence of a duplicable Other begets desire. Such a dynamic is inherently 

violent, as each rival tacitly seeks the destruction of the other. The chaotic, unrestrained 

violence which might emerge and perpetuate indefinitely dissipates through the 
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intervention of culture. Ritual, ceremony, and cultural artifacts are both founded on and 

generally “channel” such fundamental violence. 

  Applied to reproductive disparity, mimetic desire helps to explain the underlying 

dynamics of male pregnancy in radically different figurations. Quite simply, men lack the 

physiological means of reproduction that women possess. Men are, in this sense, 

physically disabled compared to their rival. The artifacts produced by the cultural 

couvade do violence in their appropriating gesture, to be sure, but they also act to brake 

violence by mediating mimetic tensions. As Girard provocatively states in Violence and 

the Sacred, under certain culturally specific conditions, violence transforms “into a sort 

of seminal fluid that impregnates objects on contact” (28). However, the cathectic 

discharge of violence into an object begins the process of containment and dissipation. 

The object then becomes untouchably abject, or awesomely sacred. 

Mimesis in/and the Cultural Couvade 

 As a shibboleth of psychoanalysis, Athena’s birth helps to emphasize an effect of 

the couvade, the occlusion of maternity. A return to Freud and Groddeck helps to 

emphasize the psychosomatic appeal of pregnancy and birth for those who can do neither. 

There are indeed ways for men to reorient their body schema. Doing so allows them to 

assign sensations they already experience to those they never can. They can feel 

pregnancy and birth without actually knowing what pregnancy and birth feel like. 

 The extreme case of Judge Daniel Paul Schreber led Freud to conclude that men 

who earnestly presume that their alimentary and evacuative functions enact a kind of 

pregnancy and childbirth have succumbed to pathological delusions. Freud’s analysis was 
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based on Schreber’s own autobiography; Freud never had any direct contact with him. 

Freud justifies such an approach by positing that the “psychoanalytic investigation of 

paranoia would be altogether impossible if the patients themselves did not possess the 

peculiarity of betraying (in a distorted form, it is true) precisely those things which other 

neurotics keep hidden as a secret” (83). As Freud further points out, key to interpreting 

Schreber’s case is recalling the fact of his “family pride” on the one hand, and his 

childlessness on the other (159). It provides “a human motive for his illness[:] a feminine 

wish phantasy” (159). Freud reports that Schreber found the process of evacuation 

“always accompanied by the generation of an exceedingly strong feeling of spiritual 

voluptuousness. For the relief from the pressure caused by the presence of the faeces in 

the intestines produces a sense of intense well-being” (102). Evacuation is so pleasurable 

that whenever he addresses himself “to these natural functions, an attempt is invariably 

made…to miracle back again the call to pass stool and to make water” (102). Such 

pleasures coincide with a personalized cosmology in which Schreber insists that God’s 

“rays” flow through him, making him pregnant. Schreber’s bodily systems and  his waste 

products are transformed from feces to fetus. Periodically, those rays also transform him, 

physiologically, into a woman. An eccentric but nonetheless religious zeal unites with 

bodily sensations to form a very peculiar, if delusional body schema. Freud diagnoses 

Schreber’s text as a “megalomaniacal,” “passively homosexual,” “redeemer fantasy” 

(124, 123, 103). Mazzoni, however, generatively asks,  

Could it be argued, though, as it certainly seems plausible, that Schreber’s 
transformation into a woman is necessary to fulfill his procreative 
fantasies, his desire for example to be pregnant and to give birth? That, 
etiologically, procreative fantasies—a term wider than pregnancy 
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fantasies—come for Schreber before sexual inversion? Could maternity, 
womb envy, woman’s ability to give life as object of desire and of scorn 
because bodily rather than spiritual, could all this be what is at the bottom, 
so to speak, of Schreber’s psychosis? (118) 
 

Pregnancy, even though it defies gender conventions, holds out explanatory power, 

relieving Schreber of suspicions that his body and its functions are horrifically pointless, 

the dead double merely making life possible. 

 In Schreber’s case, pregnancy provides a paradigm for reconfiguring the 

relationship between himself and his God. Instead of an always and absolutely 

subordinated “son” to a “father,” Schreber becomes a vessel of divine conception. While 

in a deluded state of paranoia, Schreber changes physiologically from male to female. 

God’s “rays” pass through him and then out of him to give life to everything else on 

earth. His evacuative functions become instrumental to the birth of all life. To avoid an 

antagonistic relationship with God the father, Schreber reconfigures himself, in effect, as 

the divine mother.  

 Like Freud, Georg Groddeck boldly includes himself in the descriptions of often-

repressed behaviors and thoughts. In The Book of the It, for instance, Freud’s 

contemporary describes his own “castration desire” as an object lesson on the propensity 

of males to imitate sensations they witness in others (277). In a school dressing room 

Groddeck reports that his older brother’s friend Patrick once “tucked his penis and 

scrotum to the back, and nipped them between his legs, and then pretended to be a girl” 

(277). “As a boy,” Groddeck admits, he himself “often repeated the performance before 

the looking glass, and every time it gave [him] a curious voluptuous sensation” (277). A 

common boyhood practice, according to Groddeck, castration desires continue to be 
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sought out and satisfied into adulthood, but in forms which allow the continued 

sublimation of the original experience. Groddeck reports that Patrick had during that 

same encounter “produced an erection” and “also made some sort of masturbatory 

movements” (277). In close succession, Groddeck describes learning the mechanics of 

erection, masturbation, and simulated bodily castration. Most important, he learns that he 

can mimic those mechanics; he can perform for himself. He learns of different kinds of 

pleasure: one, “voluptuous,” associated with femininity; the other, iconically masculine. 

Through a visual change in the body’s surface, he discovers those “voluptuous” 

sensations radiating everywhere; through Patrick’s own bodily dynamism—unlike 

pregnancy one which Groddeck can reproduce in himself exactly—he discovers genital 

pleasure. 

 Unlike Freud, Groddeck holds out the possibility that women experience life 

differently than men, and that those differences might cause men to seek ways of 

imitating those different experiences. For Groddeck, men who fantasize less earnestly 

than Schreber about the imagined correspondence between alimentary functions and 

pregnancy merely seek to experience the diffuse, “voluptuous” pleasures of symbolic 

castration. Considering fantasies less overwhelming, Groddeck claims that his 

acquaintances casually link the sensations of constipation and headache to pregnancy 

and, furthermore, that such linkages are part of a basic drive towards the pleasures 

offered by castration phantasies. Such phantasies spread pleasure throughout the body, 

supplementing the characteristically male pleasures centered on the genital organs.  

Unlike Schreber’s case, there is no single masculine figure inducing such a response.  
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Groddeck records instances of individuals who hyper-cathect the sensations of 

evacuation, and who subsequently imbue such events with great significance.  They 

anticipate the findings of those medical doctors investigating the symptoms of the 

couvade syndrome by three-quarters of a century. Groddeck claims,  

There are familiar types of illnesses, of constipation, with its pleasure-
yielding obstruction of the faeces by means of the anus, hemorrhoids, 
which transfer the desire to this entrance of the body, the swelling of the 
abdomen, with its pregnancy symbolism, the enema, the morphine 
injections, and the manifold use of inoculations, so fashionable in our 
repressed age; headaches, with their relationship to labor pains, work and 
the creation of work, of the child of man’s spirit. (277-78) 
 

Groddeck links these experiences, prosaically, to normal fantasies of gender-

transformation. 

 Jacques Lacan, like Groddeck and Freud, analyzed at least one patient with 

symptoms of alimentary pregnancy. Like Jacobs, however, Lacan draws attention to the 

power of language for drawing out an incorporation so that it might be introjected.6 

Lacan reports, “I was able to bring to light in a certain male subject phantasies of anal 

pregnancy as well as the dream of its resolution by Caesarean section” (100). Lacan 

coaxes this phantasy out of the man, so to speak, by resorting to his “short sessions”—

meetings designed to hasten the patients’ revelation of symptoms so that, as Lacan wryly 

admits, the analyst doesn’t have to “go on listening to his speculations of the art of 

Dostoievsky” (100). Lacan “brings to light” fantasies of pregnancy by reorganizing the 

distinction between mute psychosomatic interactions and the language used to identify 

that interaction. The unconscious and/as the body reveals itself as alienated from the 

conscious subject through language. Lacan likewise makes this dynamic clear in his 
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reading of Freud’s reading of Schreber’s autobiography. Having consulted Schreber’s 

text directly, Lacan concludes, “No doubt the divination of the unconscious very soon 

warned the subject that, incapable as he is of being the phallus that the mother lacks, he is 

left with the solution of being the woman that men lack” (207). Or, as Mazzoni puts it, 

“Schreiber’s psychotic quest sought to materialize, to enflesh” the “completeness” of the 

post-partum maternal body (120). Schreber becomes the divine mother in response to an 

overwhelming paternal presence, as Freud seems to find, but also, as Lacan seems to be 

saying, because of a perverse rationality. Lacan posits, “being and having are mutually 

exclusive in principle,” and, therefore, “one realizes in observing that it is not by being 

foreclosed to the penis, but by having to be the phallus that the patient is doomed to 

become a woman” (207). Schreber imagines himself as woman, in other words, because 

he “has” the object and cannot therefore “be” the sign. Crucially, in this case, on the level 

of the individual, the distinction between signified and signifier holds true also on the 

level of the social, to the extent that the individual and social do not overlap. 

Furthermore, responding to Ernest Jones’ contention that all cultures must necessarily 

recognize that “no woman gives birth to a child without having undergone coitus,” Lacan 

perceptively argues,  

if the symbolic context requires it, paternity will nonetheless be attributed 
to the fact that the woman met a spirit at some fountain or some rock in 
which he is supposed to live. It is certainly this that demonstrates that the 
attribution of procreation to the father can only be the effect of a pure 
signifier, of a recognition, not of a real father, but of what religion has 
taught us to refer to as the Name-of-the-Father. Of course, there is no need 
of a signifier to be a father, any more than to be dead, but without a 
signifier, no one would ever know anything about either state of being. 
(199) 
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Indeed, for it is just this sort of slipperiness between cause and effect regarding 

pregnancy and childbirth which, in the reverse, allows for the proliferation of autogenetic 

phantasies, initiation rites, and couvade phenomena. 

 Lacan makes clear what to Brennan and other physicians remains unclear: the link 

between language and the relief of the symptoms of the couvade syndrome. It even 

seems, in the case of Schreber’s psychosis, to interrupt the otherwise totally dissociative 

condition. Even when it isn’t curing psychosis or bodily irritation, language acts as a vent 

for couvade desires operating within the masculine reproductive unconscious.7 Vented, 

the desire becomes culture, a collection of semiotic structures. The vent, however, is not 

dependent on the capabilities of the author’s body—for women can write in the mode of 

the cultural couvade—but through the author’s epistemology and ontology of pregnancy 

and birth. 

 Mimetic rivalry, violent mediation, the production of cultural artifacts through 

language, all get played out in another amalgamation from anthropology. Instead of a 

“performative” couvade like those described by Mead, Dawson, and Rival, this one 

comes from orally delivered mythology. In Structural Anthropology, Lévi-Strauss 

summarizes “the theme of the pregnant boy”  from the “Pawnee Indians of the North 

American Plains”:  

An ignorant young boy becomes aware that he possesses magical powers 
that enable him to cure the sick. Jealous of the boy’s increasing reputation, 
an old medicine man of established position visits him on several different 
occasions, accompanied by his wife. Enraged because he obtains no secret 
in exchange for his own teachings, the medicine man offers the boy a pipe 
filled with magical herbs. Thus bewitched, the boy discovers that he is 
pregnant. Full of shame, he leaves his village and seeks death among wild 
animals. The animals, moved to pity by his misfortune, decide to cure him. 
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They extract the fetus from his body. They teach him their magical 
powers, by means of which the boy, on returning to his home, kills the evil 
medicine man and becomes himself a famous and respected healer.  (234) 
 

Lévi-Strauss doesn’t identify this as a case of couvade. Like the initiatory cults Mead 

describes, to an anthropologist, this isn’t couvade, but merely “the theme of the pregnant 

boy”: it is a purely textual appropriation of pregnancy, not a response to an individual 

pregnant woman or a ritualized re-enactment. Yet it offers a connection between 

performative couvade events and what I call the cultural couvade. Here, male pregnancy 

elicits deep anxiety. Here, the pregnant male bears the suffering alone. Pregnancy isolates 

him by inducing within him a sense of profound shame. Yet, he also generates new social 

relations as well. Rejected from human society, he joins the primary Other making that 

society self-identical. He joins the animals, or more precisely, the animals recognize him 

as no longer a member of exclusive human society. With access to their alien wisdom, 

not only is he restored to his original condition—and thus, ironically, once again the 

Other of the animals—but he returns to human society with retributive power. The curse 

of bodily pregnancy gets converted into the blessing of a generative mind. 

  Rituals, symptoms, and narratives center masculinity within a life-giving matrix. 

The “father” is no longer a marginally relevant figure, perhaps required in some way for 

initiating pregnancy. Rituals ensure that men are required for the birth of the social 

subject. Men, in this way, make men; they ensure their own reproduction by overtaking 

the significance of the prior life-giving performed by the mother. Symptoms provide 

access to otherwise foreclosed bodily sensations: voluptuous pleasure, meaningful 

evacuations. Symptoms solicit attention, both clinical and communal, which focus and 
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galvanize interpersonal relationships. Narrative, as the theme of the pregnant boy 

suggests, itself generates phantasies of occult wisdom delivered only to men. 

 With this final interdisciplinary iteration in place, I might now suggest a 

methodology for studying the cultural couvade. Analysis should begin by looking to 

“decrypt” maternity. Then it should ask questions that yield a culturally situated 

interpretation: How is the text related to the psychosomatic well-being of the pregnant 

persona—whether author or character? Within what religio-mythical belief system is the 

pregnancy structured? How does it align interpersonal relationships? In the chapters that 

follow, I will ask these questions of texts produced between the rise of print culture in 

England during the sixteenth century, and the emergence of male-oriented, instrumental 

obstetrics in the second half of the seventeenth. 

                                                 
1 Throughout this chapter I hope to make the case that couvade is a strictly masculine 
affair, despite the fact that Basil and Mathews claim to have identified incidents of 
pseudocyesis as a couvade syndrome “equivalent” or “variant.” See, for example, their 
letters in Psychosomatics entitled “Couvade Syndrome Equivalent” and “A Couvade 
Syndrome Variant.” I maintain, as do the researchers in “A Qualitative Exploration of the 
Couvade Syndrome in Expectant Fathers” by implication, that there is a crucial 
difference between cases of pseudocyesis and couvade: the gender, and therefore the 
bodily capabilities, of the patient. 
2 I have adopted the following principle regarding the use of past- and present-tense verb 
forms: whenever the verbs refer to a literary text, or scholarly analysis, I use the present 
tense, following convention. However, whenever the verbs refer to the symptoms or 
testimony of actual individuals, I will use the past tense. I hope, in this way to keep 
separate the specific data, the concrete details, from general abstraction. Characters, and 
even the analysis of scholars, may live on in an eternal present, but real people and the 
experiences they report happen at particular times and places. The distinction seems 
important to me. 
3 Cody points out that, by the 1860s, “the father of anthropology, Edward Burnet Tylor, 
used the couvade as exactly the proof that less civilized peoples lacked the intellectual 
sophistication to differentiate themselves clearly from others, and understand the 
distinction between what is and what one would like or fear” (139-40). 
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4 My use of the term “omnigender” differs from Virginia Ramey Mollenkott’s. 
Mollenkott uses the term as an alternative to masculinity and femininity even on the 
physiological level. I use the term strictly to describe Groddeck’s model of the 
unconscious. For Groddeck, and for my study, male and female bodies—especially 
bodily capabilities—are too different to fall into a category like omnigender. 
5 Jacobs uses “phantasy” to distance her discussion from the more casual connotations of 
the word as it is often spelled, “fantasy.” I will follow her spelling, and adopt her 
reasoning for its use. 
6 Though Lacan does not use the term “couvade” in the passage that I cite here, he does 
explore the couvade explicitly in his seminar on “The Psychoses.” 
7 The phrase “reproductive unconscious” comes from Patricia Yaeger’s “The Poetics of 
Birth” (268).  
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2. WOM(B)ANLY MEN AND SACRIFICIAL FANCIES 

To early modern men pregnancy remained a particularly indecipherable event. 

They knew that there was some relationship between sex and pregnancy, but they didn’t 

know exactly what that relationship was. One thing was certain, as Lisa Forman Cody 

observes: “Aside from the Paracelsian speculations...women were absolutely essential to 

reproduction” (91).1 Even those men unbothered by the epistemological uncertainty of 

men’s roles, must have wondered why God endowed women with this conspicuous 

achievement of the body. In that achievement, so much depends. By comparison, male 

morphological dynamism is a decidedly inconspicuous achievement. Except in cases of 

grotesque, priapic ostentation, the phallus nowhere near approaches the commanding 

scale of the pregnant belly.2 Some sought and found birthing bodies equally exclusive, 

spectacularly generative, and unequivocally masculine. 

 Though not identified by the word couvade, performances and symptoms of 

pregnancy garnered considerable attention in early modern England. Not surprisingly, 

since even now the phenomena are segregated into disciplinary fields, different 

manifestations of couvade were considered within intellectual spaces still familiar to us 

today. Travel literature recorded the kinds of couvade now found in anthropology; 

medical discourse opined about the couvade syndrome; dramatists made use of husbands’ 

psychological sympathy for their gravid wives.  

Early in the seventeenth century, Samuel Purchas recounted a strange practice 

among the Tartars of “Cardandan” province, under “Cublai Can”—Purchas’ spelling of 

Kublai Kahn: “When a woman is brought to bed shee forsakes the bed, washeth the child 
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and dresseth it, and then the husband lieth downe and keepes the child with him fortie 

dayes, not suffering it to depart” (3.92). The father, rather than the mother, recovers from 

the childbirth event. Furthermore, Purchas reports, the man “is visited meane while of 

friends and neighbours, to cheare and comfort him. The woman lookes to the house, 

carrie [sic] the husband his br[…]ths to his bed, and giues sucke to the child by him” 

(3.92). The post-partum woman cares for the man. She brings him food, and nurses the 

infant near him. Other members of the community attend him; they “cheare and comfort” 

him. His lying-in becomes the social focal point for forty days after the birth. Yet this 

event does not emasculate the man. In fact, just before describing this curious event, 

Purchas reports that the Tartar men “give their minds to nothing but riding, hunting, 

hawking, and exercises of Armes, leauing the household cares to women” (3.92). In fact, 

the society reveres the oldest man of every household, “of whom they say come 

themselues and all they haue” (3.92). Physiologically barred from taking over pregnancy 

absolutely, these men of Cardandan seem to have assumed as much of the social 

significance of life-giving, and life-sustaining, as possible. 

 In the middle of the seventeenth century, James Primerose listed in his collection 

of “errours of the people in physick” that “the Husband cannot breed his Wives childe” 

(121). He tells of his own experience with one misguided man: “I had a patient sick of 

Feaver, with a very high coloured, and troubled urine, who would not be perswaded of 

any other cause of his sicknesse, then his wives being with childe” (121). The man’s self-

diagnosis conflicted with the physician’s reasoning. Women experience morning sickness 

because it interrupts their monthly “Flowers” (121). The blood retained from that 
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interruption, not used by the “young one” because it is so small, “annoyes” the “noble 

parts” of the woman’s body with “filthy vapours” (122). Men, however, do not 

experience such a regular “flux,” and therefore do not retain excess blood. Men do not 

have the same physiological “disposition and analogy” to even make such an etiology 

possible (124). They should not, in Primerose’s opinion, experience similar symptoms to 

those of women as a response to pregnancy. Though it might appear “that graviditie, or a 

womans being with childe is a contagious disease,” his patient’s sickness is nothing more 

than coincidence. After all, it “is no new thing for husbands and their wives to bee both 

sick together” (122). Primerose also dismisses an affective cause. Though “something 

might be said for of sympathy, antipathy, contagion, fascination, and other such trifles,” 

they ultimately fail to explain the symptoms, for, Primerose asks, “if these things be so, 

why do not maids and widows, who are very often troubled with like symptoms…infect 

their bedfellows and familiars…?” (123). Why, Primerose seems to ask, does this only 

happen to men, and English men to boot? Primerose does not remember reading of it or 

hearing of it observed “in any place but in England” (121). Of all the errors of physic 

credulous people believe, this is the “most worthy to be laughed at” (121). 

 There is nothing to laugh at, however, in the middle of Beaumont and Fletcher’s A 

Wife for a Month. In the middle of the play, noble Alphonso, rightful king of Naples, 

approaches his father’s tomb with his loyal attendants. Friar Marco explains to Rugio 

why Alphonso has been mute for three months. Like those “loving Husbands,/That 

sympathize their Wives Pains, and their Throes/ When they are breeding,” Alphonso has 

experienced what his father experienced. Friar Marco continues, 
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For when his honour’d Father good Brandino 
Fell sick, he felt the Griefs, and labour’d with them, 
His Fits, and his Disease he still inherited, 
Grew the same thing, and had not Nature check’d him, 
Strength and Ability, he had dy’d that Hour too. (3.1.) 
 

Alphonso sympathetically enacted not the throes of birth, but the throes of death. Having 

done so makes him, to Rugio, an “Emblem of noble Love!”: an example of paternal 

reverence. Just like those “loving Husbands,” however, he could not exactly replicate 

with his own body what another person close to him endured. He sympathized, but, 

finally, he did not undergo the ultimate bodily transformation, death. 

 What Beaumont and Fletcher in fact do by comparing Primerose’s error of physic 

to the ultimate expression of filial devotion is transform discourse about real and 

common, but nonetheless puzzling experience of some male bodies into cultural codes. 

No longer an error, or an event taking place in exotic lands, sympathetic pregnancy is 

validated through the reciprocity of simile and metaphor. Not to be laughed at, this 

“usual” practice, known through “Experience,” has the power to explain something 

apparently less familiar: “noble Love.” In short, Beaumont and Fletcher transform the 

signs of what is now called couvade, a bodily response by those who are not pregnant to 

an actually pregnant woman residing within the same household. In their hands, couvade 

changes from an aberrant condition, unaccounted for in ordinary discursive arrangements 

in early modern England, to a social model, one valuable as a resource for comparison to 

other conditions, to other sympathetic desires. 

 Though Beaumont and Fletcher are uniquely explicit, many other authors during 

the early modern period turn to discursive arrangements of male life-giving and life-
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support to assert claims of exceptional mental and physical male capacity. As Purchas his 

Pilgrimes, Popular Errours, and A Wife for a Month collectively demonstrate, 

anthropological, medical, and even psychoanalytic couvade events found their way into 

early modern English discourse. Where Purchas records the kind of ritualistic, socially 

normative couvade that Mead, Dawson, and Rival analyze, Primerose offers his 

professional—if hostile—opinion of men who believe that their physical ailments are 

somehow mysteriously linked to their wives’ gravidity. Beaumont and Fletcher, 

meanwhile, judge like Groddeck rather than like Freud that men who “sympathize their 

Wives Pains and their throes” do nothing unusual, for “’tis in Nature” that they so 

behave. Such men do only what is natural and proper for them to do. Each text transforms 

anthropological, medical, and psychoanalytic couvade events into discourse; or, perhaps 

more precisely, their acts of converting these experiences into discourse transform 

individual and social bodies into knowledge.3 Separate, each fits conveniently into 

discrete, immediately recognizable disciplinary confines. Such precise, institutional 

confinement, however, didn’t exist in early modern England. Therefore, just as it is 

important to avoid the presumption that these products of a historical period are 

absolutely unique and specific to their time, so too is it important to recover as much as 

possible the ante-disciplinary epistemological circumstance from which they come. The 

cultural couvade cannot be separated from the variety of discursive forms recording 

masculine responses to pregnancy and birth. In the early modern period, the cultural 

couvade does not always automatically collide with reason; it colludes with other forms 

of knowledge, each compensating for a demonstrable gender disparity. Beginning here, 
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but continuing through subsequent chapters, I shall argue that cases of the cultural 

couvade proliferated in the early modern period, aided by imaginative linkages between 

reproduction and the printing press as well as a self-conscious uncertainty about the role 

of the male body in human reproduction. 

 Such linkages and epistemological uncertainties began to change with the 

restoration of the monarchy. In Birthing the Nation, Lisa Forman Cody argues that the 

shift from female- to male-midwifery—the beginning of which Cody dates to 1660—

marked nothing less than a “revolution” in social alignments (4). While historians have 

tended to observe the consolidation of the separate spheres doctrine by the nineteenth 

century, Cody calls the rigidity of that doctrine into question. She finds, instead, a 

culminating “heterosociality” by the end of the eighteenth century (15). Heterosociality 

distinguishes the eighteenth century from every period before it insomuch as it records 

far greater interpenetration of those supposedly separate spheres than ever before. At the 

center of this shift, Cody argues, was the man-midwife. Because the new profession 

demanded that men so employed could empathize with women during pregnancy, there 

was no less than a “collapsing of sexual difference” (13). “The man-midwife,” Cody 

concludes, “benefited from and helped to establish the belief that women and men shared 

many fundamental human traits, that the sexes were not opposite in every way, but 

kindred spirits, especially in their mutual desire to reproduce and raise families” (15).  

 The way Cody describes it, male authority over human reproduction developed 

from the inside out. With the founding of the Royal Society in 1662, the knowledge and 

expertise of the midwife began to be displaced by the discoveries of the natural 
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philosophers. According to Cody, their “experiments and the knowledge they produced 

did not directly affect the midwife’s access to or authority over childbirth, but instead, 

charted new ground for male natural philosophers to conquer” (97). While members of 

the society had by 1700 eschewed the commonly held notion that life could spring 

spontaneously from decaying matter, they did not reach a consensus on how generation 

did take place. Cody describes four competing models: epigenetic, metamorphic, ovistic 

preformation, and spermatic preformation. Blending ancient tradition with emergent 

empirical practice, the epigenetic school theorized that reproduction resulted from the 

vague comingling of female and male seed. This comingling then resulted in a highly 

rational sequence of development—each organ of the fetus developed in turn. The 

metamorphic model, in contrast, held that the organs developed simultaneously, meaning 

that each organ was present in miniaturized form in the seeds. For advocates of 

preformation, however, the human form was fully contained within the seed itself. 

Development simply meant a change in scale. The controversy among the advocates of 

preformation centered around which parent contributed the homuncular seed. At stake 

was not just the pure pursuit of scientific knowledge for its own sake, but the enticing 

prospect that the patent, conspicuous achievement of the female body depended upon the 

most inconspicuous evacuation of the male body. 

In this chapter, I intend to demonstrate how, in contrast to the relative consistency 

of female gestation—at least from the outside—male pregnancy in the early modern 

period took three distinct forms. Most closely resembling biological gestation are 

instances in which a male character or persona “breeds” in his belly. In other instances, a 
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male character or persona breeds generally, without specific reference to the location of 

gestation within the body. Finally, and most curiously, are those instances where the 

location is certain, but the expected conditions of breeding associated with female 

gestation, the passage of time and morphological dynamism, are occluded. I might name 

each instance of male pregnancy, respectively, bodily simulation, disembodied 

appropriation, and mindful elaboration. Each case manipulates conventional wisdom 

about female gestation in order to generate conventional wisdom about men. 

Collectively, the variety of ways male figures brood in the early modern period suggests 

an aggressive dynamic of mimetic substitution which seeks to degrade visceral gestation 

in order to prioritize the fecund male head. 

These three general types of representation furthermore always intersect with 

abstractions of power: political, theological, technical. Some representations, clearly 

engaged in devotional expression, seek to perfect masculinity by appending life-giving 

capabilities to the body of Jesus. This despite the fact that, “some of the propaganda of 

the Reformation...depicted the Pope and Catholics as pregnant men” (Cody 92). Such 

images “were meant to be utterly monstrous, unnatural, the completely inverted sign of 

the Antichrist and of heresy, but they were additionally mobilized to suggest that 

Catholicism fostered unnatural, homosexual behavior through its doctrine of celibacy” 

(Cody 92). Other representations critique and even ridicule, the pregnant man. Some, 

ethically minded, right the patent disparity in capabilities by insisting that culture itself is 

the product of male pregnancy. Still others see the printing press as a masculine body not 

just disseminating the seeds of wisdom, but birthing the material children of men’s 
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minds. This is not to say, however, that a one to one correlation exists between the type 

of representation and the abstraction(s) of power it bears. Examples of bodily simulation, 

as I shall show, had both a devotional and a satirical carrying capacity. Such complexity 

causes me to disagree with Cody’s summative judgment that “the many seventeenth-

century allusions to ‘pregnant men’ operated to subvert the supremacy of traditional, 

idealized, patriarchal, heterosexual fathers largely through satire, humour, and 

masquerade” (92). Where Cody finds many instances of male pregnancy during the 

period operating as “mere metaphor pointing to concepts that had little to do with either 

masculinity or gestation,” I find important intersections of authority (87). For example, in 

one of the prefaces to the first folio of Shakespeare’s plays, John Heminge and Henry 

Condell explain how printed texts are liminal beings—birthed by one, they are reborn 

through the body of the printing press, only to be offered up as both wards of and 

sacrificial victims for the Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery. The two colleagues of the 

deceased playwright do no less than “give new vitality to textual patronage” with their 

metaphoric conflations, according to David M. Bergeron (154). After establishing and 

exploring examples of bodily simulation, disembodied appropriation, and mindful 

elaboration in texts written by Sir Philip Sidney, I shall return to Heminges and Condell’s 

provocative metaphorical shifts to explore the ways in which culture was imagined as a 

child born of men, to be disposed of by men. Finally, I conclude the chapter with two 

plays, one from Spain and the other from England, that affirm Cody’s position. Not 

coincidentally, the English play appeared in the second half of the seventeenth century, 
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after the restoration of the monarchy and at just about the same moment as the 

establishment of the Royal Society. 

Sidney’s Many Fancies 

Sidney’s “Defense of Poesy” is fraught with paradox, or outright contradiction. 

Early on, Sidney attempts to demonstrate  a universal drive to make poetry. He points out 

that even the “Indians” of Haiti have poets and songs. Yet, implicitly, these songs express 

naïve pleasures, “for until they find a pleasure in the exercise of the mind, great promises 

of much knowledge will little persuade them that know not the fruits of knowledge” (ll. 

100-02). Poetry appears to be the fruit of knowledge, but also something that the “hard 

dull wits” of the Indians already also produce (99). Further on, Sidney explains how 

poetry is a speaking picture illustrating, nay illuminating wisdom itself. Yet the passage 

leading up to this grand conclusion illuminates a failure of language, and even threatens 

to undermine the claim that the zodiac of the poets’ wit encompasses more than Nature. 

Sidney reports, “to a man that has never seen an elephant or a rhinoceros, who should tell 

him most exquisitely all their shapes, colour, bigness, and particular marks...yet should 

never satisfy his inward conceit with being witness to itself of a true lively knowledge” 

(406-11). Show the man a painting, however, and “without need of any description,” the 

man will possess “a judicial comprehending of them” (414). Language insufficiently 

captures the wonders of nature; language captures the highest known virtues towards 

which humanity strives: Can both of these be reasonable? 

Sidney also equivocates on the role of God in poetic inspiration. He rejects a 

notion that he attributes to Plato, of “a very inspiring of a divine force, far above man’s 
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wits” (1136). However, early in the defense he figures the poet as a “maker” in the 

“likeness” of “the heavenly Maker” (204). The poet, “with the force of a divine breath” 

brings forth things “surpassing” the “doings” of Nature: Are we meant to believe that the 

poet actually commands a “divine breath” and brings things to life, or that the “divine 

breath” derives ultimately from God? Is the poet, in other words, the originator of a 

divine breath himself, the custodian of its likeness, or the keeper of that inspiring breath 

that animated Adam? None of these choices completely avoids contradiction. If the poet 

originates a divine breath, surpassing Nature, then does he compete with God? Perhaps. 

Sidney blunts this potentially damning line of reasoning by quickly distinguishing 

between “our erected wit” and “our infected will” (209-10). If the poet’s breath is simply 

like God’s breath, then how does it surpass Nature in bringing things to life? Finally, if 

the breath, like a bloodline, is the same as the breath animating Adam, then it circles 

back, completely, to contradict the notion that Sidney rejects in Plato. 

For all the paradox and potential contradiction, Sidney seems clear about two 

things: poetry is virtue signified; and poetry is an essentially masculine begetting. In 

addition to extolling Homer and Hesiod, Sidney repeatedly acknowledges the importance 

of Xenophon. His rendering of Cyrus made possible “many Cyruses,” many princes who 

would rule on the model that Xenophon depicted (199). Poetry, Sidney avers, is of the 

“most fatherly antiquity, as from whene other learnings have taken their beginings” (821-

22). Poets “breed” what Sidney considers “the supreme knowledge”: “men’s manners” 

(385-86). In fact, Sidney conceives of poetry as viands to be consumed, and, once 

consumed, literally to engender a pregnant wit. Nowhere is this more explicit than when 
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Sidney reviews the literary output of his near contemporaries. About the Earl of Surrey’s 

lyrics, Sidney finds “many things tasting of a noble birth, and worthy of a noble mind” 

(1245-46). While it might be tempting to object and point out that “tasting” here might be 

a variety of the word “taste” as it is applied to aesthetic opinion generally, I would point 

out that Sidney explicitly figures the poet as food. Offering infinitely more delight than 

the grinding philosopher, “the poet is the food for the tenderest stomachs” (466-67). The 

poet thus teaches, as the philosopher does, but teaches through delight. The poet “doth 

intend the winning of the mind from wickedness to virtue—even as the child is often 

brought to take most wholesome things by hiding them in such other as have a pleasant 

taste” (611-12). 

Sidney structures the poet and poetry against the body and against figurations of 

women. Learning generally is a “purifying of wit” with the “final end” of leading and 

drawing “us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clayey 

lodgings, can be capable of” (293-98). Further on, Sidney initiates his counter-attack to 

“these poet-whippers” directly by comparing them to “some good women, who often are 

sick, but in faith they cannot tell where” (815-16). Then when conceding that the poetry 

in Elizabethan England compares poorly to the poetry of other times and places, Sidney 

reasons that England, like “an unmannerly daughter showing a bad education, causeth her 

mother Poesy’s honesty to be called in question” (1377-78). Eloquence, which should be 

a “honey-flowing matron” is now “disguised in a courtesan-like painted affectation” 

(1397-98). Perhaps most memorably, female Nature is cast as the poet’s rival maker. 
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The poet, Sidney claims, “goeth hand in hand with nature” (216). Only he makes 

“things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew, forms such as never were 

in nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies” (216). The poet wanders 

“only within the zodiac of his own wit” (216). The poet acts like nature; he walks “hand 

in hand with her.” His power to create is like her power to create: they each master 

distinct domains, though his supersedes hers and operates autonomously. His is a mindful 

elaboration of pregnancy and birth. He is her equal; she is his rival “maker.” The poet’s 

mimetic skill, on the other hand, Sidney likens to Xenophon’s representation of Cyrus. 

Nature herself might have rendered “but a particular excellency”; that is, she produced 

but one sensible, viable, and mortal Cyrus (216). Xenophon, however, bestowed “a Cyrus 

upon the world to make many Cyruses,” if princes and poets “learn aright why and how 

that maker made him” (217). Xenophon and his Cyrus thus serve as models for leaders in 

politics and poetics, the one an agent, the other a representation: each inspires further 

work, further representation. 

Properly situated, then, the poet “makes” and imitates in relation to the generative 

figure opposite him. In reference to that patent and potent maker, mother nature, the 

poet’s faculties exceed, supplement, go beyond. In reference to those “fathers in 

learning” who paint speaking pictures to mimic, the poet seeks but to re-figure forth 

(213). Sidney avoids paradox by referencing two different, significantly gendered agents 

who provoke different responses. The activity of poets is figured as an appropriation of 

the specifically maternal fecundity of nature and a response to the imitable works of those 

“fathers in learning” who are now long dead. For Sidney, it seems, the anxiety of 
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influence centers not on the authority of those men now reduced to representative traces, 

but on the quotidian power of his living and omnipresent rival, mother nature. 

In both the first sonnet of Astrophil and Stella and the preface to The Arcadia, 

Sidney takes pains to deny the influence of other male poets; Nature, instead, plays a 

pivotal role. Vainly, Astrophil sought to “entertain” Stella by “turning others’ leaves to 

see if thence would flow/ Some fresh and fruitful showers upon [his] sunburn’d brain.” 

He “sought fit words” but found none just right to show his love in verse. So, too, in the 

preface to The Arcadia does Sidney claim to generate something utterly novel and 

particular, something designed to connect a brother and sister intimately together. At the 

same time, though, Sidney imagines that his sister will want to circulate this child among 

her coterie. He asks, “if you keep it to yourself, or to such friends who will weigh errors 

in the balance of good will,” then he hopes “for the father’s sake, it will be pardoned, 

perchance made much of, though in itself it have deformities” (19). Derivative mimicry 

would not do for this poet. He, rather like Xenophon, instead finds himself acquainted 

with Nature’s paragons. His task, therefore, is to give birth in the sonnets to a poetic 

Stella, one to serve as an example for later poets who might find cause to turn Sidney’s 

leaves “to see if thence would flow” mimetic inspiration. Likewise, he claims to have 

neither model nor end in mind for The Arcadia. His sister is to “[r]ead it then at [her] idle 

times,” and to “laugh at” the “follies” her “judgment will find” (9-10). It is a mere trifle, 

but one meant to mirror and delight the lady who commanded its conception, oversaw its 

birth, and is now responsible for its care. 
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The crucial character of the sonnet introducing Astrophil and Stella is certainly 

not Stella—her name never even appears in the first fourteen lines—but nor is it 

Astrophil. Instead, the crucial character of the first sonnet is the midwife-muse who 

enables Astrophil’s composition. The appearance of the Muse at the very end of the 

sonnet stops the emergence of a fruitless self-lament at the same time it introduces the 

entire work. Though the Muse only appears at the end of the sonnet, in dialogue with the 

speaker, her effect was proleptically realized at the very beginning of the sonnet; 

Astrophil could not have produced even one word, by his own admission, if it were not 

for the prior intervention of the Muse. The Muse, however, doesn’t inspire the poet; she 

is not invoked for help. She simply appears and directs the poet to attend to himself, to 

what he already has inside of himself: a supra-natural embrion, a homunculus waiting to 

emerge, like Cyrus, from Astrophil’s wom(b)anly heart.  

Through its disembodied appropriation of pregnancy and birth, the sonnet 

logically suggests a number of ineffective attempts at creative insemination. Astrophil 

admits that he searched through “others’ leaves.” The works of others did not inspire him 

in any way; they did not make his wits “great with child to speak.” From them he sought 

“fresh and fruitful showers” for his “sunburn’d brain.” Instead, he is actually made 

“great” by the idea of Stella, but importantly not Stella herself. It is the idea of her that he 

identifies, through the mediation of the Muse, as the source of his inspiration. But even 

this reading is complicated by the fact that the image appears in his “heart.” The work of 

other men did not sufficiently penetrate him; Nature, invention, Muse, these feminized 
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figures certainly did not penetrate him; nor did Stella penetrate him without qualification, 

for he found Stella fully formed, already enwombed within his heart.  

Compellingly similar, Nature acts in the first sonnet of Astrophil and Stella as she 

does in the Defense of Poesy. Even in absentia, she is the rival of Sidney’s poet-persona. 

Astrophil does not imitate Stella, who has already been bodily born, is therefore mortal 

and irrevocably within the demesne of Nature. Nor does he imitate those “inventions 

fine” that he studied in order “to entertain” her. One crux of the first sonnet, in fact, 

centers around Sidney’s use of the word “inventions.” In Elizabeth M. Hull’s reading, 

“‘Inventions,’ man-made, cannot compare to the divinely created Stella; the devices used 

by other poets drawing upon other sources of inspiration can only seem ‘but strangers in 

[his] way’” (183). However, Hull is ignoring the fact that, for Sidney’s Astrophil, 

invention is “Nature’s child” and cannot therefore be thought of simply as  “man-made.” 

Indeed, Nature birthed invention in his scheme, and it is this conception of invention that 

the speaker originally was “wanting” when “words came halting forth.” Nature and 

invention, then, are put into a maternal relationship. Astrophil’s pregnancy, on the other 

hand, grows in response to Stella’s gravitational pull. Her power to attract miraculously 

generates another Stella, one alive within the heart of the laboring poet’s body. 

Unequivocally masculine, perfectly masculine in fact, Astrophil’s body has the capacity 

to give birth to forms such as never were in nature: a Stella defined by the zodiac of the 

poet’s own wit. 

 In the preface to The Arcadia, Sidney’s grammar suggests that either the issues of 

his brain would have become monstrous had the romance not been born, or that his brain 
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itself would have: “In sum, a young head, not so well stayed as I would it were, (and shall 

be when God will), having many many fancies begotten in it, if it had not been in some 

way delivered, would have grown a monster, and more sorry might I be that they came 

in, than that they got out” (9). Sidney articulates a close relationship between the implicit 

womb of his head and the issue of that womb. These fancies are done “only for” his 

sister, the Countess of Pembroke, “only to” her (9). Sidney describes himself in thrall to 

her: “But you desired me to do it, and your desire, to my heart is an absolute 

commandment” (9). Her desire, to his brooding “heart,” is sanctified imperative. He must 

produce for her; he must birth to her. Sidney makes birth a transitive act, an action 

directed both by and at the desires of others. Stunningly, in this regard, his sister occupies 

an interchangeable position with Stella, the thinly veiled pseudonym of Lady Rich. In his 

novel mode, his mind is malleable material to be shaped and given form by the idea of 

the women to whom he is in thrall. Each woman compels him to beget fancies. His 

physiological body begs to let them out, though the poet himself “could well find it in 

[his] heart to cast out in some desert of forgetfulness” those children which he is “loath to 

father” (9). He begets brainchildren; those whose desires command his heart must see to 

their care.  

Sacrificial Orphans 

Sidney’s sense of anxious abandonment, his admission of helplessness in poetic 

labor and powerlessness over the fate of the brainchildren that he produces, articulates a 

common dynamic of the period. Clearly and concisely expressed in a preface from the 

first folio of Shakespeare’s works as I explain here, the dynamic gets further attention in 
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chapter five. In their dedicatory preface to the Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery, John 

Heminge and Henry Condell claim that they are performing an important service for their 

dead friend, William Shakespeare, by collecting his plays. Most important, they assert, is 

the act they perform with the dedication itself: with it, they “procure his Orphanes, 

Guardians.” They look to the Earls in hopes that those noblemen might “use the like 

indulgence toward” the plays that they “have done unto” the plays’ “parent.” With the 

publication of the 1623 folio, Heminge and Condell hoped, in other words, to establish a 

paternalistic succession between Shakespeare, the father of the plays, and the Earls as 

foster fathers. 

 Yet, further on in that same dedication, Shakespeare’s colleagues alter the 

relationship between the Earls and Shakespeare’s “orphans.” In deference to the great 

rank and esteem of these foster fathers, Heminge and Condell come “with a kind of 

religious addresse” towards these reverend patrons. Digressing, they describe how rustics 

“reach foorth milke, creame, fruites, or what they have” for tithes, and that “many 

Nations (we have heard) that had not gommes & incense, obtained their requests with a 

leavened Cake.” Proper worship, they seem to be saying, depends not on material 

possession or on what exactly gets offered for tithe or ceremony. “It was no fault to 

approach their Gods,” Heminge and Condell continue, “by what meanes they could: and 

the most, though meanest, of things are made more precious, when they are dedicated to 

Temples.” The act of dedication to ritual, ceremony, sacrifice, matters more than the 

thing dedicated. With this exposition on sacrificial substitution in place, the authors of the 

preface then make clear how their parental paradigm has shifted. They “most humbly 
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consecrate to your H. H. these remaines of your servant Shakespeare.” Orphans to 

“remaines”: the transition of the plays from the father who bore them to the foster fathers 

who might succor them ultimately involves their consumption as sacrificial objects. 

 Their consumption is, in some sense, predictable. Brainchildren born in early 

modern England served an important cultural function. They mediated rivalries between 

men, between men and women, between believers of different Christian sects, by 

operating as sacrificial victims. Male pregnancy itself and the textual children it yielded 

developed from a conversion of primary violence into cultural artifacts. “Reciprocal 

violence,” which Rene Girard claims prevents cultural and social cohesion from forming 

when no such victims are made available, was thus averted and replaced by ritualistic and 

“unanimous violence” directed at the children of masculine pregnancy, such as 

Shakespeare’s “Orphans.” Literature, legal codices, scientific polemics, religious 

commentary, the very texts which constituted English culture were imagined to be born 

of men, often to be consumed, ritualistically and economically, by men.  

 An elaborate construct permeating many early modern texts, masculine pregnancy 

and “child”-birth appropriated much from biological pregnancy. Although Heminge and 

Condell don’t include the logical metaphors leading up to the production of those 

“orphanes,” many other authors did. Authors invented analogues with biological 

pregnancy to emphasize particular relationships. The entirety of the conception-birth 

continuum was explored. In “Sonnet 81,” Shakespeare metaphorically copulates with the 

mouths of men yet unborn to resurrect his male favorite. Addressing the noble youth, he 

boldly asserts, “You still shall live—such virtue hath my pen—/ Where breath most 
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breathes, even in the mouths of men.” The youth will be perpetually re-conceived 

through Shakespeare’s inspiration, through the ejaculate of his puissant pen. Not all 

masculine pregnancy is conceived through interchange between men, however. Often the 

brainchildren autogenously conceive, as they do from the reposeful head of Doctor 

Faustus. In the longer, “B-text” version of the very first scene of Marlowe’s play, Faustus 

concludes his soliloquy with “Here, tire my brains to get a Deity” (1.1.62). Near the end 

of that same version, Mephistopheles confirms the reproductive metaphorics when he 

comments about Faustus, “his laboring brain/Begets a world of idle fantasies/ To 

overreach the devil” (5.2.14-16). The “A-text,” first to see print, relies less obviously on 

reproductive metaphors though it retains a similar import: “Here, Faustus, try thy brains 

to gain a deity.” Faustus seeks to self-induce a god from his head through rest (in the first 

version) or labor (in the second). 

 In addition to figurations of conception, early modern authors also referred 

frequently to both the moment of birth and the “child” produced from it. In the “Reason 

of Church Government” for example, Milton writes that during a historical schism, 

“Heresie begat heresie with a certaine monstrous haste of pregnancy in her birth, at once 

borne and bringing forth. Contentions before brotherly were now hostile.” This female 

abstraction, Heresie, originates from those men convened to debate dogma. It comes 

between these men, reproducing itself out of their control. Heresie’s capacity for self-

perpetuation, independent of the “brother” who fathered it, makes it monstrous and 

threatening. Yet not all masculine pregnancy produces such monsters, even for Milton. 

God produces Eve through Adam in Paradise Lost, of course. Even in The History of 
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Britain Milton writes that “Laws are Masculin Births” and that there is “nothing more 

awry from the Law of God and Nature, then that a Woman should give laws to Men.” For 

Milton, men do produce viable brainchildren who in turn sustain culture, as they likewise 

produce those monstrous mola who threaten to destroy it. Violence, as Girard makes 

clear, is equally adroit at generating beneficently as maleficently. Though Milton’s 

figurations of the trope are deadly serious and consequential, other authors saw the 

moment of birth as a stage from which to out-Herod Herod, to borrow from Hamlet’s 

admonition against histrionics. The moment of childbirth was imagined always as a 

violent performance, sometimes maudlin, sometimes witty. In the preface to Daiphantus, 

Antony Scoloker writes that the author “is A man in Print, and tis enough he hath under-

gone a Pressing (yet not like a Ladie) though for your sakes and for Ladyes, protesting 

for this poore Infant of his Brayne, as it was the price of his Virginitie borne into the 

world in teares.” Scoloker cleverly links the terminology for the production of books 

with the production of biological children and links both to the perceived simultaneous 

pain, joy, and relief of pregnancy. 

 While Heminge and Condell provide the most explicit relationship between 

masculine childbirth and sacred violence, all instances of the construct tacitly rely on the 

kind of violence which results from mimetic desire. Instances of cultural couvade make 

certain social interactions possible by creating sacrificial victims, as I’ve already 

explained, but also by silently appropriating the signifiers of biological childbirth in order 

to assume priority over biological pregnancy. Biological pregnancy—with its 

concomitant “Law of the Mother” ever looming—thus appears as a “monstrous double” 
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threatening to (re)appropriate for itself a bodily capacity which is, to declare the obvious, 

exclusively female. 

Wom(b)anly Men 

Two seventeenth-century texts figuring corporeal male pregnancy, each authored 

by men, complicate the collisions/collusions thesis advanced by Susan Stanford 

Friedman, a thesis recapitulated in the first chapter of this study and challenged 

throughout. Though written by men, they appropriate pregnancy to explore fantasies of 

social realignments that ultimately erode the foundations of patriarchal organization. In 

“John Frog Gives Birth,” a seventeenth-century Spanish interlude by Francisco Pedro 

Lanini Sagredo, the audience sees a pregnant male character who, as a female herald 

avers, has come to term in the conventional way. She sings, “Mother Nature wrote John 

Frog, but he missed the letters. He has shown his mistakes, and with nine missed 

menstrual periods, everything he says now are pregnant words” (Trans. Velasco 133). 

John Frog endures gestation in exactly the same way that women endure pregnancy. That 

is, his gestation is one of body and time.4 Though John Frog is uncertain about how he 

came to be pregnant, he knows that a child grows within his belly. Anticipating the 

moment when his son emerges, John Frog sings, “I discovered my own image in my 

belly.” His belly and his words reinforce, or, more precisely, reiterate each other. Then he 

quickly explains how his belly doesn’t signify retribution for transgression: “May I also 

confess to you,” John Frog continues, “that I am not guilty of anything. This living bump 

didn’t come from any fall” (133). He did not “fall” and bruise himself physically or 

spiritually. The ultimate cause of his pregnancy remains unknown for the duration of the 
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play. Dramatized instead is the spectacle of a man with a parturitive belly. Dramatized is 

the sense that such bellies invite signification.  

The drama centers, in fact, on the power of the pregnant belly to demand, even to 

require explanation. With the female body this happens as a matter of course. It is such a 

common practice that it is no longer noticed as an explanation per se. Criminally in this 

play, the belly threatens to undermine masculinity. For John Frog, his belly is puzzling, 

but not threatening. Others within the play, however, from the first see great cause for 

alarm. The interlude opens to a meeting of John Frog’s peers, regional mayors convened 

to decide what to do about their colleague’s condition. The court clerk delivers an 

exposition of the case so far: “Mayor John Frog will be called to account, after being 

jailed for the most lewd and heinous crime that a mayor has ever committed since mayors 

and town councils have been in existence. What he’s charged with is enormously 

perverse” (129). The crime, what worries others in the court, is that, a) “John Frog makes 

a better woman than a man,” b) his “mayor’s staff” has borne fruit in the wrong way, c) 

his wife Aldonza “ordered him…around,” and d) “he did what she should have done” 

(129-131). His pregnant belly has threateningly undermined the social fabric. Its bare 

presence makes uncertain the power of the office of mayor, the power of husbands, the 

power of masculinity, and the power of the legal code to demand and extract 

explanations. Yet it also holds out the potential for homosocial collaboration. Truly 

helpless in his throes, John Frog cries out, 

The birth is near! Ay! My hips are coming out of their sockets; Good God, 
what suffering, what hardship, what anguish! This pain is killing me. Is 
there no one who can help me deliver? I am paralyzed with fear and it 
dumbfounds me. Gentlemen, have mercy, my water just broke! I can’t 
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believe that I’m about to give birth without a midwife, having known so 
many!...Hold me, it’s coming, the head is crowning, but after this hell I 
swear that I will never get pregnant again, ever!” (133) 
 

In the throes of childbirth, John Frog gets help from two men who earlier had condemned 

him for becoming pregnant. Two of the mayors who had sat in judgment of him now 

become his midwives. They hold him by the arms, even as they cry out with pain, “He’s 

killing us!” (133). 

 Tranquility and order return only through mimetic homosociality between all of 

the officials. Berrueco, the witty mayor presiding over the trial, asks rhetorically of the 

court clerk, “What good is the mayor’s staff if it doesn’t bear fruit” (129). Consistently 

sympathetic towards John Frog, Berrueco implies that all mayors are themselves 

impregnated by their staffs of office; for, he tells the clerk, a “staff of office conceives 

thousands of things and later can deliver them prodigious” (130). All the men who hold 

office, who wield the phallic signifier of the law, are made pregnant to deliver justice. 

Though men all, their relationship to the power of the law feminizes their bodies, makes 

them inherently capable of carrying and delivering a very particular kind of “child.” John 

Frog’s condition, to Berrueco, is just a physiological extension of his office. Though, as 

the interlude progresses, it becomes less and less clear exactly how John Frog has come 

to conceive. Was it, as John Frog himself suggests in his song, the result of the wind or 

the result of sleep (133)? Was it his wife, Aldonza, who “[b]y fighting him...got him to 

do all of the housework” (131)? Was it his priapic staff of office? The question is never 

explicitly answered. Interestingly, however, by the conclusion of the interlude, after John 

Frog has given birth to a son, and as he dances with that son to prove his own paternity, 
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one of the mayors who had earlier condemned him avers to the court clerk, “Today we 

want to be just like John Frog” (134). As these words are spoken, stage directions 

indicate that the six mayors “put down their staffs” and begin to dance, and that soon 

after, “the court clerk imitates them all” (134). In a very short span of dramatic time, the 

figure of a pregnant man transforms from a mysterious pariah to an enviable, imitable 

ideal. For Sagredo, it seems, male pregnancy carries with it the seeds of its own virility. 

Clearly the child produced by this pregnant man objectifies, mediates, and 

catalyzes mimetic desire. Berrueco explains how the “boy is the spitting image of his 

father, both in body and face” (133). The child himself turns to John Frog and says 

cloyingly, “Mommy, won’t you hug your Little John Frog?” To which his father/mother 

replies “Oh, the fruit of my womb! My little darling!” (133). Yet despite these 

expressions of resemblance, John Frog finds it necessary to test the child further because 

“it’s possible that another man created him in my absence” (133). He insists that John 

Frog Jr. dance with his father/mother. Only then is the father/mother convinced of the 

boy’s paternity: “How he takes after me, my little John Jr., in the zarambeque!” (134). 

Further complicating the situation are the last lines of the interlude. A woman acting as 

town crier sings, “If men gave birth, it would be a great thing—since they would be 

certain of all of their offspring” (134). John Frog then punctuates, “There is no doubt 

about it because we’ve seen lots of women who give their kids to other fathers for 

feeding” (134). The interlude ends quizzically. He distrusts the veracity of his own body! 

Having witnessed the birth of his son as authentically and extensively as a man or a 

woman possibly can, he nonetheless remains skeptical. Only after performative 
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confirmation does he accept paternity. Yet, having just administered this test, he then 

goes on immediately to agree to the subjunctive assertion of the woman, that it would be 

a great thing if all men could give birth. John Frog has just demonstrated, however, that 

even this solution, this “hypothetical situation” as Sherry Velasco describes it (xiv), 

would not ease the deep-seated anxieties attending upon early modern childbirth and 

paternity. What he “knows” about paternity clouds the embodied knowledge he just 

experienced. 

One alteration to the male physique, the addition of a parturitive belly, alters 

ontological categorization. It makes him a wom(b)anly man,5 a chimera of gender and 

hence, a chimera of law and patriarchy. It therefore calls into question John Frog’s fitness 

for public office. At first, to all but Berrueco, it appears that the mayors must not allow a 

physically generative body to enter their sphere of influence, even if that body is 

otherwise masculine. He is a demonstrable threat to their own purely abstract, symbolic 

power. Yet, the play finishes with a phantasy of consolidated power, however 

hypothetical. Velasco claims that the play is proof that “the unspeakable notion that men 

would someday be capable of procreating without women was undoubtedly in the 

cultural imaginary of early modern Spain” (xviii). However, to imagine a situation, 

especially in a farce, is not necessarily to take its possibility in “reality” seriously. For the 

audience, perfect paternity, perfect knowledge, perfect transmission of patriarchal power 

rests fantastically out of reach. The only comfortable access to its circuitously enabling 

impossibility, is through farcical alteration of an individual—and doggedly skeptical—

body. 
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 Velasco traces the genealogy of El parto de Juan Rana to the drama of the Middle 

Ages and the cult of Joseph:  

[I]n medieval mystery plays that involved childbirth, Mary was often the 
labor coach and midwife. In fact, these dramatic birthing performances 
were fascinating demonstrations of the openness with which childbirth 
was represented in medieval European culture, their visual impact on the 
spectator inevitably resulting in curious portrayals of male pregnancy. 
Since the role of the pregnant woman was played by a male actor, the 
actual birthing scene most likely resembled the farcical moment of the 
burlesque delivery in El parto de Juan Rana in the seventeenth century. 
(50) 
 

Here Velasco seems to read such texts as medieval parody, as degraded didacticism. For 

M. M. Bakhtin, the “absolute topographical connotations” of the face and head in the 

upper part of the body, and the genital organs, the belly, and the buttocks in the lower 

part, “are used by grotesque realism, including medieval parody. Degradation here means 

coming down to earth, the contact with earth as an element that swallows up and gives 

birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury, to sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order 

to bring forth something more and better” (21). In Velasco’s reading, re-enactments of 

Christ’s nativity were inevitably grotesque transformations of a “real” event. Popular 

drama was not the only medium in which such a transformation was taking place. 

Velasco further contends that medieval visual culture generally “did not shy away from 

depicting all aspects of procreation: conception, pregnancy, labor, and childbirth” (51). 

However, Velasco continues, by “stark contrast, during the early modern period, visual 

representations of pregnancy and childbirth were infrequent, while the images that did 

circulate underwent major transformations, especially in the religious contexts of Mary, 

Joseph, and Jesus” (54). Intriguingly, Velasco describes the iconographic replacement of 
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reproductive Mary with an implicitly reproductive Joseph. In place of images depicting 

Mary pregnant or giving birth, “one sees the rise of the Counter-Reformation cult of 

Joseph as a ‘universal parental figure’ transformed from his pre-fifteenth-century persona 

as an impotent older man into a virile and productive primary caregiver” (56).  

Velasco’s dramatic genealogy of the wom(b)anly man accords with other, purely 

discursive figurations of Jesus as a life-giving father. In Jesus as Mother: Studies in the 

Spirituality of the High Middle Ages, Carolyn Walker Bynum catalogues recurrent 

maternal imagery across Catholic Europe through the fourteenth century. Particularly 

among texts created by the Cistercian monks, maternity figures alongside expressions of 

authority to supplement the power of supervision and management with “nurturing, 

affectivity, and accessibility” (154). They graft maternity onto two figures in particular: 

Jesus and abbots, the celestial and the temporal leaders of a child-like community in need 

of both correction and compassion. When appropriating maternal imagery for application 

to their role as abbots, the authors whom Bynum considers alter the configuration of 

“authority figures qua rulers or fathers” (154). With Jesus, the applications varied widely. 

Some meditate upon the significance of the wound in Christ’s side, imagining it as an 

aperture for birth or, alternatively, an access port for entering into Christ’s maternal body 

(119-20). Some authors, prefiguring Schreber’s case and those Groddeck describes, 

“produce a bizarre description of the soul as child incorporated into the bowels of Christ” 

(121). Others place “strong emphasis on Christ’s sacrifice” in terms of “the mother who 

dies in giving birth to the soul” (151). Authority, presumed masculine, gets “softened or 

complemented” by maternity, by capacities for “emotion and nurture” (154). 
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 The figuration of Jesus as mother survived certainly among some within the 

English recusant community. Somewhere around 1580 an exiled English nun transcribed 

the so-called “long” text of Julian of Norwich’s Showings of Love (Reynolds 121). In that 

text, Julian describes extensively how Jesus must be contemplated in terms of maternity. 

As a mother, he conceives, suffers, nourishes, and dies in order to bring forth eternal life. 

In one showing, Jesus presents to Julian his own mother, “that meek Maiden…in the 

simple stature as she was when she conceived” (400). Not a model of maternity herself, 

she here becomes an emblem for Jesus’ voluntary degradation: “That is to say, our high 

God, the sovereign Wisdom of all, in this lowly place arrayed himself and clothed 

himself all ready in our poor flesh to do himself the service and the office of Motherhood 

in all things” (400). Mary, herself sanctified, nonetheless bodily signifies passage to the 

“lowly place” of corporeal existence. To Julian, Jesus’ first miraculous act appropriates 

maternity, altering it away from its status as an emblem of degradation. He assumes 

maternity, transforming it from a base to a transcendent ontological condition, but only as 

it applies to him. Julian explains, “[t]he mother may give her child to suck her milk, but 

our precious Mother, Jesus, he may feed us with himself, and does…with the Blessed 

Sacrament of his body and blood, that is the precious food of true life” (402). He is not 

like a female mother; he is the complete, perfect male mother providing for his children 

what they cannot provide for themselves. Interestingly, Julian uses both the masculine 

pronoun “he” and the feminine noun “mother” without any sense of logical contradiction 

or external hermaphroditic physiology. Jesus, in other words, never transforms his visible 

bodily gender. Instead, it seems that his masculinity is supplemented, made complete, 
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perfected by the maternal. His first redemptive act, now thought of from this perspective, 

actually might be the redemption of disabled masculinity. His maternal sacrifice, his 

gendered vulnerabilities, actually enable the affective spirituality sought by Julian, many 

of her contemporaries, and at least one nun laboriously transcribing, and perhaps 

embellishing, the “long” Showings of Love around 1580. 

 Curiously consistent across all the wom(b)anly men examined so far, the capacity 

for childbearing supplements conventional masculinity. This holds true for another 

female author who figures male pregnancy. Julian of Norwich, like her male 

contemporaries, understands the object of her worship in terms of masculine-maternity. 

Jesus remains physiologically and pronominally male. Similarly, when Lady Mary Wroth 

endows a personification of “Love” with a “womb” in the corona of Pamphilia to 

Amphilanthus, she maintains Cupid’s conventional gender: 

Love is the shining starr of blessings light; 
     The fervent fire of zeale, the roote of peace, 
     The lasting lampe fed with the oyle of right; 
     Image of fayth, and wombe for joyes increase. 
 
Love is true vertu, and his ends delight; 
His flames ar joyes, his bands true lovers might. (P78) 
 

Here, like Jesus during the High Middle Ages, “Love” is both explicitly masculine, and 

wholely a “wombe for joyes increase.” While the repetition of “his” in the final couplet 

indicates uncomplicated masculinity—in contrast to Shakespeare’s famously puzzling 

“master mistress”—Love’s body is all “wombe.” Unlike his mother, Venus, who corrupts 

the son with her maternal body, his is completely, perfectly masculine. The speaker 

associates her with the “wikednes” of lust, a vice “who ought like monster borne/ Bee 
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from the course of Love, and reason torne” (P85). From “her brest hee suckd his fleeting 

pace” (P85). Though written by a woman who, in some respects, assumes a radical 

agency simply by writing secular poetry at all, the Corona reinforces a rather 

conservative and longstanding division Freidman points out between the binaries 

procreation/creation, reproduction/production, and femininity/masculinity. Wroth here 

follows general convention: lustful, women procreate; brilliant, men create. So far we’ve 

seen that only Love/Cupid/Jesus, or unique and farcically afflicted characters on stage are 

endowed with a corporeal womb. 

 One seventeenth-century English play invoking corpulent male pregnancy in fact 

lampoons the credulity of a character willing to believe in male pregnancy at all: 

Dryden’s The Wild Gallant. Cody explains its resonance as a political allegory. “As a 

gullible, fearful, and despotic man no longer in touch with the times,” Cody begins, 

“Lord Nonsuch echoes the dictatorial Cromwells of the Puritan Interregnum. But like the 

Puritans, Nonsuch is ultimately overthrown by the freedom-loving, libertine young 

couples of a new age who flatteringly symbolize the new Restoration order of Charles II 

(all of which may have reinforced the new king’s pleasure with Dryden’s play)” (88). 

Instead of coming to resolution through an enabling mimetic performance, however, 

Dryden’s play shows how women can transform and manipulate patriarchal relations 

through the idea of male pregnancy. In Dryden’s play, Lord Nonsuch, a typical old gull, 

stands in the way of his daughter’s union with the debauched spendthrift, Mr. Loveby. 

The daughter, Constance, and her witty cousin Isabelle, contrive to arrange matches for 

themselves as other rivals maneuver haplessly around them. By the middle of the fourth 
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act, Constance and Isabelle have both been frustrated in their intentions by Nonsuch, but 

Isabelle vows “to be reveng’d of this wicked Elder” (110). First, she instructs Constance 

to appear pregnant by putting a “Cushion” underneath her clothes so that Nonsuch will 

enforce the release of Loveby from prison and simultaneously summon Alderman 

Getwell to prepare a hasty marriage ceremony (110-14). She then proceeds, out of pure 

hilarious spite, to convince Nonsuch that he himself is pregnant. First, Isabelle explains 

that Constance has “grown fat o’th’ sudden” and that she “has qualmes too every 

morning” (110).  

 After convincing him that his daughter is in fact pregnant by bodily producing 

Constance and her faux belly, Isabelle then indulges in her revenge. She begins 

circuitously: “pray Heaven we are not all with Childe: ‘tis certain that none live within 

these Walls, but they have power of; I have fear’d Toby the Coachman any time this 

fortnight” (111). Just as she produced Constance on cue, she produces Toby, who assures 

Nonsuch that he has been to the doctor with his “water”—Toby is carrying a urinal in the 

scene—and that the doctor determined “that the party that ow’d the Water was with 

Child” (112). A cook and a jeweler follow, each complaining that they, too, are 

inexplicably pregnant. The jeweler, Setstone, advances the ruse further by saying to 

Nonsuch, “methinks your Lordship looks very sharp, and bleak I’th’face, and mighty puff 

i’th’ body” (113). At first dismissive, Nonsuch becomes convinced by the time Isabelle 

asks, “Do you not feel a kicking in your belly?” (113). As his countenance changes, 

Isabelle says to “pregnant” Nonsuch, “Lord how fretful you are: this breeding makes you 

so peevish Nuncle” (115). Breeding—a word sharing its root with “brooding,” the nearest 
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English equivalent in connotative terms to the French “couvade”— becomes another tool 

for manipulating Nonsuch, another way to change the significance of his own body to 

himself. His distended belly hides possibilities about the contents within it.  

Only after Constance has surreptitiously married Loveby does the ruse come to an 

end. Placated to her wishes, Nonsuch declares innocently, “there’s one thing still that 

troubles me, that’s her great belly, and my own, too” (124). Her own, Constance cleverly 

alludes, was “but a trick to catch the old one” (124). His own, Isabelle mockingly admits, 

“I know no way to rid you on’t but by taking out your guts” (124). Constance delivers 

simply enough; Nonsuch’s delivery, however, would eviscerate. The scheme concludes, 

therefore, by reinforcing the absurdity of mortal men brooding about the belly. Except to 

gullible Nonsuch himself, his belly never signifies anything more than mere “guts.” What 

the belly breeds, what it enwombs, the conditions of its brooding all must be invented, 

and only then couched in the language of deciphering explanation. Always guessed at 

from without, gestating bodies and the object(s) they contain function as an irresistible 

tabula rasa on which to project and manipulate epistemological anxieties—a topic taken 

up at greater length in subsequent chapters of this study. 

 As the butt of an elaborate joke inverting and undermining social bodies, 

Dryden’s Nonsuch endures the dynamic that Bakhtin, reading Rabelais, calls the 

“grotesque swing” (167). A “debasing gesture,” the grotesque swing irreverently 

punctures pomposity (167). Literally, it brings down to earth the lofty claims of privilege 

insisted upon by those within conventional hierarchical positions of authority. Nonsuch’s 

pregnancy is in fact generative as it progresses through the grotesque swing, for the 
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temporary elevation of his guts to the state of a fecund womb allows for enhanced social 

relations through laughter both on- and off-stage. Laugher, for Bakhtin, is essential to the 

“historical development of culture and literature”: it “purifies from dogmatism, from the 

intolerant and the petrified; it liberates from fanaticism and pedantry, from fear and 

intimidation, from didacticism, naïveté and illusion from the single meaning, the single 

level, from sentimentality....It restores this ambivalent wholeness” (123). By bringing the 

womb back to its original position as “guts,” Isabelle and Constance have restored the 

previous order, but with alterations to that order. The new order to which they have 

hilariously given birth, allows them to be bodily as well as socially productive. By the 

end of the play, Nonsuch capitulates gleefully to the union of his daughter and the 

profligate Loveby. He commands the lovers, “To bed, to bed; ‘tis late” (125). To his “Son 

Loveby,” he specifically adds, “get me a boy to night, and I’ll settle three thousand a year 

upon him the first day he calls me Grandsire” (125). Though his insistence on getting a 

boy by Loveby suggests attention to patriarchal succession, all of the action in the play 

has just demonstrated how easily such a succession can be manipulated by those whose 

bellies actually grow great with more than guts. 

 Nonsuch’s conversions happen on three fronts: first, his knowledge of his own 

body changes; second, the implications of his altered body-knowledge changes his 

relationship to his daughter, his niece, and his fellow wom(b)anly men; third, all 

knowledge and social relations eventually appear to get restored. First, Isabelle clears 

away Nonsuch’s own body schema. Where he figures himself simply as a corpulent, 

dyspeptic, but responsible father, she reconfigures him as a father of a very different sort. 
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His bouts of indigestion become Braxton Hicks contractions; his pallid complexion and 

flaccid face, signs of morning sickness; gas pains, a “kicking” in his belly. She replaces 

his old body schema by altering the significance of that body’s sensations. She assumes 

epistemological control over his corporeal existence not only by diagnosing him from 

without, but by mustering scientific evidence. Toby testifies that a doctor examined his 

urine and found him unequivocally pregnant. If a doctor has declared Toby pregnant, and 

Isabelle has astutely pointed out the unmistakable signs of his condition, then Nonsuch 

must indeed be pregnant. After all, pregnancy is spreading everywhere in the play: “none 

live within these Walls, but they have power of” parturition, so claims Isabelle (111). 

 The threat of pregnancy inducing, indiscriminate contagions from an invisible 

miasma changes Nonsuch’s outlook. Belief in his own pregnancy blunts his outrage at his 

daughter’s seeming indiscretion. Her pregnancy, a cause for internal panic, sets off a 

predictable sequence of events each dependent upon Nonsuch’s status and wealth. Like 

the mayors judging John Frog, he embodies authority. He can, as he in fact does, engage 

institutional representatives at will and appeal persuasively for them to act on his behalf. 

He secures the release of Loveby in an instant; he summons Getwell, and the Alderman 

appears. Simply the idea of his daughter’s pregnancy causes him to exercise his 

considerable homosocial power. The fact that her pregnancy is but a pillow under her 

dress simply amplifies the powerful potential of pregnancy as an idea: as a trigger for 

patriarchal intervention, however abortive it might turn out to be. 

 As Cody rightly points out, “Dryden did not use male pregnancy to offer Lord 

Nonsuch more control over or knowledge of biological paternity—or maternity. This 
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version of the trope ultimately asserted women’s superior knowledge of reproductive 

matters” (88-89). Nonsuch’s pregnancy requires interpersonal interaction to be 

convincing, but it does not cause further interaction as does the idea of Constance’s. He 

becomes convinced of his pregnancy when he becomes convinced that this was a perhaps 

new but now common capacity of the male body. The pregnancy of Toby, the cook, and 

Setstone, and the secondhand confirmation by a doctor, locate Nonsuch intellectually 

within the comfortable company of a social community. The possibility of such a 

community makes what would otherwise be absurd, a conceivable personal condition. 

Yet all this potential has been managed expertly, we know, by Isabelle. She has 

appropriated Nonsuch’s power and effected what appears to be a permanent change of 

social reality for her and her cousin. Appropriately, she appropriates his power by 

appropriating and projecting the signifying power of the pregnant belly. Where Sagredo 

presents patriarchy as compensation for men’s inability to actually be pregnant—after all, 

the interlude slips into subjunctive wish-fulfillment by the end—Dryden presents 

patriarchy as an ill-fitting social organ prone to theft. Isabelle’s flawless sabotage, her 

deft appropriation of power has greater implication than even she acknowledges. To her 

just “a trick to catch the old one,” the very possibility of male pregnancy here exposes 

patriarchy as a network insisting on social disparity, but itself vulnerable to misuse by 

those ostensibly excluded from its inter-relations.  

 Sagredo and Dryden independently exploit the visible absurdity of corpulent male 

pregnancy. Yet as they do so they also expose the fragile presumptions on which 

patriarchal order depends. Men cannot get pregnant, though if they could they might, as 
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Sagredo’s play suggests, establish a greatly enhanced masculine order; they might 

spontaneously generate a perfectly patriarchal utopia. Or, as Dryden’s play suggests, 

could they become pregnant, old men in positions of power might acquiesce to the 

grievances of the disenfranchised. While not admitting that he has become effeminate, 

the pregnant man might not so easily justify his exclusive rights by pointing to perceived 

physiological differences. Both playwrights engage in phantasy and anxious critique, for 

the dramatic tension as well as the comedy of each play resides in the collective 

understanding that patriarchy’s single greatest vulnerability lies in its inability to 

completely and assuredly control the means of reproduction. The plays remind their male 

audience members that control over their own ordinarily male bodies is not enough, nor 

can control over the bodies of wives and daughters ever be assured absolutely. 

Figurations of wom(b)anly men limn the distinct domains of reproduction.6 

Mortal men, like the characters in the plays of Sagredo and Dryden, embody reproductive 

capabilities that are patently fantastic, and ultimately undermined. Sagredo soon 

destabilizes the spectacle he generates. The dialogue of El Parto asserts that, were it the 

case that men could give birth to their own children, then the lives of all men would be 

greatly enhanced. Such an assertion, in its subjunctive mood, fundamentally undercuts 

the visual performance just witnessed, the actual birth of a boy from a male character 

before the very eyes of the spectators. Dryden’s play, never allowing anyone but 

Nonsuch to take the possibility of male pregnancy seriously, nevertheless accords with 

Sagredo insomuch as it tacitly endorses the wish-fulfilling phantasy of purely paternal 

human reproduction. It is rather, the nightmare version of the phantasy: answering the 
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question, were it possible, how would a man react to an unwanted pregnancy happening 

within his own body?  

In contrast, supernal male figures like Jesus and Cupid remain unalterably 

wom(b)anly. Bodily they bring forth nothing so base as material children; instead their 

bodies enwomb salvation, love, joy, pleasure, delight. This very different wish-fulfilling 

phantasy in fact compensates fundamentally disabled, mortal men by providing them 

with a perfect, complete image of themselves as givers of eternal life. It draws a line, not 

between women as bodily reproductive and men as mentally productive, but between 

distinct domains of reproduction. Against this backdrop of supernal life-givers, many 

authors insisted that both human children and the stuff of culture come into the world in 

the usual way: they are born, they live, they die, they are born again. 

                                                 
1 Cody explains: Paracelsus, “the sixteenth-century Swiss mystical physician,” invented a 
“recipe for a man to place his semen in a ‘gourd’ and allow it to gestate for forty weeks to 
become ‘a true, living infant” (91). 
2 Will Fisher has documented instances of such ostentation in Materializing Gender in 
Early Modern English Literature and Culture. Fisher finds that codpieces, in some real 
sense,  made the man. He distinguishes between two readily identifiable types: “When 
this masculine appendage was first introduced in the early fifteenth century, it was a bag-
like triangular frontispiece that covered the genital area of men’s hose or breeches, but 
over the course of the next two centuries, it also came to take the form of an ornate—
sometimes even jewel-encrusted—phallic object” (33). 
3 The opposite might also be said, of course. Will Fisher, building on the work of Judith 
Butler, argues that “early modern gender was, in important ways, ‘prosthetic’” (12). 
Objects “materialized” gender; gender did not determine the valence of objects such as 
handkerchiefs, codpieces, and hair. For the couvade, this might indicate that reproductive 
disparity, as “knowledge,” actually materializes the gendered body. 
4 Yet underlying even John Frog’s gestation is a presumption of farcical contrary-to-
factness; Sherri Velasco calls it a “hypothetical situation” (xiv). Within the drama, 
however, the pregnancy is as real as any other. 
5 In early modern England, “womb” had a more flexible set of denotations than it does 
today. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “womb” could signify the uterus as 
the space of gestation, but it could also signify the stomach, the bowels, the “belly piece 
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of a hide or skin,” or a “hollow space or cavity” generally.  For me the word especially 
highlights the sense of indeterminate male bodily space that Sagredo’s text and those by 
his English contemporaries playfully reconfigure. 
6 They do so, it seems, without regard to any consistent homoerotic valances. For, as 
Velasco explains, Sagredo’s play was performed within a highly-charged same-sex 
context, for example, but Dryden’s play “really did not necessarily signify homosexual 
behavior,” as  Cody points out (92). 
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3. JOVIAL PREGNANCY 

Metis the daughter of Oceanus 
They say, was Ioues first wife, whom being great 
He swallowed: least of her being childed thus, 
One should be borne to lift him from his seate; 
By this the God growes more then Timpanus, 
And swelling with the same, with throwes did sweat, 
Till after anguish, and much trauelling paine, 
The armed Pallas leapt out of his braine. (4.21) 
   —Thomas Heywood, Troia Britanica (1609) 
 

The birth of Athena was opaque enough to serve divergent ends in the early 

modern period. A flexible emblem, an intellectual coat of arms even, the myth displayed 

the epistemological, ethical, and theological credos of the author invoking it. Changed 

seamlessly were the names of the participants: Zeus was now Jove or Jupiter; Hephaestos 

now Vulcan or Mulciber; Athena now Pallas, Athena, or Minerva. Roman names 

replaced the Greek, but the stories themselves retained the most ancient of details. In 

other words, what is known today about the myth was known by the contemporaries of 

Sidney, Shakespeare, and Milton. As Heywood’s poetic recounting of the birth 

suggests—included as an epigram to this chapter—Hesiod’s version circulated widely. 

So, too, did the versions recorded in the Homeric hymns and Pindar’s victory odes. 

François Pomey recapitulated them all in The Pantheon. Though the details of her birth 

are “ridiculous,” Pomey spends a moment turning to each one.1 “Whe[n] Iupiter saw that 

his Wife Iuno was Barren,” Pomey begins, “thro greif struck his Forehead, and after 

Thre[e] Months brought forth Minerva” (110). Pomey then updates the myth, calling the 

axe-wielding Hephaestos a “Midwife”: “Vulcan was his Midwife, who opening his Brain 

with the Blow of an Hatche[t] was amazed, when he saw an armed Virag leaping out of 
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the Brain of her Father, instead of a tender little naked Girl” (110). Explicitly recognizing 

that multiple accounts circulated, Pomey adds, “Some have said, that Iupiter conceived 

th[e] Daughter, when he had devoured Metis, one o[f] his Wives; and with that Me[a]t he 

presently grew big, and brought forth the armed Palla[s]” (110). Finally, Pomey 

concludes, “they say, besides, that it rained Gold in the Island of Rhodes, when Minerva 

was born” (110). Pomey eventually adopts a didactic voice. That voice explains the 

emblematic significance of the “Story of Minerva.” With it, “the Poets intended to 

represent Wisdom; that is, true and skilful Knowledge joyn’d with discreet and prudent 

Practices” (117). Finally, in summation, Pomey makes his interpretation explicit and 

comprehensive: “Minerva is said to be born out of Iupiter’s Brain; because the Wit and 

Ingenuity of Man did not invent the useful Sciences, which for the Use of Man were 

derived from the Brain of Iupiter; that is, from the inexhausted Fountain of the Divine 

Wisdom and Virtue also proceed” (117). Interchangeable during the period, the names 

Jupiter and Jove accomplish two important tasks. They allowed authors like Pomey to 

name God unproblematically, and, by naming him, to project onto the idea of God any 

attractive symbolic meaning that could be gleaned from ancient mythology. Jupiter/Jove 

was the “inexhausted Fountain of the Divine,” the hydrating source of “Wisdom and 

Virtue.” When necessary, the rest could be discarded—the pursuit of Metis; her 

incorporation within Jupiter/Jove; his other, unseemly pursuits—all could be expunged in 

favor of the one sparklingly attractive image of perfect paternity. Alternately, as Milton 

famously shows in his depiction of Sin’s birth, that utterly complete and hubristically 

self-sufficient form of fatherhood could signify literally damnable generation. 
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The birth of Athena, for early modern artists, was a Jovial pregnancy.2 It was 

during this time that “jovial,” as an adjective of good humor entered into the English 

lexicon, according to the Oxford English Dictionary. Jovial referred to characteristics of 

both Jove and Jupiter; auspicious astrological alignments involving that largest of planets 

were “jovial” in aspect. Jupiter, the OED reports, “as a natal planet was regarded as the 

source of joy and happiness” (“jovial” 5).  Often but not always merry and delightful, 

Jovial pregnancy brought men together in the birthing chamber of the soul. It provided a 

structural apparatus for validating masculine life-giving fantasies—either directly, or, as 

in Milton’s case, by way of structural opposition. Taken at face value by some authors, 

the myth circulated as one of many “pleasant poetical tales.” Heywood offers it as part of 

a prelude to “an vniuersall chronicle from the Creation, vntil these present times.” 

Trifling also to Pomey, the myth recovers one of the “fabulous histories of the heathen 

gods.” Nothing much is made of it in Heywood or Pomey; however, not all early modern 

authors found it so trivial. For many, the imagery held allegorical wisdom. It required 

careful interpretation. To Thomas Philipot, the myth emblematizes right government, a 

magnanimity antipodally distinct from Machiavellian self-interest. In his description of 

the “origin and growth of heraldry,” Philipot asserts: “Jupiter espoused Metis which 

signifies Counsel, and after by swallowing her, conceived Pallas in his Brain; so Princes 

must wed themselves to sober Counselors, and by swallowing their sage advice, their 

Heads shall be pregnant with Wisdome, and they shall produce prudent Actions” (117). 

Thomas Baker, in contrast, found the myth emblematic of the “wicked man” pumped full 

of pride and contemplating misdeeds. Such “Fables” as the birth of Pallas, Baker 
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sermonizes, “may you observe more then a good many men in the world to Frame, & 

fashion, to themselves” (6). He then explains how those men “will needs dream them into 

a [J]ove like omnipotency and then must they marry Metis; wed themselves, to a sad, and 

serious consultation, for the successful accomplishment of their what-ever, intended 

designs” (6-7). Those men, “big-swolne with pride” should instead turn to models 

provided by Biblical verse, which Baker handily provides. Baker simultaneously 

demonstrates the generative flexibility of the “Fable” and its monstrously perverse 

potential. Considered in emblematic terms, the myth can be pressed to serve disparate 

ends. As often as it can yield virtuous ideals, it can also yield corrupt distractions away 

from those same underlying ideals. Ridiculous to some authors, for others the figuration 

asserted paternal life-giving priority and thereby justified patriarchal authority. 

 Jovial pregnancy differs from the wom(b)anly men so far examined. Jovial 

pregnancy, more than any other masculine birth, tends to keep father and child close. It 

compresses time. It is very different from, for example, the wom(b)anly heart in the first 

sonnet of Astrophil and Stella. Sidney describes a self-directed masculine gestation. The 

first eleven lines of the sonnet react to the “truth” of love’s effect. Eagerly seeking to 

“show” his love in verse, Astrophil first thinks linearly, with a sequence of cause and 

effect: if he can just convert his pain into pleasing verse, then “Pleasure might cause her 

read, reading might make her know;/ Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain.” 

With this goal established in the first quatrain, the poet then narrates ways he tried to 

achieve it. He studied “Inventions fine,” and turned “others’ leaves, to see if thence 

would flow/ Some fresh and fruitful showers upon [his] sunburnt brain.” Such study 



101 

 

doesn’t work. Indeed, it stunts the growth of his verse because invention is “nature’s 

child” and summarily flees “step-dame study’s blows.” His verse will have to grow great 

organically, though obstructed by “others’ feet” and without the help of flown invention. 

Ultimately, of course, with the help of his muse he finds his verse in his heart. The rest of 

the sequence, then, is the externalizing of what he finds there. In labor by the last three 

lines of the first sonnet, Astrophil is not delivered until the end of the sequence. 

Ultimately, however, Astrophil and Stella does get out. It survives as a more or less 

coherent body. This sense of complete evacuation, of the conclusion of male birth sharply 

contrasts with the model used by authors seeking an emblem of homosocial 

epistemology. For authors as diverse as Francis Bacon, John Milton, Henry Peacham, and 

the collaborative community at Little Gidding, Jovial pregnancy instantiates a 

perpetuating truth: recirculating birth, sacrifice, vent. 

Bacon’s Easy and Gentle Passage 

Bacon’s invocation of the myth in the preface to The Wisdom of the Ancients 

differs markedly from Heywood’s. It resembles more Pomey’s simultaneous judgment 

and fascination. For Bacon, Athena’s birth is an example, par excellence, of Fables “so 

absurd and foolish…that they shew, and as it were proclaime a parable afar off” (7).3 The 

myth is emblematic of something else, for Bacon, something occult and difficult to 

discern immediately, like the parables of Jesus; for, “Truly,” Bacon continues, “there was 

never dreame (so different to the course of cogitation, and so full of monstrosity) ever 

hatcht in the braine of man” (8). Intriguingly, Bacon utilizes a reproductive metaphor to 

deny a reproductive fable. He configures the myth as a “dreame…hatcht in the braine of 
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man.” The dream comes to life in the mind, emerging from one shell, yet trapped within 

another until recited and recorded by Hesiod. Even the “certaine hidden and inualued 

meanings” within it await the generative cracking open which Bacon begins by 

differentiating the myth’s manifest and latent content (7). He hypothesizes about the 

ancient value of such “Fables”: 

This is it (I say) that leads the understanding of man by an easie and gentle 
passage through all nouell and abstruse inuentions, which any way differ 
from common received opinions. Therefore in the first ages (when many 
humane inventions and conclusions, which are now common and vulgar, 
were new and not generally knowen) all things were full of fables, 
aenigmaes, parables, and similies of all sortes: by which they sought to 
teach and lay open, not to hide and conceale knowledge….” (11-12) 
 

Recovering them, and exploring the meaning behind them generally, “illustrate either 

Antiquity, or things themselves” (13). In other words, Bacon seeks to extract absolute 

truths from the wisdom of the ancients by searching for places where they reveal “things 

themselves”; at the same time, such searching will always yield insights about 

“Antiquity” as a legitimate object of study in its own right. The value, in these terms, of 

considering the birth of Pallas Athena from the head of Jove lies in the understanding it 

gives about Hesiod and his contemporaries: to Bacon, those ancients were themselves 

capturing and preserving an even earlier age when “Fables, aenigmaes, parables, and 

similies of all sorts” constituted the extent of human knowledge. 

 Curiously—given Bacon’s dismissive judgment about the birth of Pallas 

Athena—Bacon created his own Jovial paradigm in an essay fragment entitled Temporis 

Partus Masculus. Though it doesn’t follow the myth per se, the essay assumes an 

exclusively-male program of knowledge dissemination. Written in Latin around 1603, the 
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essay positions Bacon as a father speaking to his “son” about the correct path to 

discovering scientific truth. He comes to his son, “in very truth leading to you Nature 

with all her children to bind her to your service and make her your slave” (Trans. 

Farrington 62). Bacon positions himself as a slave-trader, metaphorically bequeathing the 

captive, “with all her children,” to his progeny. At this moment in the text, “Nature” is 

chattel to be exploited. Moreover, by personifying all of the non-human world as 

explicitly female, Bacon charges the scene erotically. This also allows him, near the end 

of the text, to oversee the wedding of nature to his “son.” As slave and bride, obviously 

analogous social positions for Bacon, nature is, ironically, dehumanized. As pure object, 

utterly alien and distinct from the father and his son, the slave-trader and the new master, 

nature exists outside of any restrictive ethical frame, for purging the mind of idols also 

means purging it of moral inhibitions. Only with completely unfettered access to her 

entire body, and those of “her children,” can the scientist urge out the truth. Looking to 

later texts, like Novum Organum and New Atlantis, Caroline Merchant understands nature 

“as fallen Eve,” the villain of Bacon’s absolutist “Recovery Narrative.” Merchant 

ultimately finds that “Bacon saw science and technology as the means to control nature 

and thereby recover the right to the original garden” (61). Sexualizing the object and the 

process leading toward that control is symptomatic of “anxious masculinity,” according 

to Mark Breitenberg. Working with Freud’s theory of anxiety as a psychic reaction to a 

perceived but unspecific imminent threat, Breitenberg finds that one strategy of response 

to the anxiety of masculinity was the generation of discourse for discerning and 

controlling the female body. Control of this kind meant not only literal control of a 
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particular woman’s body, but control also over allegorized female bodies like that of 

nature. To Breitenberg, Bacon ironically reveals deep anxieties about masculinity by 

coalescing discursive threads from texts focused ostensibly on science, domestic 

relationships, female chastity, and delineations of social rank (69).  

In Temporis, Bacon the father must first silence “the whole mob of professorial 

teachers” who have implanted idols of the mind through their books. Most of the essay’s 

body enacts a polemical attack on Aristotle, Aquinas, Scotus, Galen, “the perfunctory 

mob of modern physicians” and a good many others (65). All authors before Bacon 

himself, it seems, foundered because “the human mind in studying nature becomes big 

under the impact of things and brings forth a teeming brood of errors. Aristotle stands for 

the tallest growth of one kind of error, Plato of another, and so on for the rest” (70). 

“Genuine truth,” by contrast Bacon claims, “is uniform and self-reproducing” (71). It 

arrives from careful study of “things themselves”: 

My dear, dear boy, what I purpose is to unite you with things themselves 
in a chaste, holy, and legal wedlock; and from this association you will 
secure an increase beyond all the hopes and prayers of ordinary marriages, 
to wit, a blessed race of Heroes or Supermen who will overcome the 
immeasurable helplessness and poverty of the human race, which cause it 
more destruction than all giants, monsters, or tyrants, and will make you 
peaceful, happy, prosperous, and secure. (72)4 
 

While Bacon speaks consistently as a father to a son and as a “leader” (72), by 

implication this father is also a slave master, a matchmaker, and an obstetrician. 

Interestingly, his obstetrical duties are not enacted on a female body, but on the body of 

his “son.” 
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 Evelyn Fox Keller reads Bacon’s essay fragment as a “transformation of mind 

from female to male” (39). Focusing first on Bacon’s insistence that his son’s mind must 

be purged of idols like those found in earlier scientific discourse, Keller claims that this 

prepares the mind for “unobstructed receptivity” (38). Understanding such a cleansed and 

purged mind to be open, receptive, and therefore “submissive,” Keller then goes on to 

argue that once in such a state the mind can then “receive God’s truth” (38). Once that 

reception is achieved, once “impregnated by God,” the son’s mind is “virilized: made 

potent and capable of generating virile offspring in its union with Nature” (38). Keller’s 

insistence on “God’s truth” impregnating the son might, however, be a step too far. 

Bacon is consistently circumspect about the kind of truth one can ultimately know. While 

it seems that Bacon is working within a devout framework he in fact does not talk about 

receiving truth from God directly anywhere in the document. Instead, he seems much 

more interested in acquainting his son with particulars, which, when accreted to a 

sufficiently scientific degree, might yield insightful generalizations about Nature. Still, 

Bacon doesn’t suggest that this will ultimately lead to divine truth; it will simply 

unshackle mankind from erroneous thinking about Nature.  

 Furthermore, as Graham Hammill astutely observes in “The Epistemology of 

Expurgation: Bacon and The Masculine Birth of Time,” Keller’s “highly oedipalizing 

reading concludes that the young man whom Bacon addresses ends up bisexual—i.e., 

hermaphroditic, identifying with both genders” (247). Yet, Hammill argues, Bacon’s 

essay fragment slips “from an epistemology of expurgation to a sexuality of 

purging....Bacon’s search for truth produces a sense of self, a subjectivity, in which what 
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is not known, what remains unrepresented, defines what counts as sexuality” (238).5 

Correctly redirecting attention from “God’s truth” to “Bacon’s search for truth,” Hammill 

simultaneously reconfigures the relationship between Bacon the father and his imaginary 

son. Instead of the heteronormative, oedipal dynamic Keller presumes, Hammill argues 

that the dynamics involved are, because centered on purgation, specifically anal and 

explicitly masculine. Such homoeroticism, Hammill argues, is endemic to Bacon’s 

pursuit of knowledge. 

 Neither Keller nor Hammill follow out the implications patently expressed by 

Bacon about his son regarding exactly how science is to be propagated, however. If 

Keller presumed heteronormativity, however much enlightened by the potential for 

gender transformation, Hammill’s analysis presumes linkages between anal pleasure and 

homoeroticism. In tracing erotic patterns linked with the absence of knowledge and the 

subsequent generation of subjectivity out of that linkage, Hammill acknowledges Lacan 

and Foucault. He also brings to bear passages from Bacon’s diary, and texts written about 

Bacon by his contemporaries, which point to the essayist’s personal, biographical 

involvement in both medicinal purging and sodomy. Strangely, though, Hammill doesn’t 

make references to cases of anal pregnancy in psychoanalytic literature. Such cases 

enlarge the impact of his argument, but simultaneously redirect his claims of 

homoeroticism in “The Masculine Birth of Time.” Hammill ironically (unconsciously?) 

returns back to Freud by critiquing Keller’s use of Freud: for the connection between 

purgation, anality, and homosexuality are characteristically Freudian as the Schreber case 

shows. Bacon, however, appears to be imagining something more equivocal. 
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Further complicating matters, Bacon seems clearly to want a particular kind of 

sexual intercourse for, but not with, his “son.” The copulative erotics are heteronormative 

if homosocial. The father wants to unite the son with “things themselves” through 

“chaste, holy, and legal wedlock” (72). Such a union “will secure an increase...of Heroes 

or Supermen” (72). Yet the vessel birthing these “Heroes” and “Supermen” is none other 

than the son himself. For it is his mind, his implicit womb, impregnated by discrete 

particles of truth—and most emphatically not by Bacon or by God—which shall give 

birth to the Olympian intellects of the future “who will overcome the immeasurable 

helplessness and poverty of the human race” (72). Father, leader, slave master, 

matchmaker, and finally obstetrician, Bacon prepares his son’s mind for generative 

contact with nature. Decidedly not a hermaphroditic projection as Keller claims, Bacon’s 

son self-perpetuates homosocially, but also ambivalently like kings and carnival: each 

individual death simultaneously revitalizes the homosocial dynamic of truth forever 

coming into being. Each successive generation approaches asymptotically the vision of 

perfect natural knowledge, instigated paradoxically through purgation, by Bacon himself. 

After all, this is appropriately but a fragment of the “Great Instauration of the Dominion 

of Man over the Universe” (60). 

Milton’s Brooding Spirit 

 Milton famously utilizes the birth of Athena as a model for his vivid depiction of 

the birth of Sin in Paradise Lost. The daughter of Satan, Sin narrates the story of her 

nativity to her father:  

All on a sudden miserable pain 
Surprised thee, dim thine eyes, and dizzy swum 
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In darkness, while thy head flames thick and fast 
Threw forth, till on the left side opening wide, 
Likest to thee in shape and countenance bright, 
Then shining heavenly fair, a goddess armed 
Out of thy head I sprung. (2.752-58) 
 

This birth occurs autogenetically. Sin erupts from Satan’s corrupt head. Clearly, Milton 

perverts the myth of Zeus and Pallas Athena in this account. In that iconic birth, Athena 

emerges from Zeus’s head fully armed, but utterly chaste. She is reason personified. 

Here, the child emerging from the father’s head is seductive. She reflects and personifies 

Satan’s unrestrained lust. She describes how she “pleased, and with attractive graces 

won/ The most averse” of the angels yet to fall (2.762-63). So enthralling was Sin that her 

father himself, she continues, “in me thy perfect image viewing/ becam’st enamoured, 

and such joy thou took’st/ With me in secret, that my womb conceived/ A growing 

burden” (2.764-67). Sin, a narcissistic reflection of Satan, becomes the emblem of self-

love. The fruits of such devotion are a living Death, incestuous desire, and violent self-

consumption. 

 Re-formed, the birth of Athena becomes for Milton the image of egotistical 

projection, of flagrant disobedience, of grotesque disorder. Through that image he does 

not condemn male pregnancy as a conceptual fact; instead, he condemns a particular kind 

of reproduction—self-contained, sufficient to serve as maker and matter. In stark 

contrast, Paradise Lost opens with an invocation to the “heavenly muse” of inspiration 

and instruction. The speaker seeks the muse because he intends his song “to soar/ Above 

the Aonian mount, while it pursues/ Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme” (1.14-

16). This muse propels the speaker out into the ether, where a yet more powerful 
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intellectual engine is to take over: the holy “Spirit.” Once aloft, no longer earth-bound in 

thought, the speaker identifies the Spirit not anthropomorphically, but in a way that is 

vaguely bestial: 

And chiefly thou O Sprit, that dost prefer 
Before all temples the upright heart and pure, 
Instruct me, for thou know’st; thou from the first 
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread 
Dove-like satst brooding on the vast abyss 
And mad’st it pregnant. (1.17-22) 
 

 Responsible for creation, the Spirit sat “Dove-like” and “with mighty wings outspread” 

(1.20-21). The Spirit at first appears in the imagination like an eagle, perhaps, for Milton 

sets “mighty wings” before “Dove-like.” The effect fuses the dignity and power of 

raptors to the constancy and innocence of doves. Power and peace are then themselves 

fused to maternity, in the form of a “brooding” fowl. Then, yet again, however, the image 

shifts from a mighty-winged, dove-like, brooding hen to a puissant cock—to the one, not 

who broods over eggs before they hatch, but the one who impregnates. The Spirit, in 

effect, generates the cosmos by both “brooding” over and making pregnant “the vast 

abyss” (1.21). 

 Milton’s appropriation of reproduction here is highly complex. It breaks two 

binaries at once, never clarifying which set operates hierarchically over the other, or 

which member of either binary pair is to be privileged over the other. The Spirit seems 

bestial, not human, yet it is invoked so that the speaker might “assert eternal providence,/ 

And justify the ways of God to men” (1.25-26). It is called upon, in other words, to assist 

the only-too-human speaker. Similarly, the Spirit’s reproductive capabilities are both 

female and male without being hermaphroditic. Physiologically obscure, the Spirit 
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nevertheless seems to contain within it both human and animal, both male and female. 

Crucially, however, the Spirit does not conceive within itself. For Milton, the materials of 

reproduction come from “the vast abyss.” The Spirit, like a father lying-in, assumes the 

role of maker though he himself has only the power to shape what already is. 

 Similarly, the speaker sets up himself as material in need of shaping, for it is he 

who seeks the Spirit’s power to impregnate. Switching metaphors, the speaker 

commands, “what in me is dark/ Illumine, what is low, raise and support” (1.22-23). The 

Spirit is to modify the speaker, to brood over him while he justifies “the ways of God to 

men” (1.26). This relationship sets up what, for Milton, is the healthy paradigm for 

intellectual, masculine reproduction: a divine, brooding and impregnating power shaping 

the welter of transient ideas flitting through the soul. 

 Virginia Ramey Mollenkott points out that Milton repeatedly figured sexual 

congress among agents who were other than an inseminating male and receptive female. 

Sometimes he reversed the genders. In Paradise Lost Milton repeatedly calls for his 

female Muse to inspire him, that he may produce, if not reproduce, a glorious 

justification of the ways of God. He also, famously, imagines that “spirits when they 

please/ Can either sex assume, or both” (1.423-24). Spirits in heaven, furthermore, are 

happy because, as Raphael explains to Adam, 

Whatever pure thou in body enjoy’st 
(And pure thou wert created) we enjoy 
In eminence, and obstacle find none 
Of membrane, joint, or limb, exclusive bars: 
Easier than air with air, if spirits embrace, 
Total they mix, union of pure with pure 
Desiring; nor restrained conveyance need 
As flesh to mix with flesh, or soul with soul. (8.622-29) 
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Spirits in pandemonium and spirits in heaven each know no fixed gender in Milton’s 

imagination. Mollenkott supposes that “since Milton believed in correspondence between 

things heavenly and earthly (‘as above, so below’), redeemed human beings might also 

‘either sex assume, or both’ and might make love in any of those genders, although 

instantaneous shape-shifting would not be possible until the assumption of resurrection 

bodies” (145). In Mollenkott’s zeal to find historical cases of socially just, omnigendered 

advocacy, Milton’s complexity is lost. The shape-shifting capability of spirits not only 

obviates gender distinction when it comes literally to making-love, but it also allows 

Satan to fool Uriel. It allows “him” to overtake the serpent’s body, for “him” to, “works 

of love or enmity fulfil” (my Italics 1.431). Additionally, it is important to remember that 

Milton maintained highly segregated realms of reproduction. Human children were born 

of women, but culture was most decidedly born of men. 

For Milton, laws in particular are born of men. In The History of Britain Milton 

makes explicit what Bacon implies: that the reproductive capability of women holds no 

reciprocal authority over the reproduction of culture. Their bodily ability instead 

corresponds to an equal and opposite bodily ability in men. There is no reciprocal back 

and forth between the two; there is but correspondence, a symmetrical, yet disparate 

resemblance insisting on hierarchical distinction rather than egalitarian interchange. 

Milton explains first how the son of Giultheline is remembered “as a just and good 

prince” and how his mother, Martia, “excell’d so much in wisdom, as to venture upon a 

new Institution of Laws” (5.1.32). Next, in a bit of terse and tortuous philological 

argument, Milton explains how this received wisdom has been corrupted: “King Alfred 
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translating call’d Marchen Leage, but more truly thereby is meant, the Mercian Law; not 

translated by Alfred, but digested or incorporated with the West-Saxon.” Alfred 

translated one thing; Alfred “truly...meant” another. In fact, Alfred didn’t translate at all, 

for the “ Marchen Leage...digested or incorporated with the West-Saxon.” The Marchen 

Leage assumes a subjective agency for digesting and incorporating. Over the course of a 

few lines, Martia appears, and disappears; Alfred appears, and disappears. Both briefly 

assume syntactic agency then recede behind what is “truly...meant.”  

What is truly meant, Milton himself finally reveals in crystal clear deductive 

exposition:  

In the minority of her Son she had the rule, and then, as may be suppos’d, 
brought forth these Laws, not herself, for Laws are Masculin Births, but 
by the advice of her sagest Counselors; and therein she might doe 
vertuously since it befell her to supply the nonage of her Son: else nothing 
more awry from the Law of God and Nature, then that a Woman should 
give Laws to Men. (5.1.32) 
 

Milton corrects a mistaken impression, that Martia “excelled so much in wisdom as to 

venture upon a new Institution of Laws,” by asserting reproductive asymmetry. Milton’s 

use of parturient discourse, here and elsewhere, earnestly posits a male reproductive 

capability corresponding to that of women. In such a scheme, women indisputably have 

their domain of reproduction; for men Milton claims another.6 Clearly not responding to a 

single, actual female birth, what Milton and Bacon nonetheless generate is a collusive 

culture of couvade: a culture utterly generated by men. Their labor creates the conditions 

for poesy and performance, law, learning, and language. 



113 

 

Peacham’s Fusion Phantasy 

 Just as the first sonnet of Astrophil and Stella describes the circumstances of its 

own birth, thereby figuring the rest of the sonnet as the body of the speaker’s poem-child, 

so, too, does one emblem in Henry Peacham’s Minerva Britanna serve to figure the entire 

collection as a Jovial Pregnancy: born of a man, itself vulnerable, living as a sacrificial 

victim. Unlike Sidney’s sonnet, Peacham’s emblem isn’t conspicuously placed. Near the 

end of the collection, but not the last, Omnis a Deo Sapientia depicts the birth of Athena. 

Figuring the birth in medias res, the emblem epitomizes “fundamental tendencies” of a 

grotesque image. Bakhtin explains, 

One of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque image of the body is 
to show two bodies in one: the one giving birth and dying, the other 
conceived, generated, and born. This is the pregnant and begetting body, 
or at least a body ready for conception and fertilization, the stress of being 
laid on the phallus or the genital organs. From one body a new body 
always emerges in some form or other. (26) 
 

More Pindaric than Hesiodic, the image includes hatchet-wielding Mulciber, Zeus, and a 

beardless figure in robes guiding Athena from her place of birth. Zeus sits on an eagle, 

holding in his right hand a two-pronged implement, perhaps a stylized lightning bolt, and 

holding a garment over his lap with his left. The scene is outdoors, but apparently next to 

some large edifice. 

 The accompanying poem explains much about the scene, but not everything.7 It 

identifies “IOVE” as the one giving birth and “MVLCIBER” as the hero cutting the 

God’s “skull in two” to help him “yeeld” his “burthen.” “PALLAS” then issues forth 

“with much adoe.” The beardless, robed figure remains unnamed. The second quatrain of 

the poem moves on to interpretation. Pallas signifies “heavenly wisdome”; Jove is God. 
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Then, something more cryptic, an ambiguous closing couplet: “That threefold power of 

the Soule againe/ Resembling God, resideth in our braine.” Does “threefold power” bring 

the unnamed figure into significance, or does it refer to the named actors in the tableau 

vivant? The ambiguity is intriguing because the third quatrain of the emblem doesn’t 

clear it up at all. “Some wits of men,” it begins, are “so dull and barren” that they need 

the help of “Art.” Art, however, is not the province of Mulciber—the god utilizing 

instrumentality in this rendering—but of a “Midwife,” toil. Is the unnamed, beardless, 

robed midwife of the depiction a part of the “threefold power of the soule” or is 

Mulciber? 

 It turns out that both are a part of the threefold power, along with Pallas, of 

course. The final couplet of the explanatory poem locates men generally in the position of 

Jove: “And those who wanting Eloquence, are mute,/ Some other way like Jove, must 

yeeld their fruite.” Though all men possess the threefold power, they don’t all possess the 

same capabilities for making it manifest. Yet even this claim succumbs to ambiguity 

because of the quality of parallel structures such as these: some men, “so dull and barren 

are” that they need “Art” and a “Midwife” to “yeeld their fruite.” This makes them “like 

IOVE”! That is, Jove’s capability to give birth to wisdom requires instrumentality and 

toil; he is, by this logic, also “dull and barren.” So, the invitation to connect Jove with 

God—an error suborned by the emblem’s order of epigram, image, then explanatory 

poem—is a trap. The “Deo” of Omnis a Deo Sapientia is not depicted in the image, even 

by analogy. The result of such layering of figures, however, blurs distinctions between 

God, god (Jove), and man. Just as the poem seeks to make clear who is who in this 
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scheme, it opens up questions about the significance of Pallas. She explicitly represent 

“heavenly wisdome,” but the poem also explains that all men must find ways—through 

art(ifice), through toil—to “yeeld” their “fruite.” Who is Pallas’s daddy? God or Man? 

Besides, if she represents heavenly wisdom, then Jove represents the heavenly father, and 

round and round we go again. 

 Few things can be unproblematically claimed about this emblem, clearly. Perhaps 

I can, with some security, venture to say that the emblem utilizes myth, pregnancy, and 

birth to articulate an epistemological model which literally marginalizes adult femininity 

in favor of an almost-exclusively masculine recirculation. That recirculation, in turn, 

appropriates generation and infantilizes the female body at the same time it sacrifices that 

body on the altar of masculine homosociality.  

The dynamic of sacrifice is explicitly invoked in Peacham’s dedicatory epistle to 

Prince Henry. There the author explains, in ways Heminge and Condell virtually repeat a 

decade later in the first folio of Shakespeare’s plays, how these emblems are offerings to 

“the Altar” of the Prince’s “gracious acceptance”; they are but a “weake...and a 

worthlesse Sacrifice.” They are meant to serve one end: “the fashioning of a vertuous 

minde”; though they are clad in “rude and homely attire,” they are “for the most 

part...Roially discended.” Furthermore, the dedication to the common “Reader” explains 

how they are “to feede at once both the minde, and eie, by expressing mistically and 

doubtfully, our disposition, either to Loue, Hatred, Clemencie, Iustice, Pietie, our 

Victories, Misfortunes, Griefes, and the like: which perhaps could not haue beene openly, 

but to our praeiudice revealed.” The emblems are meant to affect “dispositions” that 
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cannot be addressed openly for fear that they might reveal too much of a man’s 

prejudices. The emblems are meant to act on the closest thing to an unconscious level that 

early modern culture could articulate. Perhaps, then, the ambiguity and uncertainty of 

Omnis a Deo Sapientia is part of the point. Perhaps it is meant to reinforce the latent 

structures of cultural reproduction: Jovial Pregnancy as a fusion phantasy between men: a 

phantasy of men giving birth, yet never fully yielding their child up except as sacrificial 

victims to be consumed by men and paradoxically circulated back into birth. 

The central irony in Peacham’s poem results from the difference between the 

words inscribed to make the poem and the inscriptions implicit on Jove’s body in the 

woodcut. While the poem insists on a hierarchy between body and soul, with the seat of 

wisdom as the apex of the hierarchy, the picture enacts a scene which doubly reverses the 

hierarchy. First is the plain fact that the birth of wisdom required the use of Mulciber’s 

hatchet. It might be important here to remember that Peacham decided to omit de Jode’s 

image of the forge and the bellows in his emulation. Peacham distances his scene from 

the actual material accoutrements required to produce steel tools, an act denying the 

intersection of classes. Nonetheless, he has to retain the hatchet to retain the myth in de 

Jode’s rendering; and the forge and bellows again, through that tool, make their existence 

(that is, the existence of the tools themselves and the people who make them) if not their 

presence known. The fact that the image depicts birth at all also inverts the hierarchical 

distinction Peacham wishes to make. The dissemination of wisdom from God to man, the 

transaction in knowledge and meaning between men, gets depicted through the form of 

childbirth, a fundamentally material action. So, while the hierarchy would have us 
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believe that wisdom is transmitted untouched by baser elements in creation, the artist can 

only engender the phenomenon in the minds of his readers by appropriating a myth that 

means anything only insofar as it operates as a derivative of material, physical, feminine, 

“Nature.” The fact that Peacham at once explicitly denies any such association in the 

poetry and relies precisely on such an association in the picture suggests either an 

incomplete control over the medium he has chosen to use or, intriguingly, an embedded 

anxiety—a “disposition,” if you will—about childbirth which can only be compensated 

for by resorting to a displaced re-inscription that includes men as central actors in the 

performance of childbirth.  

Capturing the maternal father in medias partum, Jovial pregnancy fuses father and 

child together, making them as yet one-in/and-two. In Jovial pregnancy, gestation and 

birth happen simultaneously. A kind of fusion phantasy, especially in its pictorial form 

here presented, the event relies on spontaneity and immediate release. Issues of graphic 

head wombs emerge as fully-formed homunculi, ready to assert their own agency. By 

donning the maternal body and modifying it, authors who figure Jovial pregnancy 

simultaneously indulge a phantasy of control over the symbolic Other and assert a 

spectacularly consequential distinction from it. Entangled in a cultural matrix that 

actively ridicules male pregnancy about the belly, they displace such a phantasy to the 

head. By brooding over parturition, an event collapsed into an instant in Jovial 

pregnancy, we can see how the body’s upper-strata, to put the dynamic alteration into 

Bakhtinian terms, ironically struggles to undermine a hierarchy in which the lower-strata 

occupies the privileged position of power and authority. Jovial pregnancy reverses the 
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grotesque swing; the smooth, closed, classical body opens an aperture to the grotesque; 

head-y authority interrupts carnivalesque transgression. 

Sacrificial Birth at Little Gidding 

As a part of their devotional practice, the Little Gidding community spent a great 

deal of time cutting out passages from multiple copies of the gospels and pasting them 

together with mass-produced continental engravings. They fashioned unique 

“concordances,” what we now call harmonies, designed to integrate the narrative of 

Christ into a coherent and, more or less, linear story. As George Henderson points out in 

“Bible Illustration in the Age of Laud,” harmonizing the gospels into a coherent narrative 

had “been from the earliest times a preoccupation of Christian scholars” (186). More than 

“mere incidental additions,” to Henderson those illustrations “are an essential part of the 

spiritual gratification that the Concordances were intended to provide” (189). Illustrating 

those harmonies in England during the 1630s was also a particularly self-conscious 

religio-political act. In a religious climate where one could not choose not-to-choose a 

controversial practice, bodily or discursively, they sought to synthesize disparate 

practices which they unequivocally thought of as “heroically” Protestant.8 As did 

Peacham, the community used the figuration of Athena’s birth to signify a kind of 

eternal, recirculating birth and sacrifice. The fusion phantasies of Peacham and the Little 

Gidding community contrast Bacon’s dismissal of the birth as merely a fable and 

Milton’s deadly serious inversion. For the community, Athena’s birth was, implicitly, a 

prototype to be fulfilled typologically with figurations from the Old and New Testaments. 

Rather than a trope against which to structure “real” masculine life-giving, the 
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community collapses together ancient and (early) modern; pagan, Judaic, and Christian 

types; words and images; Jovial pregnancy, Samson’s labor, and Christian rebirth. 

Conspicuously absent, however, and therefore aligning the Little Gidding community 

more closely with Bacon and Milton than with Peacham is any acknowledgement of 

appropriation. So thoroughly a mindful elaboration of perfect paternity, the figuration 

produced at Little Gidding even elides the femininity of the body being born. 

In Literature and Religious Culture in Seventeenth-Century England, Reid 

Barbour concludes that the community’s revision of Protestant heroics constitutes a 

paradoxical ethos of “useful failure” (54). Generally speaking, Barbour argues, “Caroline 

religious culture is dissatisfied with its own heroism, with its relationship to past forms of 

heroism, and with those old forms themselves. At the same time, this culture struggles to 

make a virtue out of doubt by inventing composites of heroism but also by converting 

doubt into the conscientious greatness of the Church of England” (12).  Barbour finds 

that the contrived dialogues which the community produced are, for example, critical of 

but also inspired by the “retirement” of Spain’s Catholic Charles V. Likewise, 

“[w]hatever their criticism of the Stuart court, the modern aristocracy, and contemporary 

English manners, the family at Little Gidding expresses sympathy for [their] efforts to re-

create religious heroism at home so that its wars will be just, its ceremonies rich, and its 

failures noble and useful…” (54). The community recognized that, though they had no 

satisfactory “patterns” or models to follow, they bore the burden of becoming patterns 

and models for others. Their ambitions were, therefore, carefully weighed and, by the 

standards of the previous two generations, modest. For them, Barbour writes, “heroism is 
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quieter, more local, and less sure of itself: it involves a small community staging, 

strengthening, and enriching its covenant with a God who expects an all-consuming—yet 

by no means perfect—devotion” (54). 9  

 One of the harmonies the community produced, commissioned by King Charles I 

and now referred to as the “Royal Harmony,” is uniquely and elaborately decorated.10 

Biblical scenes augment the text of the gospels on every page, something the community 

had done when constructing earlier harmonies. On many pages, the Royal Harmony 

utilizes ready-made images following iconographic expectations. One unmodified image 

of Christ, for example, shows him descending from the heavens like Jove, but riding a 

globe rather than an eagle, to separate the sheep from the goats (443-44). The community 

also used utterly conventional and emblematic whole-page images of the four gospel 

authors in the company of their traditional companions. With the exception of Matthew, 

whose symbol is a fully-anthropomorphized angel, all of the evangelists are accompanied 

by animals: a lion with Mark, an ox with Luke, and an eagle with John. Ultimately all of 

the genii derive from the opening passages of Ezekiel, where the prophet declares that the 

heavens opened up to him and he “saw visions of God” (1.1). Out of a whirlwind “came 

the likenesses of four living creatures…they four had the face of a man, and the face of a 

lion, on the right side: and they four had the face of an ox on the left side; they four also 

had the face of an eagle” (1.5,10). According to George Ferguson, the lion is the symbol 

for Mark because of the animal’s association with resurrection: “Legendary natural 

history states that young lions are born dead, but come to life three days after birth when 

breathed upon by their sires” (20). Mark’s gospel has been read, traditionally, as 
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particularly oriented towards the resurrection. Signifying patient labor, suffering, and 

sacrifice, the ox accompanies Luke because his gospel has been read as emphasizing 

Christ’s passion (22). Similarly, the eagle accompanies John because his gospel “soared 

upward in his contemplation of the divine nature of the savior” (14). In addition to the 

full-page images of the evangelists with their respective avatars beside them, the angel, 

lion, ox, and eagle each occupy the four corners of both the title page and the 

“Advertizements” page of the Royal Harmony without their human companions. 

Generalized, each species, as Ferguson makes clear, represents attributes projected onto it 

and then reabsorbed into human culture. The emblematic capacity of the ox, eagle, and 

lion, then, enables precise imaginative identification with human beings. They therefore 

operate, not within a vertical hierarchy as do the sheep and goats in the Jovial image, but 

within a horizontal system of correspondence. 

In addition to the Jovial image of Jesus as supreme shepherd, another image 

depicts a very different kind of mastery. Late in the Royal Harmony, Jesus appears as a 

gardener. Another unmodified image, it visualizes a brief passage only found in John. 

After Christ’s death, Mary Magdalene sees that the stone sealing the sepulcher has been 

moved and runs to alert the disciples. When she returns, she sees Jesus himself, but 

doesn’t recognize him: “She supposing him to be the gardener, saith unto him, Sir, if thou 

have borne him hence tell mee where thou hast laid him, and I will take him away” 

(20.15). From only this moment of misrecognition, an early modern engraver embellished 

a scene which the community then included in their harmony. In the foreground stands 

Jesus in a hat, but without clothes on his upper body. He has a shovel in his left hand and 
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with his right he gestures benevolently over the head of kneeling Mary Magdalene. In the 

background, the engraver depicts a perfectly geometric, rational, manicured early modern 

garden. Christ, standing as the shirtless laborer who actually produces the garden, in this 

rendering appears characteristically humble, socially and materially productive, 

magnanimous and magnificent all at once. His mastery is twofold: as gardener, he is the 

agent of intervention. He separates the tame from the wild much as he separates the sheep 

from the goats in his jovial image. As resurrected savior, he is precisely what Mary 

Magdalene calls him, “Rabboni. which [sic] is to say, Master” (551-552). 

 While these emblematic images were included in the harmony unmodified, 

another page depicts a very different kind of Jovial expression: on the page recording the 

climax of the gospel narrative, a tiny lamb emerges from the head of a supine, shorn, and 

presumably dead, Samson. For the most part, the page adheres to typological 

expectations. The top half of the page depicts a scene from Numbers 21: 5-9 referred to 

in John: “And As Moses lifted up the Serpent in ye wilderness, even so must the Son of 

man be lifted up: That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal 

life” (3:14-15). Following emblematic conventions, the community included the words 

“As Moses lifted up the Serpent in ye wilderness” at the bottom of that top image as a 

motto. Typologically, the passage is meant to suggest that the bronze snake which Moses 

hoisted onto a staff as a tool of salvation from snakebite prefigured the “rise” of Christ 

onto the cross at his crucifixion. Indeed, all of the Gospel passages referring to the 

crucifixion appear below the image of Moses and the bronze snake. Nor is the bronze 

snake the only image with typological significance. Samson, so known because of the 
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jawbone of an ass covering his genitalia, lay at the bottom of the page. He, too, has long 

been recognized as an anticipatory type for Christ. Generally, his self-induced destruction 

is understood as salvific and selfless. Though, to many modern readers, the Old 

Testament narrative seems equivocal on this point, in typological tradition Samson 

sacrifices himself for the good of the Israelites just as Christ sacrifices himself for the 

good of humanity. Interestingly, the jawbone itself signifies Samson’s symbolic rebirth at 

Ramath-lehi (the ass’ jawbone). Having slew a thousand men, Samson “was sore athirst, 

and called on the Lord, and said, Thou hast given this great deliverance into the hand of 

thy servant and now shall I die for thirst, and fall into the hand of the uncircumcised? But 

God clave an hollow place that was in the jaw and there came water thereout; and when 

he had drunk, his spirit came again, and he revived” (Judges 15.18-19). The lamb 

emerging from Samson’s head fulfills still other typological expectations. On the one 

hand, the lamb can be associated with the altar on the page to signify the sacrificial 

offering at the annunciation of Samson’s birth. On the other hand, no doubt the lamb is 

also Christ, a sacrificial agnus dei. The bottom half of the page, in typological terms, is 

utterly filled with objects of sacrifice and redemption. Samson lay dead; the altar burns 

with sacrificial smoke; the lamb stands vulnerable; and the Gospel passages on either side 

repeat the experience of mockery during the crucifixion. 

The image of Samson and the lamb is particularly provocative. As a tableau 

vivant, it monumentalizes ceremony by including the active sacrificial altar, the shorn 

and fallen hero, and the lamb in its capacity as conventional sacrificial material. The 

community was not obligated to use a dead Samson and small lamb for this particular, 
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climactic moment in the plot of Christ’s passion. Other pages of the harmony have 

Samson heroically erect; still others display a variety of lambs, big and small, active and 

sacrificially passive. As it stands, the image functions, following Linda  Gregerson’s 

nomenclature, in both “exemplary” and “catalytic” allegorical modes.11 The image is 

exemplary in its typological rendering. In this mode, the lamb qua symbol of the antitype, 

Christ, exhumes in order to replace Samson as its dead, Judaic type. In the catalytic 

mode, the image condenses heroism and sacrifice, affectively moving the reader towards 

righteous contemplation and action. Yet the result is not Phoenix-like revitalization. Such 

a blazing, glorious transformation signals the heroics of romance and masque that the 

community consistently found suspect. Visually dominated above by the unaltered 

engraving of Moses raising a brass snake in the wilderness, and below by the gospel 

passages spelling out Christ’s crucifixion, it instead smolders in unprivileged paginal 

space. Radical and humble, the image reveals itself to those who scrutinize attentively. 

 Scrutinizing images was, of course, an essential pastime of Caroline England. In 

her study of the complexities of verbal imagery in protestant epic-making, The 

Reformation of the Subject, Gregerson argues that “the difference between signs and idols 

was thought to reside in a single, pivotal distinction: the one maintained a transitive or 

referential status and pointed beyond itself, ultimately to the transcendent. The other 

solicited attention or pleasure or belief on its own behalf, contriving to exist ‘for its own 

sake’” (1-2). No doubt in their minds making “signs,” the community’s life-style and 

artistic creations were, shortly after Nicholas’s death in 1637, branded as “idols” by 
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puritan iconoclasts.12 Generating images for scrutiny, altering them to form allegorical 

and narratological supplements to the Word, required bold and deliberate conviction.  

 In the image of Samson and the lamb in particular the community expressed such 

conviction with confounded binaries yoking together life and death, heroism and 

sacrifice, strength and vulnerability, activity and passivity, type and antitype, symbol and 

object, human and animal. As Achsah Guibbory has pointed out, rigidly applied binary 

logic divided English culture in the seventeenth century. Fundamental to the conflict 

were distinctions between the inward directives of “conscience” and the outward respect 

for “ceremony.” In their extreme connotations, the two terms represented irreconcilable 

antipathy. Influenced by Calvinism, puritanical “conscience” disciplined the body from 

within. All experience, Guibbory claims, “tends to be interpreted in terms of binary 

patterns that emphasize conflict rather than harmony and continuity” (38). Such binarism 

inevitably produces hierarchies: light over dark, elect over reprobate, spirit over flesh, 

human over nature. Ceremonialist ideology tended towards inclusivity, community, and 

continuity. The ceremonialists tended towards rapprochement with Catholics; the 

puritans, towards eradication of them.  

 Just as binaries could irredeemably divide, they could also blend and merge 

seeming opposites. Binaries, as the artists at Little Gidding no doubt well knew, are 

wonderful playthings, for their polarities always stand ready to reverse. The lamb lives 

through death; its heroism is sacrificial, and its strength, vulnerability; its pacificism 

emerges from barbaric violence; its animality is human. It signifies Christ as a lamb, but 

it also materially sites itself. In so doing, it catalyzes a relationship between the human 
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and non-human world that is fecund and dialectically integrated with the human body and 

the Word of God. The community at Little Gidding, in short, took the myth of Athena's 

birth and literally shaped Christian typology around it. As did Peacham, the community 

used the birth to signify a kind of eternal, recirculating birth and sacrifice. Born is a 

promise of eternal life; sacrificed in one perpetually-fused moment is an entire set of 

facts: Athena’s gender, Metis, and midwifery. All get purged along with the Law of the 

Mother. 

                                                 
1 Pomey’s text is considerably corrupted. Brackets indicate what I presume to be the 
missing letters. 
2 I shall capitalize “Jovial” in the phrase “Jovial pregnancy” in order to facilitate the 
resonance of the myth—to reinforce associations with Jove’s role as an emblem of 
fatherhood. 
3 There are no page numbers in the preface. The parenthetical notations here and 
throughout this paragraph refer to my own count, beginning with the first page entitled 
“Preface.” 
4 Italics are in Farrington’s translation. 
5 Italics are in the original. 
6 In an unpublished dissertation entitled “Masculin Births”: The Re-Conception of 
Seventeenth-Century Law in Milton’s Poetry, Lynn A. Greenberg concludes that Milton’s 
“poetry gives birth to laws that, while authored by a man, lean towards emancipation for 
women” (217). Milton, however, actively takes away female agency in the passage where 
“Masculin Births” occur. Once a lawgiver, Martia becomes but a conduit, a vessel for 
“the advice of her sagest Councelors.” 
7 In its entirety, the poem reads as follows: 

The Poets faigne, IOVE to haue been with child, 
But very straunge, conciu’d within his head, 
And knowing not, his burthen how to yeeld, 
Lo! MVLCIBER doth bring the God abed, 
 By cutting with an Axe, his skull in two, 
 When issueth PALLAS forth, with much adoe. 
 
By PALLAS, is all heavenly wisdome ment, 
Which not from Nature, and our selues proceedes, 
But is from God, immediately sent, 
(For in our selues, how little goodnes breedes) 
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 That threefold power of the Soule againe 
 Resembling God, resideth in our braine. 
 
Some wits of men, so dull and barren are, 
That without helpe of Art, no fruite they bring, 
Whose Midwife must be toile, and endless care, 
And Constancie, effecting every thing: 
 And those who wanting Eloquence, are mute, 
 Some other way like IOVE, must yeeld their fruite. 

8 Broadly speaking, controversies over theology and religious expression that would lead 
to civil war within a decade of the Royal Harmony’s production centered around 
“ceremonial worship,” according to Achsah Guibbory. In Ceremony and Community 
from Herbert to Milton, Guibbory argues that the controversy “comprised two different 
ways of ordering experience: one based on notions of unity, wholeness, and hierarchical 
integration; the other based on a principle of division, opposition, and difference” (1). 
Conformists to the policies of Archbishop Laud occupy the first of Guibbory’s positions; 
openly defiant nonconformists like John Bastwick, Henry Burton, and William Prynne, 
all famously persecuted by Laud, occupy the second. Yet, as Guibbory consistently 
points out, unalloyed positions such as these were by no means the only ones taken by the 
religiously conscientious.  
 Insomuch as the Ferrars and Collets lived communally and practiced worship 
idiosyncratically, they might be considered nonconformists. However, Nicholas had been 
ordained a deacon in 1626, the community’s critics called it an “Arminian Nunnery,” and 
the community’s illustrated Bible Harmonies earned the admiration of King Charles and 
Archbishop Laud. 
9 About their devotional practices, Joyce Ransome adds, in “Prelude to Piety: Nicholas 
Ferrar’s Grand Tour,” that “[t]he conspicuous novelty of the devotional practices of Little 
Gidding lay…not in the use of the psalter but in the regularity of the family’s hourly 
observances and in their use of a gospel ‘harmony’ in addition to the psalter. The 
regularity and frequency proved controversial” (12). Despite a very regimented schedule, 
Ransome also points out that the community was by no means monastically isolated or 
deliberately disengaged from the rest of the world (15). 
10 The community gave their document the following unwieldy title: 
The Actions & Doctrine & other Passages touching our Lord & Sauior Iesus Christ, as 
they are related by the foure Euangelists, reduced into one complete body of historie, 
wherein that, wch is seuerally related by them, is digested into order, and that, wch is 
jointly related by all or any twoe or more of them is, first expressed in their own words 
by way of comparison, and secondly brought into one narration by way of composition, 
and thirdly extracted into one clear context by way of collection ... to wch are added 
sundry pictures, expressing either the facts themselues or their types & figures ... 1635. 
11 Gregerson defines the two modes in a discussion of The Fairie Queene: “In the first 
case [exemplary], an allegorical figure directly bodies forth the psychic or material 
condition for which it is named: such figures habitually populate the set pieces of 
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allegorical pageantry, where Idleness is drowned in sleep and Gluttony drowned in fat, 
where Summer drops sweat and Winter shivers with cold. In the second case [catalytic], 
an allegorical figure functions as the precipitating cause of the condition for which it is 
named” (55-56). 
12 In 1641 a brief tract was presented to Parliament, implicating the community in what 
the anonymous author claimed were anti-Protestant religious practices: The Arminian 
Nvnnery, or, A briefe description and relation of the late erected monasticall place, 
called the Arminian Nvnnery at Little Gidding in Hvntington-shire humbly recommended 
to the wise consideration of this present Parliament : the foundation is by a company of 
farrars at Gidding. Apparently the only anti-representational limit guiding the 
community was against the depiction of God the father. Henderson notes that the 
community systematically removed anthropomorphic representations in the engravings 
they were using (191). A tetragrammaton replaces those redactions. 
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4. MATERNAL WILL 

As chapter three demonstrates, many authors in early modern England responded 

decisively to the birth of Athena from the head of Jove. Some, like Peacham and the 

community at Little Gidding, integrate the myth with their religious and epistemological 

circumstances. The myth functions for them as an emblem of faith and just practice. It is 

a spur to think and act meaningfully within the world. It also, quite conspicuously, pushes 

maternal birth to the margins. In Peacham an unnamed midwife attends Jove within the 

woodcut image and another midwife, “toil” personified, attends the birth in the 

explanatory poem. In the Royal Harmony, no female figures meaningfully in the birth. 

Other authors, such as Bacon and, most famously, Milton, use the myth of Athena’s birth 

as a figure against which to structure their own model of male pregnancy. Bacon does so 

implicitly. He finds the myth itself manifestly foolish, but perhaps allegorically 

significant. He rejects the notion of a human body emerging from the head of a father, yet 

he develops another kind of male pregnancy in Temporis Partus Masculus. The primary 

difference seems to be not over whether or not men give birth, but just what they might 

give birth to. For Bacon, they give birth to science. For Milton, they give birth to Law 

and, as I shall show in chapter six, to everything found in books. 

 Given this context, at first it might be somewhat surprising to learn that 

Shakespeare nowhere alludes to the birth of Athena. Though Sidney cites Hesiod 

numerous times, Shakespeare never does. Nor does he refer to the Theogonia, as did 

some of his contemporaries. Shakespeare refers to “Pallas” three times in Titus 

Andronicus, “Minerva” once in Cymbeline and once in The Taming of the Shrew, but he 
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never refers to “Athena.” He does, however, refer to “Jove” frequently. In many plays, 

“Jove!” is a favorite oath. In Henry IV, Part 2, Jove is something more than an oath. Just 

before newly crowned King Henry V publically rejects him, Falstaff calls out, “My King, 

my Jove! I speak to you my heart!” (5.5.46). In The Merry Wives of Windsor Falstaff 

enters the stage wearing the head of a buck. There he describes how Jove repeatedly 

transformed himself in order to engage in sexual dalliances. “Remember, Jove,” Falstaff 

apostrophizes, 

thou wast a bull for thy Europa, love set on thy horns. O powerful love, 
that in some respects makes a beast a man; in some other, a man a beast. 
You were also, Jupiter, a swan for the love of Leda. O omnipotent love, 
how near the god drew to the complexion of a goose! A fault done first in 
the form of a beast (O, Jove, a beastly fault!) and then another fault in the 
semblence of a fowl—think on’t, Jove, a foul fault! When gods have hot 
backs, what shall poor men do? For me, I am here a Windsor stag, and the 
fattest, I think, i’ th’ forest. Send me a cool rut-time, Jove, or who can 
blame me to piss my tallow? (5.5.1-15) 
 

This appears to be Shakespeare’s favorite use for Jove. When not an interjected oath, 

Jove signifies bestial transformation. In Troilus and Cressida, Jupiter’s “goodly 

transformation” into a bull makes emblematic the signs of sexual infidelity, for the bull, 

Thersites explains, is “the primitive statue and oblique memorial of cuckolds” (5.1.54-

56). Prince Henry figures himself as a Jove in Henry IV, Part 2 well before Falstaff calls 

to him by that name. Still mischievous Hal, he conspires with Poins to “see Falstaff...in 

his true colors” without being seen in turn. They decide to attire themselves in the vest 

and apron of drawers in the tavern. The prince reflects, “From a God to a bull? a heavy 

descension! it was Jove’s case. From a prince to a prentice? a low transformation! that 

shall be mine, for in everything the purpose must weigh with the folly” (2.2.173-77). His 



131 

 

“purpose,” it turns out, is to travel Jove’s transformation in reverse, ultimately. Just after 

Falstaff calls to his “Jove,” his “heart,” the young king spits back at him, in verse,  

Reply not to me with a fool-born jest, 
Presume not that I am the thing I was, 
For God doth know, so shall the world perceive, 
That I have turn’d away my former self; 
So will I those that kept me company. (5.5.55-59) 
 

Always self-directing his transformations, Hal—and not Falstaff—is Shakespeare’s most 

Jov-ial character.1 Shakespeare structures this Jovial figuration, interestingly, within and 

against an entire set of wombs: earth, nature, guts; history, rebellion, rumor. This chapter 

explores the different life-giving organs of the second tetralogy within the context of 

couvade fantasies generally. It  turns first to couvade fantasies Shakespeare utilizes in 

other plays and, particularly, in his sonnets. If, as chapters three and four should have 

made clear, Jovial pregnancy is a historically-specific shibboleth of epistemology and 

spiritual beliefs—an emblem condensing couvade fantasies together with patriarchal 

anxieties—it is but a shibboleth of those dynamics. That is to say, a study of 

Shakespeare’s figurations of male pregnancy reveals ways in which the dynamics of 

Jovial pregnancy operate independently of their emblematic expression, though “Jove,” 

as a signifier, still serves as a transformed but uncannily familiar structural component of 

extra-maternal life-giving. 

Just Gender 

 As some of the texts in chapter two demonstrate, one way to compensate for the 

inherent disability of the male body is to fantasize about the possibility of a wom(b)anly 

male figure. Such a strategy of bodily simulation, in effect, imagines away the disability. 
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Another method of compensation, especially appealing to some early modern male 

authors, comes through the assertion of a kind of social just-ness—the assertion of 

symmetrical alignments that have broad social and epistemological repercussions. Since 

human life-giving is a demonstrable power, a conspicuous achievement, a socially 

generative performance, and since in the early modern period it absolutely excluded men, 

it necessarily highlighted a significant disparity between one segment of the population 

and another. Such a disparity might only resolve itself through the enforcement of 

adequate compensation. Yet to admit disparity in this case is to admit disability, which in 

turn is to admit impairment. In certain circumstances, impairment is an asset. Sonneteers, 

for example, are conventionally not up to the task they are compelled to undertake. Yet 

an impairment of the male body, an impairment which women do not endure, that was a 

fact many early modern English authors appear loath to admit directly. Instead, 

compensation comes not through a rational exploration of equitable means for parity—

something a system of justice administers—but through the discursive invention of 

a/symmetrical generative domains.  

Though supernatural like Wroth’s Love and Norwich’s Jesus, Oberon crucially 

seems to lack their reproductive abilities. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare 

sets up a conflict between dueling homosocial communities represented by the king and 

queen of the fairies, Oberon and Titania. The tension among the fairies results from the 

connection Titania has with the womb of a mortal woman. That homosocial, 

voluptuously erotic connection explains her desire to possess the woman’s son. The body 

of that young boy, the “changeling” child whom Titania possesses at the beginning of the 
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play, becomes the locus of conflict between the two factions. She justifies her claim on 

the boy by poignantly recollecting the relationship she had with the boy’s mother:  

          …in the spiced Indian air, by night, 
Full often hath she gossip’d by my side, 
And sat with me on Neptune’s yellow sands, 
Marking the embarked traders on the flood, 
When we have laugh’d to see the sails conceive 
And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind; 
Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait 
Following,—her womb then rich with my young squire,— 
Would imitate, and sail upon the land, 
To fetch me trifles, and return again, 
As from a voyage, rich with merchandise.  (2.1.124-34) 
 

The memory connects the “votaress” and Titania through a “rich” economy. Her womb is 

“rich” with the changeling child, as if it were “rich with merchandise.” In memory 

Titania redoubles the riches. The belly is thus made to carry excess; for it carries the 

material, literal object, which is itself a kind of riches, and it also carries a simile which 

overdetermines the womb. In effect, Titania capitalizes the richness of the changeling 

child by adding to his material body the signifying trace of linguistic legerdemain. That 

economy is rich also in sensory experience: they breath in the “spiced Indian air”; their 

bodies are caressed by the “wanton wind”; they listen to each other’s gossip; they watch 

the many vessels grown “big-bellied.” Titania’s sensory memory edifies her claims to the 

changeling child. Her memory asserts and legitimates her own agency by intimately 

recollecting the mother’s body, by knowing that body contextually, by knowing it inside 

and out. 

 Oberon’s claim on the boy is less precise. He doesn’t admit to any particularly 

intimate relationship. Instead, he insists on plain ownership and gendered authority. Puck 
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explains to a fairy early in the play that “Oberon is passing fell and wrath,/ Because that 

she as her attendant hath/ A lovely boy, stolen from an Indian king” (2.1.20-22). Puck, 

we discover later, is an agent of Oberon’s. His identification of the child as the stolen son 

of an “Indian king” begins a pattern of inference that the boy belongs with the king of the 

fairies and his all-male retinue. Oberon himself says to Titania that he quite simply wants 

the boy to be his “henchman” (2.1.121). Titania discloses the rather rigid and 

stereotypical gender stratification of the fairy world when she complains to Oberon that 

he and his crew have repeatedly disturbed the dances of the queen’s fairies: 

Met we on hill, in dale, forest, or mead, 
By pavèd fountain or by rushy brook, 
Or in the beachèd margent of the sea, 
To dance our ringlets to the whistling wind, 
But with thy brawls thou hast disturbed our sport.  (2.1.83-87) 
 

Furthermore, the quarrel between the king and queen has led to a state of natural entropy. 

Rivers are flooding; grasses overgrow. Titania relates how she and Oberon are the 

“parents and original” of “this same progeny of evils” (2.1.117, 115). At odds, they 

generate evil fecundity; together, orderly fertility. Separate from her, Oberon seems only 

capable of mettlesome match-making, and that as errantly misdirected as Cupid’s bolt 

when he missed the “fair vestal thronèd by the west” (2.1158). 

 In several respects, A Midsummer Night’s Dream echoes Romeo and Juliet, 

though contrapuntally. Both plays dramatize the melancholic compromises to pleasure 

that, for Shakespeare, institutionalized heterosexuality requires. In Romeo and Juliet, 

Mercutio’s emotional claim on Romeo rivals Juliet’s; certainly they have had longer to 

take hold. Until that moment in the third act when Tybalt kills off the young man who 
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talks “of dreams;/ Which are the children of an idle brain,/ Begot of nothing but vain 

fantasy,” Romeo’s affections seem evenly split (1.4.96-98). For Titania, homoerotic 

bonds supersede the homosocial. She desires to retain the memories of pleasure, 

regardless of the gender of the child, by keeping him bodily close to her. For Oberon, just 

the opposite is true: the homosocial supersedes—and perhaps in this case also coincides 

with—the homoerotic. Oberon fears desire directly between the changeling child and 

Titania. To Oberon the boy is a rival who must be replaced. Yet Oberon doesn’t attempt 

directly to destroy this rival. Instead, he first seeks to interfere with Titania’s capacity to 

desire by inducing her to lavish affections on Ass-headed Bottom. Oberon’s success is 

twofold: he gains control of the child and simultaneously causes Titania to relinquish 

those homoerotic pleasures recalled through contact with the child of her devoted 

votaress 

 In fact, Oberon achieves his goal only by orchestrating a scenario in which Titania 

feels guilty for perpetrating an injustice. Though it is he, with the help of Puck, who 

causes Titania to fall in love with metamorphosed Bottom, it is also he who claims 

damage by the treachery. She betrays him. As the audience well knows, though, he is the 

cause of that betrayal. Yet he is convinced that his actions and desires, perfectly aligned, 

are right. The ends simply justify the means. He even boasts about the degree to which he 

has mocked Titania about her chemically-induced affections for Bottom: 

When I had at my pleasure taunted her, 
And she in mild terms begged my patience, 
I then did ask of her her changeling child; 
Which she straight gave me, and her fairy sent 
To bear him to my bower in fairy land. (4.1.60-64) 
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The guilt induced in Titania causes her—and cause is not too strong a word—to perceive 

herself responsible for perpetuating an injustice. Somehow, transferring possession of the 

boy to Oberon’s control compensates for that injustice and re-establishes the justness by 

making orderly generation possible in the environs of Athens. 

 In the world of the play, it seems Oberon has utilized the means provided by 

nature to enforce a two-fold natural law: that male children belong with men, and that the 

will of kings supersedes the will of queens. For proof that natural order and harmony are 

restored with the transference of control over the boy from Titania to Oberon we need 

only look at the concluding lines of the play. Titania instructs her fairies to bless the 

“place” of the Athenian newlyweds generally, while Oberon seizes control of the 

procreative process. He decrees,  

To the best bride-bed will we, 
Which by us shall blessèd be; 
And the issue there create 
Ever shall be fortunate. 
So shall all the couples three 
Ever true in loving be; 
And the blots of Nature’s hand 
Shall not in their issue stand. 
Never mole, hairlip, nor scar, 
Nor mark prodigious, such as are 
Despisèd in nativity, 
Shall upon their children be. (5.1.405-16) 
 

Not only will the “best” marriage-bed be productive, but the children issuing from it will 

be free of deformity. Each “issue” shall be spotless, and without “the blots of Nature’s 

hand.” His superior knowledge of sacred biochemistry—he will use “field dew” to 

“consecrate” the bed (5.1.417)—enables him to be at the center of a eugenic phantasy. 
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 While tension in the fairy world of the play involves homosocial order in conflict 

with homoerotic desire, tension in the human world of the play involves homosocial 

order in conflict with heterosexual desire. The immediate rivals are obvious: Demetrius 

and Lysander; Hermia and Helena. The two male characters are virtually 

indistinguishable save that Demetrius has the favor of Hermia’s father Egeus. Hermia and 

Helena are also virtually indistinguishable. Helen even claims in soliloquy that, “Through 

Athens I am thought as fair as she” (1.1.227). Already as beautiful as Hermia, Helena 

wishes to “catch” all of Hermia’s inimitable qualities: 

Sickness is catching. O, were favor so, 
Yours would I catch, fair Hermia, ere I go; 
My ear should catch your voice, my eye your eye, 
My tongue should catch your tongue’s sweet melody. (1.1.186-93) 
 

She wishes that Hermia’s “favor” were contagious, a salubrious disease the chief 

affliction of which is Lysander’s desire. For these female rivals, one desires not only the 

object that the other desires, she desires to be her rival herself. 

 The two sets of romantic rivals are the most obvious, but not the only rivals in the 

human world of the play. The other rivals are Egeus and Theseus. Both men at first 

collude to channel the desires of Hermia. Theseus admonishes her to see with her father’s 

eyes, for her “eyes must with his judgment look” (1.1.57). She should “question” her 

desires (1.1.67), “[o]r else the law of Athens yields” her up (1.1.119). Egeus’ initial 

complaint likewise asks for redress to the law: 

As she is mine, I may dispose of her, 
Which shall be either to this gentleman 
Or to her death, according to our law 
Immediately provided in that case. (1.1.42-45) 
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Egeus gives Hermia a Hobson’s choice: marry Demetrius, or die. At first, Theseus 

concurs with Egeus about his prerogatives as her father. Addressing Hermia, and echoing 

Apollo in the Oresteia,  he explains, 

To you your father should be as a god, 
One that composed your beauties; yea, and one  
To whom you are but a form in wax 
By him imprinted and within his power  
To leave the figure or disfigure it. (1.1.47-52) 
 

Ominously, Theseus implies that Egeus has an absolute right to dispose of his daughter’s 

body as he sees fit. He has the power to “disfigure” her: he can, at his sole discretion, 

modify her “form” or melt it away. Theseus is, in fact, picking up a thread of Egeus’ 

original suit. The father’s chief complaint is that Lysander has “stol’n the impression of 

[Hermia’s] fantasy” (1.1.33). Lysander has made his own mark on the young woman, a 

mark which, to her father, has already disfigured her. For this act of vandalism Egeus 

seeks compensation. He seeks, quite simply, to re-form his daughter, to re-press upon her 

his own mark if only to demonstrate that the Athenian system of justice allows him to do 

so with impunity. 

 However, even early in the play as Theseus seems to collude with Egeus about the 

legal protection of paternal rights, some separation between the sovereign and the petty 

tyrant begins to appear. Egeus asserts that Hermia’s choices are between but two 

alternatives, his will or her death. Theseus, having failed to persuade her himself, 

modifies the meaning of “death.” When Hermia asks to know the worst she may expect if 

she follows through with her intentions to marry Lysander, Theseus responds, “Either to 

die the death, or to abjure/ Forever the society of men” (1.1.65-66). She may become a 
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cloistered nun. She may be dead, in other words, to heterosexual desire. Quietly, Theseus 

has taken away the power he had just affirmed metaphorically. Egeus still should be 

treated “as a god,” perhaps, because he “composed” her “beauties,” but he no longer 

seems to hold “within his power” the right to “disfigure” her out of existence. She has a 

modicum of control restored to her. Within the first act of the play friction develops 

between paternal authority and sovereign authority. These two facets of homosocial 

order, which in a patriarchal scheme should work hand in glove, here begin to collide 

rather than collude. 

 By the end of the play, there is no longer any pretense that a disembodied, 

sovereign “law” of Athens really exists in practice. Though, in the first act, Egeus 

explicitly appeals to “our law” (1.1.44) and Theseus affirms that the “law of Athens” will 

“yield…up” Hermia should she refuse to conform to her father’s will, and though 

Lysander proposes that he and Hermia escape the “sharp Athenian law” (1.1.162) 

because he cannot “prosecute” his own “right” to Hermia’s affections (1.1.105), Theseus 

in act four simply declares “Egeus, I will overbear your will” (4.1.182). Theseus 

embodies the law. He is the man, after all, who wooed Hippolyta “with his sword” 

(1.1.17). he also seems to take delight in some disorder, some asymmetry. Before he 

finds the sleeping lovers in the woods he proposes to Hippolyta that they go “up to the 

mountain’s top,/ And mark the musical confusion/ Of hounds and echo in conjunction” 

(4.1.112-14). Pleased, she recounts how, having bayed a bear on a hunt with Hercules 

and Cadmus, she “never heard/ So musical a discord, such sweet thunder” (4.1.121). Yet 

Theseus overrules Egeus when what Hippolyta recognizes as a “gentle concord” becomes 
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available (4.1.146). Egeus, still appealing to “the law, the law” (4.1.158), is silenced by 

Theseus’ will to “overbear.” The right to leave impressions on his daughter’s mind and 

body, to insist that she see through his eyes, gets utterly undermined. In place of the 

paternal signet is the mark of paternalistic sovereignty, the right of rulers to acknowledge, 

undermine, or disfigure microcosmic symmetrical alignments. 

 A kind of performative couvade, the play dramatizes the tension over the control 

of the social significance of children between men, and between masculinity and 

femininity as social constructs embodied in the play by Oberon and Titania. For Titania, 

the maternal body looms large. It is the evidence she uses to make her claim of authority 

over the changeling child. He is, for a time, socially analogous to Juliet. Where she is 

physically as well as socially the product of two mothers, the changeling is the only link 

to maternity in the whole play. His transfer from a disordered, asymmetrical gender 

position to one making masculinity align rightly enacts the same social dynamic 

anthropologists describe as initiation rites. Oberon’s manipulations convert the child from 

surrogate womb to (hench)man. Especially like those rites Mead describes and critiques, 

however, the conversion is a sham, one that would indeed fall to pieces were the 

conditions of its performance made known to Titania or acknowledged by the culture 

viewing it. 

Pushing the implications of this play as a performative couvade further, we can 

also see that Oberon is able to govern the “issue[s]” of human reproduction by ridding 

himself of the jealous unease caused by the misplaced changeling boy. From this 

perspective, the injustice Oberon suffers originates in utero. It originates with female 
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homoerotic intimacy overflowing and overgrowing its prescribed limits like the rivers 

and flora of the Athenian woods. The boy, a reification of that intimacy, a tangible link 

back to the votaress’s womb, elicits as well a mimetic desire from Oberon. He desires the 

boy because Titania does, because her desire threatens to destabilize his (al)chemical 

control of fertility and, ultimately, all social relations. Oberon wants to possess the living 

sign of the womb; he wants metonymically to possess that body part that he and his 

henchmen together do not have. The changeling is his prosthetic substitute for the absent 

womb and all of the social relations foreclosed to him by its absence. In seizing the 

changeling boy he seizes control of gender as an organizing power, as a structure of 

hierarchy. He de-materializes the relationship between Titania and the play’s only 

maternal body. 

 The Sonnets’ Man(l)y Wombs 

As chapters one and two explain, couvade dynamics always threaten to erase the 

rival reproductive double wherever she emerges. This is not to say, however, that 

Shakespeare’s figurations of maternity do not really exist or lack the complexity of 

generative masculinity. Recall Juliet’s nurse. Her own representation of her body 

intimately intersects, in one relatively short passage, with her husband, a dead daughter, 

Juliet, and the Capulets. Such social intersections are to be expected, for, as Valery Traub 

maintains in Desire and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama, 

“[t]he status of the maternal body, like that of the phallus, cannot be rendered as such” 

(67). There is no stable essence of maternity available upon which an author can reliably 

fashion representations. Instead, the maternal body is “known to us through our 



142 

 

fantasies—of subjection, dependency, power, control—it doesn’t signify outside of those 

social relations. Like history, the body is not so much a thing, an aggregate of facts, as a 

process which cannot be divorced from the intersubjective matrix from which it evolves” 

(67). To Traub’s claim that to know a body is to know an intersubjective process, I might 

here add that to know a reproductive body in Shakespeare’s texts is to possess a 

particular kind of embodied knowledge. Shakespeare uses the discourse of generation as 

a way of describing dynamics that go unchallenged, that appear already as common 

sense. 

Juliet’s nurse, for example, embodies a kind of maternal memory. Most intimate 

for the nurse is her relationship to Juliet. The nurse knows precisely how old Juliet is 

because Juliet’s life impacts the nurse’s body and because the nurse’s otherwise scattered 

mind remembers details in Juliet’s life with tenacious clarity. She remembers her own 

infant daughter, born “of an age” with Juliet (1.1.19). She remembers in vivid detail when 

she weaned Juliet, a day the earth literally shook: 

  I remember it well. 
’Tis since the earthquake now eleven years; 
And she was weaned (I never shall forget it), 
Of all the days of the year, upon that day; 
For I had then laid wormwood to my dug, 
Sitting in the sun under the dovehouse wall. 
My lord and you were then at Mantua. 
Nay, I do bear a brain.  
 

The nurse knows where she was precisely. She knows the weather on that day; she knows 

where the Capulets were that day! She does, indeed, “bear a brain.” Memories of 

mothering Juliet also maintain the relationship between the nurse and her dead husband. 

The “merry man” made her laugh (1.3.40); memories of him bind her to Juliet. Once 
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when she was three, the nurse explains, Juliet “broke her brow” (1.3.38). The nurse’s 

husband joked, “Yea...dost thou fall upon thy face?/ Thou wilt fall backward when thou 

hast more wit;/ Wilt thou not, Jule?” (1.3.41-42). Her husband sexualizes the child, but in 

a way which projects that sexuality into the future. He, thus, paradoxically also affirms 

that she is a child, for she yet “falls” the wrong way. All this happens within the nurse’s 

memory. She thinks simultaneously in past and present—for Juliet is, in the narrative 

present of the play, of an age to “fall” the correct way. By repeating the memory 

moments later, with slight variation, the nurse demonstrates also that she knows the voice 

of her dead husband, that it lives with her still, that she hasn’t memorized a performance 

of him, for memorizing his words would ossify the memory itself and dissolve the 

relationship she still has with the “merry man.” Her relationship with him remains alive 

through her memories of Juliet. Precious to the nurse, all of these memories Shakespeare 

represents as bodily experiences thought through a maternal mind. 

 Ironically, this maternal mind and body did not give birth to Juliet. Juliet’s 

“mother,” in fact, tellingly recalls the nurse after nearly sending her away to speak to her 

daughter “in secret.” “Nurse,” says Lady Capulet, “give us leave awhile;/ We must talk in 

secret. Nurse, come back again./ I have rememb’red me; thou ’s hear our counsel” (1.3.7-

9). To Lady Capulet, Juliet’s upcoming fourteenth birthday means that she is ready to 

serve the family’s dynastic ambitions—she is old enough to be married off. Shrewdly 

forward looking in exactly the opposite way that the nurse looks fondly backwards, Lady 

Capulet knows very little about her daughter except for her exchange value within the 

city of Verona. If the nurse’s dialogue provides insight into one maternal body thinking, 
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Lady Capulet’s dialogue provides quite another. One scene in one play makes plain 

Traub’s assertion that there is no givenness to “the status of the maternal body” even 

within the representational strategies of a single author.2  

Knowledge of life-giving embodiment clearly was not restricted to birth mothers, 

for Shakespeare, but neither was it restricted to women, as his sonnets make plain. In the 

143rd sonnet, “Lo, as a careful housewife runs to catch,” the speaker compares himself to  

a very young child, a “babe” whom a “housewife” sets down as she “runs to catch/ One 

of her fathered creatures.” While the mother chases the chicken, or duck, or goose, the 

speaker-as-babe cries “to catch her whose busy care is bent/ To follow that which flies 

before her face.” The mother neglects the child, even as it cries. She is, instead, distracted 

and mindlessly in “pursuit of the thing she would have stay.” Interestingly, as the sonnet 

turns from allegorical drama towards exposition after line eight, the speaker explains not 

just the comparisons between the different roles, but his desire that they take on those 

roles. He at once directly explains that his object is like the “housewife” of the drama—

“as a careful housewife...so run’st thou”—and requests that she “play the mother’s part.” 

That “part,” by the third quatrain, turns away from those fowls flying before her face and 

back towards her babe, ultimately back towards her own “Will”: the final couplet reads, 

“So will I pray that thou mayst have thy Will,/ If thou turn back and my loud crying still.” 

The poem, in other words, seeks succor for a personalized “Will[iam],” at the same time 

it asserts authority over the object’s own (free?) will. Plaintive cry or fiat: Does the 

sonnet seek to persuade, or does it seek to define female desire as a reckless will in need 

of formal discipline from the one who knows? The answer to the question lies literally 
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within the mind of the reader. For anyone other than the “dark lady,” the poem reads like 

a phantasy of control. The speaker knows her will; he is her will, if she but play the 

mother’s part. Even in a play ostensibly about the speaker’s frustration with an 

autonomous mother-object, the speaker assures himself that he, in fact, embodies 

maternal Will. 

As Wroth represents Love, so, too, does Shakespeare represent his male object as 

a veritable womb. Where Love is a womb for “joyes increase,” Shakespeare’s 

disembodied appropriation configures the object as a womb for increase of beauty. This 

makes the speaker’s job tenuous. He cannot assume the life-giving role without eclipsing 

his praise of the object as the sole carrier of such pleasurable freight. The speaker’s 

solution, it seems, is to admit both an inadequacy and an important capability which does 

not compete with the object. He wonders, in sonnet 76, “Why is my verse so barren of 

new pride,” why he writes “all one, ever the same,” why he keeps “invention in a noted 

weed.” He worries that “every word” tells his name, “Showing their birth and where they 

did proceed.” He doesn’t offer an answer. Instead, he ends by assuring the object that he 

“and love are still my argument.” He is “still telling what is told.” In Sonnet 22, “My 

glass shall not persuade me I am old,” the speaker exchanges hearts with his object. They 

are physiologically bound together: “For all that beauty that doth cover thee/ Is but 

seemly  raiment of my heart,/ Which in thy breast doth live, as thine in me.” Similar to 

Sidney, the heart is the locus of reverence, influence, and desire. Shakespeare, however, 

keeps the heart a heart rather than converting it into a paternal womb. Instead of giving 

birth to a poetic, ideal form of the object, Shakespeare’s speaker acts as a guardian. He 
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will keep that heart “so chary/ As tender nurse her babe from faring ill.” He will protect 

the object’s heart with his own body; he will protect it as warily as a careful and 

nurturing woman protects a child not her own. The speaker is inadequate for carrying the 

bodily life of the object to term. Indeed, like other poets, the speaker risks making a tomb 

of his intellectual womb. Yet, as I shall soon show, he can engender a bloodline, 

transmitting the idea of the beauty of the object by ingeniously conscripting every man 

who recites the poems. Birth—however painful, protracted, and emotionally parabolic it 

may be for mothers—becomes an erotically charged experience of body and mind for 

those circulating Shakespeare’s sonnets. 

In sonnet 59, “If there be nothing new, but that which is,” the speaker wishes that 

he could know what the “old world could say” about the “composèd wonder” of his 

object’s “frame.” He could then know whether the poets from five centuries before 

praised better than he does. The sonnet concludes with an equivocal compliment: “O, 

sure I am the wits of former days/ To subjects worse have given admiring praise.” Most 

complimentary would be the reader who understands the lines to mean that all of the 

objects of the poets five-centuries dead were inferior to this subject Shakespeare’s 

speaker beholds. Less complimentary is the equally possible reading that the speaker’s 

object would not compare with the worst objects of the past (but he might also not 

compare with the best, either: there are certainly worse; there is not necessarily none 

better). Such equivocation and uncertainty runs through the entire sonnet, for, from the 

first, the speaker wants to know, 

If there be nothing new, but that which is 
Hath been before, how are our brains beguiled, 
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Which, laboring for invention, bear amiss 
The second burden of a former child! 
 

He wants to know if his actions as a poet fruitlessly give birth to a subject already living, 

already invented by those poets past. As it is with Sidney, “invention” here is both the 

potential bar to generative birth and the potential assistant to generative birth. The 

“laboring for” which precedes it has two antithetical connotations: working on behalf of; 

searching or groping about [for]. If the poet’s brain is working on behalf of invention, 

then perhaps that causes it to “bear amiss.” Or, if the poet’s brain lacks invention and is 

therefore searching about for it, then perhaps that causes it to “bear amiss.” Either way, 

invention itself is implicated in the abortive delivery. Invention has no way of clearing 

the poet’s brain of its skeptical ignorance of those dead originals. Where Sidney 

presumes there was indeed an original Cyrus who warranted poetic immortality, 

Shakespeare keeps open the speculative possibility that all such earlier objects fall short 

of their poetic representations. The effect, in both Sidney and Shakespeare, is to elevate 

the poetic birth (whether indeed born through Shakespeare’s meditations on his object or 

not) above the natural, for those poetic births, serving now as goads to inventions, yet 

survive. 

 Rather than being comforted by the possibility that he is participating in a 

mimetic tradition, the speaker instead recognizes the possibility that his birth experience 

is a particular kind of parturient aberration. Neither precisely abortive, nor monstrous, 

this “second burden” is a physiological impossibility. Like those Chimeras and Cyclops 

to which Sidney alludes, Shakespeare has here figured forth something that never was in 

nature. At the same time he invents a novel birth experience, he wonders skeptically if his 
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praise is a mere reproduction, and not actually a birth at all. Everything rides on the value 

of the object, a value that can never be known. This is what makes the speaker’s 

skepticism irresolvable; for his object cannot be known by those poets who came before, 

and the speaker cannot know the objects of those same poets. The chiasmic ignorance, 

operating diachronically, ironically generates not an advancement of praise for his object, 

but a subtle meta-poetic innovation: the birth of re-birth as a melancholic achievement for 

the poet who recognizes the inevitable limitations of his epistemological horizons. 

Like Sidney, Shakespeare uses birth figurations extensively in his sonnets. 

Shakespeare’s speaker in sonnet 18, “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day,” positions 

himself as a Xenophon. The speaker immortalizes the object through the act of producing 

poetry. He boasts, “Nor shall Death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,/ When in eternal 

lines to time thou grow’st” because, “So long as men can breathe or eye can see,/ So long 

lives this, and this gives life to thee.” The object, like Stella enwombed in Astrophil’s 

heart or the Countess of Pembroke’s desires shaping the fantasies of her brother, awaits 

in utero for a reader or reciter to revivify him. These second burdens of a former child do 

not “bear amiss.”  

Ideally, as in sonnet 77, “Thy glass will show thee how thy beauties wear,” the 

speaker would be obviated altogether. This is radically different from Sidney, for as he 

expresses the birth-giving processes of his own mind, he does not suggest that Stella, or 

the Countess of Pembroke should, or indeed could, do likewise. Shakespeare, speaking to 

a male object, urges the object to “Commit to these waste blanks” his own thoughts. The 

“vacant leaves” of a commonplace book his “mind’s imprint will bear.” Having written, 
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he would then find “Those children nursed, delivered from thy brain,/To take a new 

acquaintance of thy mind.” The perfect verbal text would be one born autogenously. 

Shakespeare’s object would satisfy the subjunctive longing, in both material and 

metaphysical contexts, expressed by Sagredo’s John Frog. Such a text would reproduce 

exactly the impressions of the birth father’s “brain” and allow him to take a meta-

conscious survey of himself captured in a moment, before “[t]ime’s thievish progress to 

eternity” wears on. They would be, in this self-begetting recirculation, both born of the 

brain that nursed them and the regenerating agent making that brain perpetually pregnant 

as his “precious minutes waste” away. They would become the sacrificial victims of self-

indulgence. The object would know himself anew with each reading. Shakespeare further 

distinguishes himself from Sidney  in sonnet 84 “Who is it that says most, which can say 

more.” There, the limitations of this poet’s zodiac are realized. The best a poet can do 

when writing of this particular object is faithfully mimic “what nature made so clear.” If 

successful, however, that poet can look forward to just what Sidney says of Xenophon, a 

lasting succession of admirers. Making “such a counterpart” to the object will make the 

poet’s “style admirèd everywhere.” 

 Working within the conventions of an invocation, the speaker of sonnet 78, “So 

oft have I invoked thee for my Muse,” attributes his poetic achievement to an immortal, 

supernal agent. Yet by identifying the Muse as his object, Shakespeare’s speaker makes 

the Muse an end in itself. Complaining that “every alien pen” has imitated his praises of 

the object, the speaker insists on his own distinction from those other rival poets. Only 

the object/Muse influences him; the poems themselves are directly “born of” him. He has 
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fathered them; the poet has but brought them forth. Speaking directly to the object 

throughout, the speaker puns in the final couplet, “But thou art all my art and dost 

advance/ As high as learning my rude ignorance.” The poet and the object are one: both 

“art.” Ignorant, the speaker is abject material, moved and shaped by the object into an 

image of itself. Rival poets could not be more absent in this phantasy of negation and 

therefore, ironically, this poet could not be surpassed in his conception of utter devotion.  

 Shakespeare also explores the limits of birth, even linking it at moments with a 

power to harm or kill. In Sonnet 83, oddly out of place if it is to be taken as an address to 

the same object as the eighty two sonnets preceeding it, the speaker justifies his silence 

by arguing that the object is an original who cannot be captured by poetry at all. “[B]eing 

extant,” the object can show for himself “How far a modern quill doth come too short.” 

In fact, the speaker declares, he has done the most service to the excellence of the object 

by remaining silent. “For,” he says, “I impair not beauty, being mute,/ When others 

would give life and bring a tomb.” The poet’s womb would, in this case, be a tomb, 

killing the one to whom he would give birth. The object is utterly vital: “There lives more 

life in one of your fair eyes” the speaker admits, “Than both your poets can in praise 

devise.” Similarly, in sonnet 86, “Was it the proud full sail of his great verse,” the 

speaker explains that his silence results from the rival poet having “filled up his line” 

with the object’s “countenance.” This, in fact, causes the speaker to “inhearse” the “ripe 

thoughts” of his brain, “Making their tomb the womb wherein they grew.”  

Finally, Shakespeare links himself, his object, and “men” of future generations 

together through the reproductive power of his poetry in sonnet 81, “Or I shall live your 
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epitaph to make.” Imagining a time when both he and the object are dead, the speaker 

boasts, 

Your monument shall be my gentle verse, 
Which eyes not yet created shall o’erread, 
And tongues to be your being shall rehearse 
When all the breathers of this world are dead. 
 You still shall live—such virtue hath my pen— 
 Where breath most breathes, even in the mouths of men. 
 

These lines explain an entire logic of perfectly masculine reproduction—of reproduction 

diachronically enacted solely through the bodies and behaviors of men. The verse, 

memorializing the object, shall be taken in by the eyes of later readers. Those reader’s 

“tongues” shall “rehearse” the lines of the poem. Yet the textual poem will still exist, will 

still hold the potential for still more breaths bringing the object and speaker back to life. 

The poet’s pen generates the initial form and conditions for reproduction; the mouths and 

breaths of men give it material substance. If Midsummer dematerializes the womb, the 

speaker of the sonnets materializes it anew within the “mouths of men.” That womb 

decrypts the idea of the object: projecting out to the time after the object and speaker 

have died, the speaker avoids the mistake of the rival poets who bring a “tomb” when 

they “would give life.” The speaker manipulates the reader in order to serve his own 

personal purposes. To be intelligible, the eyes of the reader have already taken it in, have 

already enwombed the speaker and object forever cleaving together within the form of 

the sonnet. The sonnet cannot be read at all without the reader’s very body being literally 

drawn into the logic of reproduction, except, perhaps, when the reader rehearsing those 

lines is a woman with her own sense of maternal will. 
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Royal Siege 

Clearly, Shakespeare employed a great variety of life-giving tropes. In a study of 

such figurations, Elizabeth Sacks enthusiastically reports that Shakespeare’s “wit 

encompasses both spiritual values and below-the-belt bawdy; his generation metaphor, 

which speaks of brain or belly, neatly bridges both worlds” (16). The language of 

generation, while not the only index of creativity Shakespeare uses, “is the most 

important one” according to Sacks (16). “Most” important or not, I argue that generation 

in Shakespeare’s texts is largely a masculine affair. A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for 

example, clearly explores a structured approach to gender. Especially as the drama over 

the custody of the changeling boy advances, the dynamics of performative couvade 

become ever more apparent. The speaker of the sonnets, in contrast, repeatedly constructs 

a disembodied appropriation of pregnancy and birth similar to both Lady Mary Wroth’s 

construction of “Love” in Pamphilia to Amphilanthus, Sidney’s Astrophil, and that same 

author’s articulation of the poet-maker rivaling Nature in the Defense. The plays of the 

second tetralogy, rife with life-giving figurations, explore a structured approach to 

gender, as Midsummer does, but the structure across those plays bifurcates masculinity: it 

appears, in other words, not as a struggle between feminine procreative power and 

masculine control of culture and subjectivity, but as a struggle between bodily 

simulation—and social linkages it catalyzes—and mindful elaborations which internalize 

and make a/symmetrical the reproductive power of the masculine mind relative to 

maternity.  
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Though written a decade after the second tetralogy, Othello explores some of the 

abject, opposite possibilities of the generative dynamics first elaborately constructed in 

that earlier set of plays. In “Iago’s Clyster: Purgation, Anality, and the Civilizing 

Process,” Ben Saunders convincingly argues that Othello is about an ironic besmirching 

of one who appears, at first, essentially soiled but who is in fact “fair,” the darkly-

complected Venetian general himself. Iago systematically reduces Othello to excrement, 

in Saunders’s reading, from his “fair” position in the eyes of the Venetian council. His 

marriage to Desdemona, rather than capitalizing on the fairness he already possesses, 

ironically exposes him to Iago’s abject engendering. “Within the context of Renaissance 

medicine,” Saunders remarks after carefully considering accounts in Cooke and Paré, 

“Iago’s ploy may quite literally involve filling Othello’s head with slimy excrements” 

(172). Saunders’s concludes, “Iago’s ‘monstrous birth’ is no baby, then, but a tremendous 

evacuation...” (175).  

Yet Iago’s evacuations are also seminal. Iago’s success might in part be registered 

in a passage Saunders doesn’t consider. Convinced of Desdemona’s infidelity, Othello 

externalizes his embodied sensations of jealously through grotesquely generative 

language: 

there where I have garnered up my heart, 
Where either I must live or bear no life, 
The fountain from the which my current runs 
Or else dries up—to be discarded thence, 
Or keep it as a cistern for foul toads 
To knot and gender in— (4.2.56-61) 
 

 Iago’s evacuations also “manure” Othello’s will generatively, as Saunders does point 

out. To his first gull, Roderigo, Iago explains the relationship between the will and the 
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body. Just as our “bodies are gardens” and “our wills are gardeners, we may have it 

[presumably the body] sterile with idleness or manured with industry” (1.3.321, 25).  

Both excremental purgation and earthly fertility elaborately function throughout 

the second tetralogy. Othello is, therefore, a useful heuristic to have in mind before 

directly engaging the second tetralogy. Specifically, with the infamous “monstrous birth” 

in Othello, I find that Shakespeare deploys the dynamics of both bodily simulation and 

mindful elaboration as he does in the second tetralogy. In that late tragedy, however, the 

dynamics merge and become undifferentiated from each other. Paradoxically, the gravid 

male mind bodily brings forth a “tragic loading” on the marriage bed (5.2.363). A 

recondite space, an ontological threshold, the pregnant head could yield viable issues, 

amorphous mola, or some conjunction of the two just like any other life-giving organ.  

Like the scrutinizing of images, interpreting the product of births was a pervasive 

pastime of early modern England. Conjoined twins, for example, could inspire relatively 

innocuous curiosity. A song from The Pack of Autolycus about “The two inseparable 

brothers” describes them as a marvel—something of a miracle. One twin “[d]oth bear his 

brother at his side,” yet “both together living be.” They are one body, two lives. The 

second brother, however, is decidedly an adjunct of the first. “This yong-man” the song 

concludes, 

doth completely walke, 
He can both read, write, sing, or talke, 
 without paine or detraction, 
And when he speakes the other head, 
Doth moue the lips both Ruby red, 
 not speaking but in action. (11) 
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One brother governs this body in a way recognizable to the song’s writer. The other 

brother seems to hold some autonomy, moving independently of the governing brother. 

This autonomy, however, is recognized just enough to make the two of them something 

that the “world admires,” but not enough so that the “two inseparable brothers” are 

consistently identified with plural pronouns. One “Gentleman” bears his brother; “This 

yong-man” functions like any other. Singular enough to avoid being labeled a monster—

and old enough to perform like other subjects—this gentleman limns the boundary of 

acceptable bodily configurations. 

 Conjoined twins, to others, could signify not a remarkably independent life, but 

the judgment of God. Such births were “monstrous.” They were, in effect, like the births 

of rabbits, snakes, and frogs also reported in Autolycus. One song, entitled “The True 

Picture of a Female Monster Born Near Salisbury” describes how this child was both two 

and one: 

Two Bodies shaped perfectly, 
 down to the Navel seen, 
And there they joyned wondrously, 
 the Hipps and Leggs between. (143-44) 
 

“Two Bodies” are at the same time one “Female Monster” though they are “perfectly” 

shaped. Nothing is wrong with the body parts, but the sum of those parts is somehow in 

their unusual configuration taken as a sign of parental sin. Though “God doth sometimes 

send” such afflictions, the didactic song continues, it is actually “Nature” who “had her 

work defaced.” God, explicitly masculine, thus functions as the just judge meting out 

sentence, while female Nature carries out the execution of the sentence. If, as this song 

openly proclaims, the “Lord” can make the “Fruit” of parents’ bodies “abhorr’d” by 
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them, then what happens to the fruit of the mind? Can “sin” or some other motivating 

agency effect the birth of a brainchild? Shakespeare seems to have had such a question in 

mind as he wrote Othello. 

Othello resists Iago’s initial imputation on his character by explaining that, though 

he has transgressed by courting Desdemona secretly, he is above reproach; for, not only 

has he done the Signiory “services,” but he also boasts, “I fetch my life and being from 

men of royal siege” (1.2.20-21). Though this word remains unexamined, it fits well with 

Saunders’s argument. Saunders’s self-described précis of the plot from a scatological 

perspective is both stunningly clear and shockingly frank: 

Iago talks shit, pumping pestilence into Othello’s ear, literally filling 
Othello’s head with shit, until he believes that his love object smells like 
shit, and comes to feel that he has actually been smeared with shit—shit 
that can be washed away only with Desdemona’s blood. Then, upon 
killing her, Othello discovers that he has not removed the stain but has 
rather become the very substance that soils: along with everything else he 
touches, Iago has turned Othello into shit. (173) 
 

 Clearly Othello uses the term “siege” to refer to the high seats upon which his patrons 

sit, but “siege” also meant for Shakespeare’s audience, “evacuation,” and excrement. 

Here, Othello’s very “life and being” comes not only abstractly from the authority 

conferred by the seats of the great Signiory, but the word also ominously suggests subtly, 

perhaps, that their authority and his “life and being” are scatologically contaminated. His 

life is a kind of masculine birth and excremental evacuation. The OED refers to this 

passage in Othello for its first definition of siege as “a seat...used by a person of rank or 

distinction.” It also lists privy, evacuation, and excrement as component parts of the third 

definition, one likewise active during the period. Othello’s use of such a term to describe 
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his identity and his authority subtlely anticipates the “monstrous birth” that Iago 

engenders, but that Othello himself brings “to the world’s light” by murdering 

Desdemona and killing himself (1.3.395). It is, after all, shortly thereafter when Iago 

brazenly swears “By Janus” that those who approach are not those who will demand 

account of Othello’s “perfect soul” (1.2.31,29). Like Hal, Iago reveals his character 

through his choice of allusion. Iago’s oath to the two-faced god, Janus, suggests 

ambivalence, equivocation, a duplicitous head. 

Othello begins, in one way, like Midsummer: with a dispute about the authority of 

fathers over daughters. Desdemona defies her father, Brabantio, by returning the 

advances of Othello without her father’s knowledge. When he learns that his daughter has 

left his home without his permission in the play’s first act, he cries, “O heaven! How got 

she out? O treason of the blood!/ Fathers, from hence trust not your daughters’ minds/ By 

what you see them act” (1.1.166-68). Out and about without his authorization, she 

circulates treasonously. She has deceived him by concealing her thoughts with her 

obsequious actions. This prompts Brabantio to issue a warning to all fathers, to speak as 

though this particular instance reveals a general rule: daughters will transgress. To 

Desdemona, Brabantio lectures, “I am glad at soul I have no other child,/ For thy escape 

would teach me tyranny,/ To hang clogs on them” (1.3.194-96). Daughters will violate 

their father’s confines and turn against their own blood. Brabantio tries to salvage the last 

vestiges of his power to traffic in daughters by ceremoniously transferring his authority 

over Desdemona to Othello, but, pathetically, once such a transfer has already been 

exposed as a fait accompli: 
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 God be with you, I have done. 
Please it your Grace, on to the state affairs. 
I had rather to adopt a child than get it. 
Come hither Moor. 
I here do give thee that with all my heart 
Which, but thou hast already, with all my heart 
I would keep from thee.   (1.3.187-96) 
 

Brabantio, however, isn’t quite done. As those gathered in the Venetian council chambers 

decide where Desdemona should stay now that Othello is called to war and she has “got 

out” of her father’s house and hence, his authority, an exchange takes place between 

Othello, the Duke, Brabantio, and Desdemona that reveals her continuing penchant to 

disturb and disrupt. She insists on having a voice in her own “disposition”: 

Othello:   I crave fit disposition for my wife, 
  Due reverence of place, and exhibition, 
  With such accommodation and besort 
  As levels with her breeding.  
Duke:     Why, at her father’s. 
Brabantio: I will not have it so. 
Othello:    Nor I. 
Desdemona:     Nor would I there reside, 
  To put my father in impatient thoughts 
  By being in his eye.  (1.3.233-39) 
 

Instead, because she is already “subdued/ Even to the very quality” of Othello (1.3.245-

46), because she is one body with him, she asks the Duke that she may go with her 

husband even to war. She wishes to cleave to her husband, but this is proffered only after 

she explains how she might induce her father to think “impatient thoughts.”  

Also like Midsummer, a male and female character square off in a battle of wills. 

Ultimately, too, the battle reveals to the audience a tragically self-confident female 

methodically manipulated by her antagonist to the point, ultimately, of capitulation—

compensatory for Titania, mortal for Desdemona. When Desdemona arrives in Cyprus, 
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Iago is there to greet her as they both await the arrival of Othello. In an aside, Desdemona 

reveals her anxiety and reiterates her capacity for disruption: “I am not merry,” she says, 

“but I do beguile/ The thing I am by seeming otherwise” (2.1.120-21). Then, turning to 

Iago, she insists on altering the direction of the battle-of-the-sexes contest she has been 

having with Iago and Emelia. She asks, “Come, how wouldst thou praise me?” (2.1.122). 

Iago feigns dull-wittedness: 

I am about it; but indeed my invention 
Comes from my pate as birdlime does from frieze— 
It plucks out brains and all. But my Muse labors, 
And thus she is delivered: (2.1.123-26) 
 

His “Muse” delivers barbs. Beginning subtly at first, their aggressive tone grows plainer 

and plainer. The most virtuous woman, Iago ultimately responds, is “She that could think, 

and nev’r disclose her mind” (2.1.154). Even she, however, is but a “wight...To suckle 

fools and chronicle small beer” (2.1.156, 158). Desdemona, ever indefatigable, turns to 

Emelia and remarks, “O most lame and impotent conclusion” (2.1.159). Their entire 

conversation is couched in the language of a jumbled heterosexual exchange, a manifold 

copulation. First, Iago’s Muse delivers through his mind and mouth, then the two have 

ever more exciting verbal intercourse, until, finally, Desdemona reveals that Iago has left 

her unsatisfied. His wit, his Muse is flaccid, lame, impotent, not fit for Emelia, “though 

he be [her] husband” (2.1.160-61). Trying to prove himself a pregnant wit, he succeeds at 

seeming not to be one. Desdemona, a successful dissembler in her own right, has here 

been outflanked. He seems to have displayed the length of his wit, and come up short; we 

who have access to his thoughts as well as Desdemona’s, know better. 
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 While Desdemona transgresses her father’s authority, and clearly dissembles with 

Iago, it is his brooding mind which drives the drama. Iago’s head famously contains 

multiple motivations. He tells Roderigo that Othello has passed him over for promotion, 

though he holds a position of honor as “his Moorship’s ancient” (1.1.30). Iago records his 

displeasure about this position, “’Tis the curse of service:/ Preferment goes by letter and 

affection,/ And not by old gradation” (1.1.32-34). Cassio, Iago suggests, knows the right 

people and can present himself well to Othello; but Iago’s long, valiant service should 

have caused him to advance instead. Soon, however, Iago adds other motives, which call 

into question how much any one of them are truly motivating him to action and thought. 

In soliloquy he says flatly,  

I hate the Moor, 
And it is thought abroad that ‘twixt my sheets/ 
H’as done my office. I know not if’t be true, 
But I, for mere suspicion in that kind, 
Will do, as if for surety.  (1.3.377-81) 
 

Iago may be motivated by something common and ordinary, the lack of preferment, or he 

may be motivated by enmity towards Othello as both “Moor” and professional superior, 

or he may be motivated by his own sullied reputation (though the play offers no external 

evidence that Othello and Emilia have cuckolded him), or he may be motivated by a 

sincere jealousy at the thought of infidelity. Or, finally, he may be casting about to 

identify a motive for the monstrous ideas he’s already brooded about without cause. 

Articulations of motive, that is, might appear after the amorphous thoughts which caused 

them in the first place. Iago, in other words, might be trying to find rationale for what his 

mind insists he perform without reason. Saunders, again convincingly, posits ominously 
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that “those aspects of the text I have read as signs of Iago’s pathology (including his 

apparent inability to fix on a single motivation and his need to reproduce Othello’s 

blackness as abjectly filthy) may owe less to Shakespeare’s conscious desire to expose 

the inner workings of diseased psychology, and more to the problems of representing 

race-based hatred prior to modern (‘theorized’) discourses of racism” (175). In fact, 

Saunders concludes, “the text may be among the most culturally prominent linguistic 

matrices of modern racism in the entire canon of English literature—a ‘monstrous birth’ 

indeed” (175). We might say, then, that Iago wills the means to achieve his desired ends, 

but that those ends themselves seem beyond his rational control. Like the throes of labor, 

they urge imperatively, inevitably.  

Soon after Othello fetches his “life and bearing from men of royal siege,” Iago 

promises to Roderigo there “are many events in the womb of time, which will be 

delivered” (1.3.365-66). Then, immediately after Roderigo steps off stage, Iago reveals in 

soliloquy, his planned pregnancy: “I have’t! It is engendered! Hell and night/ Must bring 

this monstrous birth to the world’s light” (1.3.394-95). Unlike his dissembling dialogue 

with Desdemona, where he uses conventional figurations of a Muse laboring, Iago here 

engenders without explicit inseminating agency. This conception, like Satan’s, develops 

autogenously, to be used for malicious homosociality. Iago, in effect, transfers his 

monstrous conception to a surrogate, Othello, who involuntarily brings the issue to term. 

Royal Purges 

 Prince Hal’s rise to become King Henry V over the course of the second tetralogy 

draws its “life and being” from a different kind of royal siege. Late in Henry IV, Part 2, 



162 

 

the terminally infirm king reflects about his own rise to power. “God knows, my son,” the 

king begins, “By what bypaths and indirect crooked ways/ I met my crown” (4.5.183-85). 

It sat troublesomely upon his head, but to Hal, the king prophesies hopefully, 

...it shall descend with better quiet, 
Better opinion, better confirmation, 
For all the soil of the achievement goes  
With me into the earth. (4.5.187-90) 
 

Like Jove’s “heavy descension,” the crown will transform on its passing from father to 

son. Unlike Jove, the descension of the crown will, the king hopes, be a purifying 

transformation. Descension will remove the “soil” encrusting it, as it sits on 

Bolingbroke’s head. The soil, the effluvium of his actions against Richard II, will be 

purged in his grave. He will leave the soon-to-be king a better body politic than the one 

he himself inhabited.  

 Yet, just before this moment of reconciliation between father and son over the 

crown, the king excoriates Prince Hal. He imagines the state of England when his ne’er-

do-well son ascends to the throne. When “Harry the Fifth is crown’d,” he maniacally 

foresees, all the “sage counselors” will be dismissed, and all the “apes of idleness” from 

“every region” will “to the English court assemble (4.5.19,22,21). Mockingly, the king 

hails other nations for his son: 

Now, neighbor confines, purge you of your scum: 
Have you a ruffian that will swear, drink, dance,  
Revel the night, rob, murder, and commit 
The oldest sins the newest kind of ways? 
Be happy, he will trouble you no more; 
England shall double gild his treble guilt, 
England shall give him office, honour, might; 
For the fifth Harry from curb'd license plucks 
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The muzzle of restraint, and the wild dog 
Shall flesh his tooth on every innocent. (4.5.123-32) 
 

England will become the sink for all the dross of Europe. It will be the place to which 

other nations ship their soil—a means by which they can burnish their crowns. His son’s 

reign, in this scenario, will consummate his own, for it will heap soil onto an already 

sullied crown. Instead, the king purges the crown at his death, the king purges the crown 

by his death. Prince Hal, as King Henry V, in turn purges his boon companion, Falstaff. 

 Each of the two kings purges a different kind of “soil” from the crown. Henry IV 

purges the soil by entering the earth. This purgation concludes the extensive linkages 

made in the first three plays of the tetralogy between the natural world, kingship, and life-

giving force. In Richard II, Gaunt famously registers his discontent first. England, “This 

nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings,/ Feared by their breed, and famous by their 

birth” may have spent her fertility (2.1.51-52). For the current king, Richard II, is now 

mere “Landlord of England” (2.1.113). Once, the king and the land acted symbiotically, 

with filial regard for each other; now the king and the land, from Gaunt’s perspective, are 

alienated from one another. The land, figured as a female body or an untended garden 

depending upon the perspective of the character speaking, suffers violation and neglect at 

the same time. Before he commits to support Bolingbroke, York haughtily asks of the 

returning exile and his coterie, in language consistent with Gaunt, “Why have they dared 

to march/ So many miles upon her peaceful bosom,/ Frightening her pale-faced villages 

with war,/ And ostentation of despisèd arms?” (2.3.91-94). In the middle of the play, as 

power shifts decidedly in Boligbroke’s favor, Gaunt’s son degrades his relationship to the 

land with a Janus-faced double entendre: he tells the nobles gathered around him that his 
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meeting with the king should hold “no less terror than the elements/ of fire and water, 

when their thund’ring shock/ At meeting tears the cloudy cheeks of heaven” (3.3.54-56). 

Continuing the metaphor, Bolingbroke adds, “Be he the fire, I’ll be the yielding water:/ 

The rage be his, whilst on the earth I rain/ My waters—on the earth, and not on him” 

(3.3.57-59). Bolingbroke will both “rain” (i.e. reign) on earth and (make) water (on) it. 

He will at once assert sovereignty over the land while King Richard thunders, and 

contemptuously degrade it with his actual waste.  

 Clearly, however, Richard himself doesn’t reverence the land in the same way 

Gaunt did either. Upon his return to Ireland, he affectionately apostrophizes: 

Dear earth, I do salute thee with my hand, 
Though rebels wound thee with their horses’ hoofs. 
As a long-parted mother with her child 
Plays fondly with her tears and smiles in meeting, 
So weeping, smiling, greet I thee, my earth, 
And do thee favors with my royal hands.  (3.2.6-11). 
 

A short while later, however, as he meets Bolingbroke for the first time since the exile’s 

return, King Richard remarks, “Fair cousin, you debase your princely knee/ To make the 

base earth proud with kissing it” (3.3.188-89). Speaking with political expedience in 

mind here perhaps, the king’s words also betray his own ambivalent alienation from the 

“child” with whom he reunited not long before. Nor do other characters see him as a 

good husband of the land. In addition to Gaunt’s charge that England “Is now leased 

out…Like to a tenement or pelting farm” (2.1.60), Bolingbroke adds that the king’s main 

courtiers, “Bushy, Bagot, and their complices” are “caterpillars of the commonwealth,” 

which he has “sworn to weed and pluck away” (2.4.164-66). Similarly, one of the 
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gardener’s men wonders aloud why he and the other commoners should follow law and 

custom, 

When our sea-wallèd garden, the whole land, 
Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers choked up, 
Her fruit trees all unpruned, her hedges ruined, 
Her knots disordered, and her wholesome herbs 
Swarming with caterpillars?  (3.4.43-47) 
 

These characters, the only commoners given more than perfunctory lines in Richard II, 

verbalize accord with Gaunt and Bolingbroke. Just as those characters express their 

concern with the state of the state through metaphors of land, so does the gardener 

himself. He opines more elaborately than those two nobles, 

   O, what pity is it 
That he had not so trimmed and dressed his land 
As we his garden! We at time of year 
Do wound the bark, the skin of our fruit trees, 
Lest being overproud in sap and blood 
With too much riches it confound itself; 
Had he done so to great and growing men, 
They might have lived to bear, and he to taste 
Their fruits of duty. Superfluous branches 
We lop away, that bearing boughs may live: 
Had he done so, himself had borne the crown, 
Which waste of idle hours hath quite thrown down.  (3.4.55-66) 
 

Cognizant of current affairs, the gardener seems better prepared than either King Richard 

or Bolingbroke to rule. He advocates careful management of vegetative energy, with an 

eye always on the ends: the fruits which are to be produced. More subtle than King 

Richard, more aware of the means to his end than Bolingbroke, the gardener offers a 

glimpse of what politically might have been: a womb yet teeming and well husbanded. 

In Henry IV, Part 1, the teeming wombs are generatively grotesque. From the 

first, English earth is recast as a monstrously grotesque mother. The king expounds, “No 



166 

 

more the thirsty entrance of this soil/ Shall daub her lips with her own children’s blood” 

(1.1.5-6). A maternal maw of death, England still suffers from “civil butchery,” despite 

the king’s plans, “bootless” now, to organize an expiating crusade (1.1.13,29). Hotspur in 

the rebel camp likewise figures the earth as a grotesque “grandam.” He counters 

Glendower’s claim that the earth trembled at the Welshman’s nativity by retorting 

sarcastically,  

  Oft the teeming earth 
Is with a kind of colic pinched and vexed 
By the imprisoning of unruly wind 
Within her womb, which, for enlargement striving, 
Shakes the old beldame earth and topples down  
Steeples and mossgrown towers. At your birth 
Our grandam earth, having this distemp’rature, 
In passion shook.  (3.1.27-34) 
 

Here the earth flatulently vents. 

 On many levels in Shakespeare’s second tetrology, coming-into-being requires 

simultaneous evacuation. Clearly the subject matter of the plot, the usurpation of an 

anointed king and the consequent aftermath, suggests a logic of displacement. Consistent 

across all four plays are chiasmic careers: Bolingbroke ascends as Richard falls; Hal 

ascends as Hotspur falls; Hall (again) ascends as Falstaff falls; King Henry V ascends as 

France Falls. The conflation of maternal body and fecund garden initiated by Gaunt in 

Richard II, extends through Henry IV, Part I. The relationship is taken up by the rebels in 

Henry IV, Part 2. Overconfident in his perceptions, the Archbishop of York surmises that 

the king,  

cannot so precisely weed this land 
As his misdoubts present occasion: 
His foes are so enrooted with his friends 
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That, plucking to unfix an enemy, 
He doth unfasten so and shake a friend: 
So that this land, like an offensive wife 
That hath enraged him on to offer strokes, 
As he is striking, holds his infant up 
And hangs resolved correction in the arm 
That was uprear'd to execution. (4.1.202-212) 
 

The king himself similarly worries, with precise and personal specificity, that the weed 

he may have to pluck lies nearest to himself: “Most subject is the fattest soil to weeds;/ 

And he, the noble image of my youth,/ Is overspread with them” (4.4.54-56). Having 

ascended the throne by promising to rid England of its caterpillars, he finds himself 

sowing “weeds.” The two parts of Henry IV are quite clearly about clearing the land; they 

are about properly fertilizing the “soil.” For his son, fertility happens through purgation. 

The metaphors of generation mingle and shift in the two parts of Henry IV. Kept is the 

dynamic of evacuative generation, of royal siege. Added to part two and carried into 

Henry V is a relationship between the tongue and the head that Shakespeare concisely 

figures in a much later play, Pericles. Very early in that play, Pericles hints to Antiochus 

that he has solved the riddle that Antiocus had designed to test suitors for his daughter’s 

hand. Before correctly interpreting the riddle explicitly in soliloquy as an admission of 

incest, Pericles himself riddles, “All love the womb that their first being bred,/ Then give 

my tongue leave to love my head” (1.1.107-08). Here head is to womb as tongue is to 

child. These relationships go uncontested. Challenged, instead, in Pericles, is the kind of 

“love” appropriate between child and mother, and head and tongue. 

The rebels of Henry IV, Part 2 utilize language of generation. Their labors, 

however, yield neither monsters nor royal siege, but abortive men of expectation. After 
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the rumors have cleared and the truth of the rebel defeat settles in, Hastings delivers an 

oddly generative exhortation: 

Grant that our hopes, yet likely of fair birth, 
Should be stillborn, and that we now possessed  
The utmost man of expectation,  
I think we are so, body strong enough 
Even as we are, to equal with the King. (1.3.63-67) 
 

Here pregnancy and birth are linked to strength, strategy, and even justice. Though 

Hastings’ syntax in isolation equivocates, the reaction of the other characters to his 

figuration suggests that the possibility of a “fair birth” outweigh the likelihood of a 

“stillborn” attack. Alternately, the “stillborn,” dashed hopes brought about by the 

falsehoods of rumor (and Rumor!) might “yet likely” lead to a second, “fair birth” 

because the rebels now possess the “utmost man of expectation.” Either way, they are 

pregnant with hope, stronger for it, and compelled to act whether their gravidity yields a 

viable issue or not. They are “body strong enough” relative to the king. His body, literally 

“unfirm,” is also encumbered with “three heads”—one each fighting the French, 

Glendower, and the rebels (1.3.71,74). Grotesquely divided, the king’s body and body 

politic appear vulnerable to Hastings because they appear to lack the utmost man of 

expectation. 

 Hastings’ early equivocations on how pregnancy and birth operate for the rebels 

become much more clear as their situation deteriorates. Late in the play Hastings 

prophesies an infinite reciprocation of violence. He conjoins birth and death: 

 And though we here fall down, 
We have supplies to second our attempt. 
If they miscarry, theirs shall second them, 
And so success of mischief shall be born 
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And heir from heir shall hold this quarrel up 
Whiles England shall have generation. (4.2.44-49) 
 

England, the teeming womb of kings, Hastings now declares monstrously generative. 

In the tetralogy, Shakespeare more diffusely utilizes reproductive dynamics 

involving head and tongue. Like Bacon’s scientist, Prince Hal—then equally so King 

Henry V—purges an entire zodiac of misinformation. Specifically, he purges a zodiac of 

tongues. Henry IV, Part 2 and Henry V chronicle the success and failure of language—

that is, the success and failure of tongues. Tongues temporarily fuse a great catalogue of 

opposites: visceral with uterine wombs; maternity with paternity; common with official 

speech; laughter with grave seriousness; rumor with fact; drama with history; life with 

death; France with England; French with English; homosocial with heterosexual 

exchange. Warwick, for example, salves the dying king’s worried mind in Henry IV, Part 

2, by assuring him that Hal “but studies his companions/ Like a strange tongue, wherein, 

to gain the language” (4.4.68-69). Hal learns even the ribald language of the marketplace 

precisely so that he knows what to cast off when he is king. Warwick elaborates: 

‘Tis needful that the most immodest word 
Be looked upon and learned, which once attained, 
Your Highness knows, comes to no further use 
But to be known and hated. So, like gross terms, 
The Prince will in the perfectness of time 
Cast off his followers, and their memory 
Shall as a pattern or a measure live, 
By which his Grace must mete the lives of others, 
Turning past evils to advantages.  (4.4.70-78) 
 

To Warwick, Prince Hal assumes, selects, rejects, and manipulates tongues at will. 

Despite Warwick’s confidence, however, Hal’s mastery of tongues is not an unqualified 

success. 
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Shakespeare constructs popular, informal early modern oral culture as a series of 

ventings and in-ventings when he has Rumor take the stage in Henry IV, Part 2. Rumor’s 

first words of induction are, “Open your ears, for which of you will stop/ The vent of 

hearing when loud Rumor speaks?” (1-2). He announces, “Upon my tongues continual 

slanders ride,/ The which in every language I pronounce” (6-7). Tongues also become 

conspicuously important for the tetralogy during the induction to Henry IV, Part 2. 

Rumor, “painted full of tongues,” describes his bodily functions in the language of 

parturition. Rumor impregnates time with mistaken, abortive, monstrous preparations. 

“[W]ho but only I,” Rumor brags, 

make fearful musters and prepared defense 
 Whiles the big year, swoln with some other grief,  
Is thought with child by the stern tyrant, war, 
And no such matter.  (11-15) 
 

Rumor swells and fills; it stops the ears. Ultimately, though, rumor is purged with (often 

painful) truth. The rebels swell with rumor. Rumor causes Northumberland to read faces 

and body language with maddening detail. It causes him to speak as a strategy for 

delaying the purgative effects of truth. In a rumor-retentive state of desperation, he can 

cherish the hope that his son, Hotspur, yet lives. 

Like Rumor, Falstaff is full of tongues. In the Coleville episode, Falstaff 

expounds: “I have a whole school of tongues in this belly of mine, and not a tongue of 

them all speaks any other word but my name” (4.3.18-19). His body speaks for him 

through a “whole school of tongues.” Falstaff’s language recalls Rumor who, we learn 

through stage direction, was “painted full of tongues.” Like Falstaff’s belly, Rumor is a 

vanguard, flying ahead to announce the impending arrival of the rest of the story, the rest 
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of the narrative body. The connection becomes stronger when we recall that Rumor 

draws attention to his own body in a rhetorical question to the audience: “But what need I 

thus/ My well-known body to anatomize/ Among my household” (Induction 20-22). He 

anatomizes his body, converting it into discursive signs and implicating the audience, 

even though it has already sited itself: it is pictorially full of tongues. Falstaff similarly 

converts his body into discursive signs, though it too has already announced itself. He, 

like Rumor, makes of himself a redundancy; he identifies a second, discursive body 

generated by his womb. Coleville, significantly, doesn’t mention Falstaff’s belly. Sir 

John himself does. Falstaff makes himself undesirably, if not monstrously pregnant with 

tongues. 

Falstaff, at the same time, embodies failed potential. Falstaff himself frequently 

opposes what he is with what he might (yet) be. In Henry IV, Pat 1 Falstaff hopes the 

dead body of Hotspur, which has already generated a prince acceptable to his father, 

might offer similar reward for him, too. As he bears the body off stage, Falstaff schemes, 

“He that rewards me, God reward him. If I do grow great, I’ll grow less; for I’ll purge, 

and leave sack, and live cleanly, as a nobleman should do “ (5.5.160-63). His social 

greatness figures as the inverse of his corpulent greatness—each expels the other in a 

zero-sum equation. On the social scale, such a dynamic gets played out explicitly. 

Falstaff’s body also grotesquely swells in Henry IV, Part 1. During the role-play scene at 

the tavern, Hal speaks imaginatively as his father. He describes Falstaff, to Falstaff, as 

“that trunk of humors, that bolting-hutch of beastliness, that swoll’n parcel of dropsies, 

that huge bombard of sack, that stuffed cloakbag of guts…” (2.4.448-51). Later, 
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dispirited in his last interaction with Hal, Falstaff complains to Bardolph of bodily 

deflation. He asks, “Do I not dwindle? Why, my skin hangs about me like an old lady’s 

loose gown!” (3.3.2-4). Bardolph, however, helps him re-inflate by putting his face in 

Falstaff’s belly. The two banter back and forth, as Hal and Falstaff had earlier done, until 

Bardolph, trying to keep up with Falstaff’s insults about his face, retorts, “’Sblood, I 

would my face were in your belly!” (3.3.51). Falstaff, back to his old self now that he has 

consumed Bardolph the red-nosed “Knight of the Burning Lamp,” wittily replies, “God-

a-mercy! So should I be sure to be heartburned” (3.3.28, 52). Swelled with affection, 

Falstaff’s body grows great with personal interactions. 

Falstaff’s status changes from bonhomme to pariah as the prince ascends. 

Rejection, it seems, is seeded throughout, for Hal relentlessly mocks Falstaff, body and 

mind. The language of the Boar’s Head Tavern in Henry IV, Part I is typical. Hal rebukes 

Falstaff after the highwayman scene: “These lies are like their father that begets them; 

gross as a mountain, open, palpable. Why, thou clay-brained guts, thou knotty-pated fool, 

thou whoreson, obscene, grease tallow-catch” (2.4.209-212). The lies that Falstaff tells 

are gargantuan. Language doesn’t confine them; Falstaff has made them physical, 

“palpable.” He has miraculously converted the metaphysical into the grossly physical by 

giving birth to them. Hal makes clear the parturitive relationship not through syntactically 

complete statements, but through a bursting sequence of fused insults linking the 

products of the mind to the appearance of the body. Falstaff is, ontologically, “clay-

brained guts”; he is a “knotty-pated fool.” He is guts; he is a fool. Moreover, Falstaff is 

guts with a kind of brain to them and a fool with a convoluted head. Cerebral 
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convolutions? Visceral convolutions? His pate is knotted with material, homologous 

folds. Falstaff is head and guts; guts and head. His body and mind, utterly conjoined, 

beget lies that resemble their singular, fused ontology: “gross…open, palpable.”  

All of those things which Hal eventually eschews, Falstaff embodies especially in 

his own great belly. Falstaff is the consummate life-giver of Shakespeare’s Henriad. 

Appearing onstage more than a half-century before Nonsuch or John Toad, Falstaff 

nevertheless anticipates in certain ways those men afflicted bodily with the anxiety-

inducing signs of pregnancy. Like theirs, Falstaff’s belly and his masculinity operate at 

cross purposes. In Henry IV, Part 2 Falstaff fights briefly with a rebel knight named 

Coleville. The knight, without ever clearly explaining why, puts up his sword and 

surrenders to Sir John. At the moment of capitulation, Falstaff explains that his belly has 

given him away, that his opponent knew it was Sir John by his corpulence. “And I had 

but a belly of any indifferency, I were simply the most active fellow in Europe. My 

womb, my womb, my womb undoes me” (4.3.20-23). In early modern English, neither 

“womb” nor the phrase “with child” automatically connoted features of the female body. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “womb” could signify the uterus or other 

location of gestation as it does today, but it could also signify the stomach, the bowels, 

the “belly piece of a hide or skin,” or a “hollow space or cavity” generally. Context, 

therefore, is of supreme importance. Though Falstaff  has emerged victorious in single 

combat because of his “womb,” he claims here that it is the agent of his undoing. It has 

kept him from being “the most active fellow in Europe.” It has kept him from being a 



174 

 

masculine ideal, active and, strangely, anonymous. Like Nonsuch and John Toad, Falstaff 

has a belly utterly bound up with signification. 

 For example, his belly figures within the discourse of bodily disease suffused 

throughout the play. Very early in Henry IV, Part 2 Falstaff imagines that his body lies at 

the nexus of all wit. When his page tells him that the doctor has read Sir John’s urine and 

discovered that “he might have more diseases than he knew for,” Falstaff retorts with 

equivocal egotism, “Men of all sorts take a pride to gird me. The brain of this 

compounded clay, man is not able to invent anything that intends to laughter more than I 

invent or is invented on me. I am not only witty in myself, but the cause that wit is in 

other men” (1.2.5,7-9). Here, as in The Wild Gallant, a male character learns of his bodily 

condition from a physician who has read his urine. The reading is also part of a ruse by a 

third party. The difference between Toby and Falstaff, however, is that Falstaff is the 

mark of the ruse, not one of the perpetrators of it. Also, unlike Nonesuch, the mark in that 

play, Falstaff sees the ruse at once and converts it into a kind of compliment for himself. 

His body generates in others, he claims. It acts as a kind of inseminating agent. His mind 

also generates wit through the power of “invention.” Invention, as a rhetorical technique, 

has a long history, but there seems to be some language play going on here, too. To vent, 

of course, was to evacuate waste. Wondering how his friend emerged from a gabardined 

monster in The Tempest, Stephano remarks, “How camest thou to be the siege of this 

moon-calf? can he vent Trinculos?” (2.2.107-08). Despite the etymological differences 

between vent and invent, their homophonic similarities in the voice of Falstaff are 

suggestive. To invent, in the context of urine reading and wit generation, carries with it 
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the sense of pissing oneself, or being pissed on by others: “man is not able to invent 

anything that intends to laughter more than I invent, or is invented on me.” Edifying this 

admittedly eccentric reading is Falstaff’s echo of Hal’s insult at the Boar’s Head Tavern. 

Hal’s “clay-brained guts” is now, in Falstaff’s iteration, the “brain of this compound 

clay.” Inventions, the product of compounded clay, enable metaphysical creation and 

degradation at once. Generation and purgation convene in Falstaff’s brainy guts, his 

knotty pate. 

Shakespeare, of course, is not “inventing” a novel relationship between birth and 

bodily evacuations. Birth imagery held a certain danger for male figures in the early 

modern period. Birth is a particularly powerful emblem of incontinence. The womb 

functions properly when at some point it ceases to contain, when it releases and lets go. 

Some authors conflate this function with the body’s general need to excrete. Such 

conflation furthermore sometimes characterizes femininity generally—body and mind. In 

The Revenger’s Tragedy, Vindice refers to wom(b)anly incontinence when, trying to 

bond with Lussurioso, he explains homosocial exchange between men: “Why are men 

made close,/ But to keep thoughts in best? I grant you this,/ Tell but some women a secret 

over night,/ Your doctor may find it in the urinal i’th’ morning” (1.3.80-83). The 

openness of the female body, as these characters construct it, opposes the closed 

masculine body that the brother’s simultaneously construct. The grotesque body, Bakhtin 

argues, was a favorite construct of the period. Artists like Rabelais relished in the 

messiness of the body, elaborating on that aspect in ever-more graphic representations. 
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Attending especially to the body’s “convexities and orifices,” Bakhtin explains how the 

grotesque body is one in flux between old and new. 

Alternatingly serious and funny, the Henriad mingles rigid hierarchy with 

carnivalesque inversion. High seriousness is tempered, degraded, made ambivalently 

whole, to echo Bakhtin’s phrasing, by farcical laughter. Falstaff, as François Laroque has 

pointed out, embodies the kind of salubrious debauchery that the carnivalesque is meant 

to bring about. Though Hal’s attitude towards him changes, Falstaff doesn’t change. For 

Laroque, Falstaff embodies the language of the marketplace, the effluvia of the body’s 

lower strata, and obnoxious irreverence with utter impunity (for a time at least). As a 

character, Sir John structurally opposes figures of sanctioned authority, the law givers, 

the fathers: the Lord Chief Justice and King Henry IV specifically. Laroque reads Hal’s 

career through the middle two plays of the Henriad just as Hal describes it himself: “As a 

consummate actor, the Prince has understood all he could get out of his momentary 

eclipse from the court in the ‘anti-masque’ of his underground life” (90). Laroque 

continues, “this was a sure way of preparing his future metamorphosis and to mastermind 

the rebirth of the obscure changeling into a glorious sun-king” (90). However, Laroque’s 

string of associations leads him to conclude, perhaps a little too uncritically, that the “size 

of Falstaff’s body is certainly partly due to a capacity for caricatural and carnival 

enlargement and excess, but it also stands for the triumph of life at the expense of tragic 

sacrifice” (95). Then, with a final nostalgic flourish, Laroque adds, “Carnival, like the 

king, never dies” (95). But carnivals and kings have two bodies, and one of them actually 

does die; the immortal, it might be said, requires the periodic death of its embodied 
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double for its own seemingly seamless succession. As Bakhtin himself describes the 

bodily condition of the carnivalesque expression, “grotesque imagery constructs what we 

might call a double body. In the endless chain of bodily life it retains the parts in which 

one link joins the other, in which the life of one body is born from the death of the 

proceeding, older one” (318). Grotesque bodies like Falstaff’s simultaneously materialize 

psychic, social and material bodies through their own degradation. 

Hal’s Jovial Issues 

As I have begun to show, Shakespeare’s second tetralogy bursts with generative 

metaphors: a famous teeming womb, in-spiring clergymen, abortive rumors and rebel 

plans, Welsh cosmology, Falstaff’s body. A performative couvade on an epic scale, the 

four plays construct England itself as a heroic womb, and the antics of prince Hal as the 

slow-motion delivery of a heroically masculine king. Material life-giving, wrested away 

from a maternal body, thus often gets figured as autochthonous birth while social life-

giving, Traub’s “intersubjective matrix,” falls within the domain of masculinity itself. Hal 

is in fact doubly enwombed: Traub rightly points out one of those cauls surrounding him. 

Falstaff’s undone masculinity increasingly registers maternity across Henry IV parts 1 

and 2. Traub describes earlier readings of Hal’s “choice”: one between two fathers, the 

king and Falstaff. In this reading, Hal’s “harsh rejection of Falstaff thus acts as a 

symbolic killing of the father” and fits neatly within a Freudian Oedipal dynamic (55). 

Traub, however, convincingly describes how Falstaff more accurately “represents to Hal 

not an alternative paternal image but rather a projected fantasy of the pre-oedipal 

maternal, whose rejection is the basis upon which patriarchal subjectivity is predicated” 
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(55). Falstaff, Traub points out, “is exceedingly corporeal: indeed, his corpulence is 

referred to constantly, invoking, in the emphasis on a swollen and distended belly, 

associations of pregnancy” (56). Traub then traces the degradation of Falstaff’s body, in 

Henry IV part 2, from “pig, sow, groin, belly,” finally “to womb” (57). This 

“associational chain,” Traub argues, “effects a transposition from the grotesque body to 

the female reproductive body” (57). King Henry V emerges from the fleshy substance of 

Falstaff’s physically and symbolically redoubled bodies. 

As Traub has also noted, valiant Prince Henry actually emerges in the final act of 

Henry IV, Part 1. There Hotspur’s two bodies forever cleave from one another. His 

carnal body degrades to earth, while his proven valor and honors live on through his self-

styled replacement. Cleverly, Shakespeare situates the dialogue such that Prince Henry 

wields the verbal cleaver separating Hotspur’s body from his honors and joining them to 

himself. Dying, Hotspur reflects in fragment: “Percy, thou art dust/ And food for–  

(5.4.82-85). Immediately, anticipating the speech of his nemesis, Prince Hal completes 

the fragment, fixing onto himself the identity of Hotspur: “For worms, brave Percy: fare 

thee well, great heart!” (5.4.86). He then emphasizes the body’s return to earth: “When 

that this body did contain a spirit,/ A kingdom for it was too small a bound” the prince 

hyperbolizes; “But now two paces of the vilest earth/ Is room enough,” he wryly 

concludes  (5.4.88-91). His speech makes good his earlier oath to his father. After 

weathering the king’s rebuke, Hal vows, 

I will redeem all this on Percy's head 
And in the closing of some glorious day 
Be bold to tell you that I am your son; 
When I will wear a garment all of blood 
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And stain my favours in a bloody mask, 
Which, wash'd away, shall scour my shame with it. (3.2.132-137) 
 

His oath declares that the redemption of his character would come about with the blood 

of Percy. Through Percy, Hal will be baptized and reborn into a prince worthy of the 

king’s conception of him. 

While Traub has more than adequately explored what I would call Falstaff’s 

wom(b)anly body, more needs to be said about that body in relation to Falstaff’s theory 

of mind and in relation to the other generative bodies of the tetralogy. Falstaff himself 

unquestionably links the workings of the mind to physical, social and environmental 

bodies shortly after the Coleville scene in Henry IV, Part 2—this in addition to his 

equivocal personification of “Pregnancy” early in that play. Disingenuously lamenting 

social decay, he remarks to the Lord Chief Justice, “Pregnancy is made a tapster, and hath 

his quick wit wasted in giving reckonings” (1.2.176-77). A colloquialism like “with 

child,” the word also presages an elaboration Falstaff makes later on. In one contiguous 

passage he brings together the “forgetive” capacity of the mind on sack with “learning,” 

valor, the King’s “cold blood” running through the veins of the prince, and “lean, sterile, 

and bare land” (4.3.100-123). First, describing the workings of his own mind, Sir John 

explains how sack “ascends me into the brain, dries me there all the foolish and dull and 

cruddy vapors which environ it, makes it apprehensive, quick, forgetive, full of nimble, 

fiery, and delectable shapes” (4.3.100-103). He opines that learning is “a mere hoard of 

gold kept by a devil, till sack commences it and sets it in act and use” (4.3.118-120).  

Turning his attention to the prince, Falstaff  argues in soliloquy that copious amounts of 

sack have made Hal “valiant, for the cold blood [the prince] did naturally inherit of his 
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father,” but “he hath, like lean, sterile, and bare land manured, husbanded, and tilled with 

excellent endeavor…that he is become very hot and valiant” (4.3.121-126). For Falstaff, 

sack induces the mind to breed. Learning, in this elaboration, is a medium of social 

exchange, valueless and static without the dynamic capacity of the mind infused by sack. 

Similarly, the noble blood running through the prince proves to be a barren heath until 

“manured,” “husbanded,” and “tilled” by sack. While Falstaff’s womb might be full of 

mindless tongues, his mind on sack is dynamically quick with wit. It generates through 

purgation. 

 Those in the audience with a long memory might have recalled a very similar 

mindful elaboration voiced in the first play of the tetralogy. Richard II describes the 

imprisoned thoughts of his brain; they cannot escape; they do not have vent. He thus idly 

moves from one thought to another to another. “My brain,” he says, “I'll prove the female 

to my soul,/ My soul the father; and these two beget/ A generation of still-breeding 

thoughts” (5.5.1-3). He then imagines that the birth of those first thoughts will initiate a 

whole interbreeding family of thoughts. They will “people” the “little world” of his brain 

as a moebius strip simultaneously twisting anew and turning back to the beginning. 

Proper thoughts, for example those “divine,” enter through a biblically small aperture 

also used by the more base sort of thoughts. “Come, little ones,” he calls, but knows too, 

“It is as hard to come as for a camel/ To thread the postern of a small needle's eye” 

(5.5.16-17). He laments the impotence of those self-propagating thoughts: 

tending to ambition, they do plot 
Unlikely wonders; how these vain weak nails 
May tear a passage through the flinty ribs 
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Of this hard world, my ragged prison walls, 
And, for they cannot, die in their own pride. 
 

Like his body, they are condemned to die captive. Yet, as consolation, thoughts leap 

metacognitively to a plane of externalized self-awareness. They recognize that they are 

not the first or last to suffer as “slaves” nor are they the first or last to sit shamefully in 

the stocks; “And in this thought they find a kind of ease,/ Bearing their own misfortunes 

on the back/ Of such as have before endured the like” (5.5.28-30). The king then 

personalizes the loop. He realizes self-consciously how he “in one person may play many 

people,/ and none contented” (5.5.31-32). He concludes with a paean to nihilism and the 

death drive at once: “Nor I nor any man that but man is/ With nothing shall be pleased, 

till he be eased/ With being nothing” (5.5.39-41). Cogitation, though generative, is a 

disturbance; more appealing is the apparent tranquility of nonthinking, nonbreeding, 

nonbeing. 

Self-defining, Jovial Hal with the forgetive mind begins life—as a character in the 

tetralogy—inauspiciously. The beginning of his career, in Shakespeare’s rendering, 

ominously portends its ending. In one of the most emotionally painful scenes of Richard 

II , maternal filiation unsuccessfully opposes patriarchal affiliation. Just after the deposed 

King Richard sends his queen sorrowfully back to France, but before the king makes his 

prison soliloquy on nothingness, the Duke of York learns that his son has taken up with 

Richard’s loyalists. “Treason, foul treason, villain, traitor, slave!” the old Duke yells. His 

wife, concerned more about the welfare of her son than the welfare of her nephew, Henry 

IV, pleads with her husband not to reveal Aumerle’s “trespass”: “Have we more sons?” 

she asks, “Or are we like to have?/ Is not my teeming date drunk up with time?” (5.2.89-
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91). As if a play within a play, this painful scene of conflicted loyalties enacts the central 

tension of Richard II in microcosm. What might the future hold if the sons of York and 

Bolingbroke fail to husband this “demi-paradise” now that the teeming womb of England 

is itself “drunk up with time,” overgrown instead with reciprocal betrayal? The scene 

immediately following this one takes up the same anxiety about the future of the 

kingdom. The new king, Henry IV, charges his court generally to “[i]nquire at London, 

‘mongst the taverns there” about his son’s antics (5.3.5). So far an “unthrifty son,” Henry 

IV looks to the future: “As dissolute as desperate; but yet/ Through both I see some 

sparks of better hope,/ Which elder years may happily bring forth” (5.3.20-22). Prince 

Hal’s character nascently emerges in the final act of Richard II, though his body does not. 

His character emerges in opposition to Aumerle as the material issue of maternal 

teeming. Prince Hal emerges, at first, just opposite rebellion. 

Ultimately, Shakespeare reaches for a paternal resolution in Henry IV, Part 2, 

when now King Henry V doubles his identity to his brothers. He summarily declares a 

“natural” rank above them, while maintaining the filial ties which already bind them 

together: 

I’ll be your father and your brother too. 
Let me but bear your love, I’ll bear your cares. 
Yet weep that Harry’s dead, and so will I, 
But Harry lives, that shall convert those tears 
By number into hours of happiness.  (5.2.57-61) 
 

The new king also moves to maintain his position as son in order to maneuver around the 

now-subordinated Lord Chief Justice. King Henry V declares,  “There is my hand./ You 

shall be as a father to my youth” (5.2.117-18). He reiterates the relationship a little later: 
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“That war, or peace, or both at once, may be/ As things acquainted and familiar to us,/ In 

which you, father, shall have foremost hand” (5.3.138-40). Hal thus shrewdly subsumes 

the only unequivocal, legitimate authority left standing. The raft of indiscretions 

following him from his “youth” now accompany the old law of his new “father,” freeing 

the new—but no longer youth-ful—king to assume the social position of father even to 

his own brothers. 

  Finally, Prince Hal’s new found fatherhood gets utterly undercut in a play 

ostensibly enacting its most glorious triumph. King Henry’s heroism gets farcically 

degraded through the recollection of tongues. The tongue, after all, was that body part 

which, in 2 Henry IV, characterized the bodies of those whom Hal ultimately eschews: 

Rumor and Falstaff. In Henry V the prince cum king mingles his own tongue with 

Katherine’s to found a “compound” and “incorporate” dynasty (5.2.215, 378). Waxing 

poetic, he woos the French princess by pleading, “if you will love me soundly with your 

French heart, I will be glad to hear you confess it brokenly with your English tongue” 

(5.2.104-107). Like the tennis balls sent by the French Dauphin to insult the young king 

in the opening of the play, Katherine bounces back irreverently, “O bon Dieu! les langues 

des homes sont pleines de tromperies.” The king translates her words but in the 

interrogative mood, prompting Katherine’s escort to reiterate what the king said, but in 

broken English. The exchange goes,  

King Henry.  What says she, fair one? That the tongues of men are full of 
deceits?  
Alice.  Oui, dat de tongues of de mans is be full of deceits:—dat is de 
Princess. 
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The Princess is the sentence, “Oui…deceits”; she is the mixed and mangled language 

improvisationally cobbled together on the spot. Subtly reinforcing the point, King Henry 

relates with ritual humility how he will tell Katherine what the future holds. In English he 

ostensibly tells her how his French “will hang upon” his “tongue like a new-married wife 

about her husband’s neck.”  

Though the French army has been mastered, neither the princess nor her language 

have been. Importantly, the hero-king doesn’t win her with words. Instead, she 

capitulates under the auspices of her father’s authority. For all his purple prose, Katherine 

declares flatly, “Dat is as it shall please de Roi mon pere” (5.2.256). In Henry V, a 

ménage a langue, a new school of tongues, twirl together in a heteroglossic French kiss: 

King Henry riddles, “thy speaking of my tongue, and I thine, most truly-falsely, must 

needs be granted to be much at one(5.2.197-99). This scene, staging the incomplete 

mastery of tongues, foretells the ultimate collapse of “their incorporate league” (5.2.378).  

Tempering the dynamic growth of King Henry V, and the England of the past 

which he represents, are the final lines of the final play in the tetrology:  The epilogue 

aborts the “incorporation” of England and France promised within the script of Henry V 

itself. He foretells the union of Saints. In prose the young king boasts to Katherine, “Shall 

not thou and I, between Saint Denis and Saint George, compound a boy, half French, half 

English, that shall go to Constantinople, and take the Turk by the beard?” (5.2.214-17). 

However, history itself proves to have two grotesque, degraded bodies, simultaneously 

dying and issuing forth dramatic possibility; for the epilogue draws attention away from 

glory and victory, back towards stillborn hopes:  
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Henry the Sixth, in infant bands crowned King 
     Of France and England, did this king succeed; 
Whose state so many had the managing, 
     That they lost France, and made his England bleed: 
Which oft our stage hath shown; and for their sake, 
In your fair minds let this acceptance take. (Epilogue 9-14) 
 

The Henriad thus dramatizes a pregnant moment in English history—one fantastic  in its 

brooding glory. Yet an urge to tell the “whole truth” of that history tempers hagiography. 

The teeming womb of kings yet bleeds by the end of the second tetrology. 

                                                 
1 Frederick Kiefer alerts us to Hal’s glorious ascent in Henry IV, Part 1. Hotspur listens 
as one of his brothers in arms describes the Prince’s awesome glory: 

I saw young Harry with his beaver on, 
His cushes on his thighs, gallantly arm’d, 
Rise from the ground like feathered Mercury, 
And vaulted with such ease into his seat 
As if an angel dropp’d down from the clouds 
To turn and wind a fiery Pegasus, 
And witch the world with noble horsemanship. (4.1.104-10) 

Even from the enemy’s perspective, he’s a sight to behold. Vernon’s description of the 
prince before the battle of Shrewsbury, Kiefer explains, “foreshadows the fame that Hal 
will win...: Hal is metamorphosing into Fame before our very eyes” (15). Henry IV, Part 
2 first reprises the metamorphosis, then goes well beyond it. King Henry V emerges in 
more than iconic terms from his Jovial descension and (re)ascension—he emerges as a 
“father” birthed by the evacuation of some considerable “soil.” 
2 One final note, before turning to specific figurations: Even though this chapter 
progresses on a more or less linear path both historically and tropologically. Its 
organization is not meant to suggest an endorsement of teleological development, as 
Sacks does. One of Shakespeare’s last plays, The Tempest, resembles more the couvade 
dynamic of Midsummer than of Othello, for instance. 
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5. PRESSING ISSUES 

Katherine Eisaman Maus argues that during the early modern period claims of 

male pregnancy do not automatically lead to irresolvable cognitive conflict. In fact, when 

poets like Sidney, Jonson, and Milton deploy the construct, Maus argues, they do not 

suffer from “womb envy,” as Elizabeth Sacks had claimed  a decade-and-a-half before.1 

For Maus they therefore do not suffer from a “consciousness of lack and a search for 

substitutes” (268). Nothing like a male equivalent of Freud’s “penis envy” afflicts these 

authors because they “do not indicate any sense of inadequacy. Their bland appropriation 

of what does not seem ‘appropriate’ is not a search for a substitute, but a claim that they 

already possess the real thing” (268). These early modern authors, pace Susan Stanford 

Friedman as well, assert their own procreative capabilities. Yet, as even Maus admits, 

these capabilities are unequivocally modeled on female pregnancy and birth. 

 Terry Castle agrees with Maus on one point: the childbirth metaphor was not an 

intellectual problem during the early modern period. However, Castle’s assessment of the 

figuration’s psychological underpinnings ironically, as it turns out, resemble Friedman’s. 

In “Lab’ring Bards: Birth Topoi and English Poetics 1660-1820” Castle argues that the 

metaphor of childbirth “in its various transformations, is a skeleton key to adjacent, yet 

separate quarters of criticism” (194). During the English Renaissance, for example, 

“poets are at ease with the metaphor: they employ it in highly self-referential 

contexts....[I]t remains for them an obviously natural and psychologically convenient 

mode for designating the act of versifying” (196). Each age of poetry utilizes the 

childbirth metaphor as the Renaissance poets do; or else they use it for the exact opposite 
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purposes. Poetic practice changes with the Restoration, for example. MacFlecknoe, 

Castle notes, represents “the first appearance of the childbirth metaphor in a relentlessly 

satiric context, yet after Dryden it becomes conventional to use the trope as a negative 

model for the work of the bad artist” (198). In sharp contrast to Maus, Castle indulges in 

psychoanalytic speculation. Instead of locating the metaphor in binary opposition to 

“penis envy” by calling up and then dismissing “womb envy” as Maus does, Castle 

recognizes that “psychoanalysis has attempted to incorporate the metaphor into theories 

of compensation: the male poet, suffering his literal barrenness, is seen to enact a 

couvade for the benefit of his Muse, the birth-giving female” (207). Castle’s engagement 

with psychoanalysis stops there, however,  just at the moment when it might become 

productive. The conclusion of Castle’s article simply hedges: “one could speculate indeed 

whether or not a basic ‘myth of the body’ in fact determines the deep structure of human 

symbolic systems” (208). Like Friedman, Castle comes to the body for answers. 

Decidedly distanced from Friedman, Castle also universalizes “the human symbolic 

systems” and even the “myth of the body” itself. Yet, as Friedman makes abundantly 

clear, one body’s mythical collision is another body’s collusive capability. 

 Picking up Friedman’s awareness of bodily difference, and Castle’s hesitant turn 

to symbolic systems, I have so far argued that the cultural couvade is a specific reaction 

formation to an incapability identical with masculinity. As Maus points out, correctly I 

think, figurations of male pregnancy do not represent cases of “womb envy.” There is no 

absent thing akin to a missing maternal phallus for these authors. Though no thing is 

missing, I don’t agree that nothing is missing; crucially important, masculinity cannot 
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meaningfully participate in pregnancy and birth except by imitating it, by indulging in 

couvade practices. Therefore, I find the cultural couvade to be not a symptom of loss or 

absence, but a response to an inability “to do.” Before the rise of obstetric medicine and 

the scientific breakthroughs revealing the specific biological dynamics of human 

reproduction in the eighteenth century, this inability “to do” was even an inability “to 

know how to do.” Pregnancy was strictly the savoir-faire of the female body. Strategies 

for dealing with the physiological limitations on masculinity—the inability to conceive, 

grow pregnant, give birth—lead in two general directions. One assuages the anxiety 

induced through ridicule, as  Dryden and the neoclassical poets do. Unlike the births of 

Athena and Eve, this strategy figures pregnancy and birth as abject, as an emblem of 

incontinence. This strategy yields one pole of the cultural couvade: pregnancy as epithet. 

Through it, pregnancy is a weapon of libel, tarring men with connotations of the 

unnatural, the gluttonous, the perverse. The other strategy appropriates pregnancy silently 

and thereby obscures the limitations on masculinity by positing a superior, prioritized 

generative capability or a symmetrical analogue. To summarize, I might here say that the 

cultural couvade is a textual construction, in whatever medium, which appropriates 

pregnancy or birth or both without acknowledging the appropriation. Similes, therefore, 

are not a part of the cultural couvade, for similes implicitly bar appropriation. The “like” 

or “as” of simile functions as a cordon, verbally separating the phrases to either side, 

thereby restricting their association. Even epic similes offer only correspondence, while 

metaphor invites conceptual reciprocation. Beyond them both lies appropriation. 

Appropriation, in this case, involves the whole-cloth seizure of the capability and, 
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simultaneously, the occlusion of the operations performed while enacting the seizure. The 

cultural couvade, to one degree or another, for positive or negative connotative purposes, 

appropriates the signs of maternity. “[G]reat with child to speak, and helpless in [their] 

throes,” authors writing in the mode of the cultural couvade find relief, find a “cure,” to 

use the clinical language of medical science, only through birth. 

More than ornamental metaphor, appropriations of pregnancy during the early 

modern period articulate a desire to control the means of reproduction. This desire comes 

through most clearly in cases where maternal involvement of any kind disappears. 

Sometimes modeled on classical myth, and technologically enabled by the printing press, 

those appropriations ultimately rely on a physiological schema of the male body informed 

by the public signs of female pregnancy. Even in cases where a male figure explicitly 

utilizes the discourse of birth—the first sonnet of Astrophil and Stella leaps to mind—he 

often does so without simile. The distinction between trope and straightforward 

description collapses: the speaker isn’t helpless in his throes like a pregnant woman; he is 

helpless in his throes and great with child to speak. Though “child” appears to suggest, 

unequivocally, an appropriation of female pregnancy, authors used the phrase “with 

child” during the period to describe a state of anxious anticipation. Furthermore, the 

phrase was commonly applied to either gender. In The Shoemaker’s Holiday or The 

Gentle Craft, for example, the King explains how he is “with child” in anticipation (scene 

19). Trapdoor, in The Roaring Girl, wittily employs the expression, and elaborates on it 

as Sidney had done: “Some poor wind-shaken gallant will anon fall into sore labour, and 

these men-midwives must bring him to bed I’th’Counter, there all those that are great 
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with child with debts lie in” (7.178-81). Here, “great with child” culminates the conceit 

established by “some labour” and reinforced by “these men-midwives must bring him to 

bed.” So, when Astrophil claims to be great with child to speak, he is utilizing an 

idiomatic expression which is already at some distance from maternity and bodily 

reproduction. He is no more with child in a material sense than we are in thrall to holy 

cows. Astrophil is great with child, but he produces sonnets. As with Astrophil’s 

relationship to his throes, the sonnet sequence is not like a child; it is a child, just not a 

child in the narrow sense we have of the term. Loving in truth and fain in verse his love 

to show, Astrophil produces the sequence because he is by turns fain (earnest), helpless, 

expectant. 

Just as authors such as Milton assert that the juridical domain is the fruit of 

“Masculin Births,” so too did authors imagine the technological domain of the printing 

press as a locus of male pregnancy. To Milton’s disembodied abstract brood, the printing 

press generated a theoretically infinite number—in variety and quantity—of transportable 

siblings. In early print culture, authorship becomes a precarious enterprise. Arthur F. 

Marotti and Michael D. Bristol provide an overview of the relationship between social 

hierarchies, manuscript transmission and the printing press in Print, Manuscript, 

Performance: 

On the one hand, through situating published books in a system of 
patronage, through different levels of pricing, through varying formats—
from the broadsheet to the quarto pamphlet and up to the expensive, 
prestigious folio—print culture involved economic and social 
discriminations; on the other hand, knowledge was liberated from the 
control of a social (and academic) literate elite for an increasingly literate 
general populace whose access to texts entailed politically charged rights 
of interpretation and use. Print furthered processes of linguistic and 
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political nationalism even as it facilitated international communication—
the latter especially in texts written in the still vital international language 
of learning, Latin. (5) 
 

Received well, a text could generate life-long pension income; ignored, it could loom 

large in the author’s psyche as a folly of time poorly spent. Received poorly and by the 

right sort of powerful people, a text could endanger the life, limb, and livelihood of its 

author. In such a context, it should be no wonder then that authors took great pains to 

direct and manage the reception of their texts. They made these appeals in dedicatory 

epistles. Members of the leisure classes wrote epistles to display their erudition, or to win 

over a coterie, sometimes—as Sidney did in a preface to his sister introducing The 

Arcadia—coteries already enamored of the author. Everyone else used the epistle to 

appeal for support, and to explain their intentions. Aemelia Lanyer, for example, 

appended no fewer than eleven dedications as a prelude to the 1611 edition of Salve Deus 

Rex Judæorum.2  

While early modern prefatory material varied greatly in form, focalization, and 

substance, one very popular means of figuring the printed text emerges from even the 

most cursory survey: the text as child of the author. To be sure, some authors utilized 

such figurations as casually as we use the concept of “brainchild” today, but many 

authors, Milton included, seem quite earnest. Thomas Middleton’s epistle “To the 

Reader” introducing the 1608 edition of The Family of Love exemplifies one of the more 

casual uses. Middleton reflects on what he sees as parallels between plays and 

prostitution, “for Plaies in the Citie are like wenches new falne to the trade, onelie desired 

of your neatest gallants, whiles th’are fresh; when they grow stale they must be vented by 



192 

 

Termers and Cuntrie Chapmen. I know not how this labor will please” (170). Plays are 

attractive until their novelty wears off. Once they become familiar, they must be 

“vented.” City culture, in this figuration, excretes “stale” plays onto the hinterlands. On 

the one hand, Middleton makes the reader understand how plays circulate—sadly, like 

women—in the city’s economy. On the other hand, his use of simile keeps the reader 

from taking too seriously his comparison. Plays are like prostitutes; but they aren’t 

exactly people. (Similarly, and perhaps fodder for another study, prostitutes are like plays 

and implicitly not really people either.) 

Interestingly, Middleton used a different figuration, though similarly reliant on 

simile, for a dedication to Robert Devereaux, Earl of Essex, in 1597. A preface to The 

Wisdom of Solomon Paraphrased, the dedication this time links the text Middleton 

produced vaguely to human reproduction, but explicitly to germination. Middleton 

admits,  

My seedes, as yet, lodge in the bosome of the earth, like Infantes upon the 
lappe of a Favourite, wanting the budding spring-time of their growth, not 
knowing the Est of their glorie, the west of their quietnesse, the South of 
their summer, the North of their winter; but if the beames of your aspectes 
lighten the small moyties of a smaller implanting, I shall have an every-
day-harvest, a fruition of content, a braunch of felicitie. (128) 
 

The text is at once a seed-bag and fetal matrix. It is like “Infantes...wanting the budding 

spring-time.” Middleton has brought forth his seed; that seed rests in the lap of Essex; if 

Essex but warms the seeds with the “beames” of his “aspects,” they will develop and 

thrive. Though simile still distances the comparison ever so slightly, this particular 

construction ultimately suggests a paradoxically vegetative intercourse between men. 
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Middleton configures Essex as like a masculine matrix—a “lap” for incubating 

Middleton’s seeds, for fostering his “Infantes.” 

 Shakespeare similarly mingled sexual and vegetative reproduction in a preface to 

the 1593 edition of Venus and Adonis. Addressed to Henrie Wriothesley, Earl of 

Southampton, the dedication subjunctively apologizes with conventional humility: “But if 

the first heire of my invention prove deformed, I shall be sorie it had so noble a god-

father: and never after eare so barren a land, for feare it yeeld me still so bad a harvest, I 

leave it to your Honourable survey” (102). Unlike Middleton, Shakespeare seems to 

internalize the masculine matrix. He also makes direct comparisons, rather than similes. 

His “invention” grows on land within himself. Southampton’s role is not like Essex’s; it 

is not for him to germinate Shakespeare’s seeds. In fact, Essex’s role seems more 

clinical—like Sidney’s sister, he is to diagnose deformity. Should deformity be found, 

Shakespeare implies that he will allow the field of his invention to grow fallow so that the 

“god-father” might not be burdened with a less-than-normal ward. 

 These examples from Shakespeare and Middleton indicate how carefully authors 

presented their appeals to patrons. They were, in effect, seeking to produce children with 

those patrons, an act which would ideally bind author and nobleman together. They 

might, authors no doubt hoped, forge lasting bonds; they might, to put it into 

contemporary terms, stay together for the sake of the children. Just in case things didn’t 

work out between the writer and the reader, other authors utilized figurations of 

pregnancy, birth and child-rearing that instead distanced intention from reception. The 

most thoroughgoing example of such a rhetorical tactic that I know of is John Day’s “The 
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Book to the Reader.” “Honest Reader,” the book says politely, “this is the first time of 

our meeting, & it may be the last.” It then asks the casual shopper, “Woot buy me? The 

stationer thankes thee. Woot reade me? Doe.” Now it takes a more cautious turn, 

imperatively demanding that the reader “picke no more out of me, then he that writ put 

into me: nor knowe me not better then he that made me.” Finally, the book explains 

where the worry comes from: “We have a strange secte of upstart Phisiognomers growne 

up amongst us of late, that will assume out of the depth of their knowings, to calculate a 

mans intent by the colour of his reporte.”  

Day’s epistle configures the book itself as a baby, what I might call a pressing 

issue—a liminal being indifferent to the market, speaking for itself, traveling on its own, 

with a physiology and an agency. The book pleads with the reader not to “picke” out 

more than the author put in, not “know” the book any better than its maker. Such 

pleading, however, reinforces the possibility that there is more to know about the book 

than the author intended, that the book, in short, has a life of its own, perhaps that it 

thinks for itself. Focalizing through the book, Day actually gives it a kind of subjectivity, 

and such a subjectivity ironically invites “upstart Physiognomers” to break out their tools 

of dissection. Books, Milton famously claims in Areopagitica, “are not absolutely dead 

things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul was whose 

progeny they are; nay, they do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and extraction of 

that living intellect that bred them” (239-40). In this chapter, I will explain how printed 

texts circulated in early modern England as pressing issues. I will show how they 

achieved that status, in part, by emerging from an apparatus that was itself thought of as a 
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prosthetic male body. I will then expose the degree to which Milton’s Areopagitica exists 

as a manifesto for couvade culture. Finally, I will conclude this chapter by considering 

Aemelia Lanyer’s prefatory material in the context of this couvade culture. Her prefatory 

epistles seem to attempt a kind of anti-couvade—a paradigm that decrypts maternity, if 

not Metis by name, as the conspicuous achievement of (and only of) the female body. 

Materializing the Masculine Matrix 

An invention of the early modern period, the printing press with movable type, 

enabled reproductive figurations literally unimaginable to those who first figured 

wom(b)anly men: ancient Greeks, Cistercian abbots, English anchoresses. Of course, 

those who imagined Zeus or Jesus as physiological life-givers lived in cultures utilizing 

certain other kinds of presses. There is no shortage of literary relationships between grape 

or coin presses and the mechanics of sexual intercourse. The printing press, however, 

became uniquely imbricated with every facet of the conception to birth continuum. 

Elizabeth Sacks supposes that the increasing availability of the printing press and the 

products of the press during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is partly responsible 

for the growth of a “pregnant poetic” during the Renaissance (10): “A book,” Sacks 

remarks, “is not merely an object, but a subject (with its own spine)” (10). While a spur 

to historicize rightly, Sacks’ implicit technological determinism too forcefully implies 

that there was an inevitable link between the printing press and figurations of generation. 

In contrast, Ruth Gilbert claims in “The Masculine Matrix: Male Births and the Scientific 

Imagination in Early-Modern England” that the “ideal male birth was...clean, noiseless, 

bloodless and odourless. No afterbirth was expelled from a stretched and torn body. 
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Instead a brainchild was produced, a perfect realization of its masculine primogenitor” 

(160). Gilbert ignores the printing press, focusing instead on the female reproductive 

body’s role as a medium and disruptive problem for male life-giving heroes in texts by 

Bacon, Harvey, and Milton. Ignoring the influence of the press altogether, however, 

distorts the conception of an “ideal male birth.” In fact, it calls into question the very 

possibility of any ideal, for printing enabled messy births, but bred anxiety as much as 

anything else. 

Margreta de Graza argues that the imbrication of printing and reproduction 

developed  from epistemological habits of mind which linked human reproduction with 

practices of imprinting shapes in wax. In “Imprints: Shakespeare, Gutenberg, and 

Descartes,” de Grazia recounts how philosophers from Socrates to Descartes described 

relationships between mind and senses in terms of wax, as a mutable surface retaining 

impressions, and an instrument, like a signet ring, for making impressions. The 

relationship between wax and signet corresponds closely with Aristotelian procreative 

theory, too. For Aristotle, the male seed imprints form onto the material of the female 

seed. Those imprints manifest phenotypical copies of the father. Births which result in a 

child not bearing the imprint of the father Aristotle famously considers monstrous. 

Descartes, de Grazia critically points out, alters the ancient relationship between the 

device making impressions and the material impressed upon. Rather than the senses 

impressing the mind, Descartes demonstrates that the stamping utensils exist, a priori, in 

the mind.  Careful not to insist on a causative relationship, de Grazia points out that 

Descartes’ crucial epistemological shift coincides with the exponential spread of printing 
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presses. No longer pressed upon, the mind presses; the mind makes impressions which, 

with the aid of mechanical reproduction, disseminates through time and space at an 

unprecedented pace.  

Most revealing, de Graza identifies important linkages between the language of 

the printing press as an object of reproduction and the printing house as a vigilantly 

guarded masculine space. “The letters” used in movable presses, “were treated like 

newborns. And indeed they do look astonishingly humanoid, with human anatomies: a 

body (stem of metal) standing on ‘feet’ with ‘shoulders’ supporting a face whose 

physiognomy is literally its character, a legible face” (44). These “newborns” were kept 

in a place almost exclusively occupied by men.3 For de Grazia, 

The mutual exclusivity of the two sites upheld the gendered binaries of 
signet and wax: the printing-house doing the printing of the notional 
figural signet, the birthing-lace [sic] doing the receiving of the corporeal 
material wax. The belief that the two reproductive processes were 
incompatible also kept the realms discreet. (52) 
 

Though “female apprentices were routinely admitted in the early modern centuries to 

such ‘unfeminine’ crafts as wheel-wrighting, masonry, and blacksmithing,” de Grazia 

explains, it “was not until 1666…that the first girl was indentured to the Stationers’ 

guild” (47). The printing-house stood as a de facto counterpart to the birth-chamber.4  

I might add, furthermore, that the press was a prosthetic masculine body. In 

Materializing Gender in Early Modern English Literature and Culture, Will Fisher—

following Judith Butler—perceptively argues that “the body” is always an ideologically 

contingent construct. There is no body independent of historical and cultural 

circumstance. Instead, the body is an ideal to which individuals are compared, and 



198 

 

against which they are judged. “Whole” bodies and “deficient” bodies emerge relative to 

that ideal (28). Fisher distinguishes between “the body” as an ideological construct and 

“bodies in their seemingly endless morphological variety” (28). He goes on to explain 

that disabilities and pathologies derive from the difference between “the body” and the 

variations embodied in an individual. Disabilities and pathologies a priori materialize 

certain variations. Those variations then become constitutive of the individual; they bring 

the individual into relationship with “the body.”  

 “Whole” bodies in the early modern period, Fisher ironically points out, included 

“prostheses” like clothes, handkerchiefs, codpieces, and hair—items which themselves 

“materialized” gender. Finding an objective, immutable material grounding for gender 

always seems to prove problematic. In addition to the “problem” of hermaphroditism for 

fixing gender unequivocally were the widely circulating accounts of gender 

transformation. Such transformations were theoretically reinforced by the Galenic model 

of physiology then popular. That model proposed homologies between those parts of 

bodies labeled masculine and feminine. It supposed a fungibility of masculine and 

feminine bodily fluids. Bodily, men and women were, thus, not different in kind, but in 

degree—literally by degree of heat and moisture. Clothing, for example, didn’t simply 

serve “as a compensatory mechanism [securing] gender in the absence of corporeal 

differences.” It “materialized gender along with other, more corporeal, features, and both 

were essential” (13). 

Until the rise of the “individual” as an “indivisible” unit beginning in the 

seventeenth century, gender, Fisher argues, materialized through the “prostheses” 
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incorporated within “the physical portrait” of an individual (28). Seizing on the rich and 

equivocal connotations of “prosthetic,” Fisher carefully explains how such items can be 

both constitutive of a subject—a body is not a “whole” body without one and the subject 

is not a whole subject without a whole body—and a detachable object. The prosthetic, for 

Fisher, is both Derridean supplément and parergon: it operates paradoxically as an 

adjunct to and replacement of the body; as object, it can be removed, but its removal 

alters the integrity of the body as a body (26-27). To clarify, Fisher cites Freud’s famous 

deployment of the term in Civilization and its Discontents: “Man has, as it were, become 

a kind of prosthetic God. When he puts on all his auxiliary organs, he is truly 

magnificent; but those organs have not grown on to him and they still give him much 

trouble at times” (qtd. in Fisher 1). Fisher finds it “apt” because it “encodes these 

contradictory relations. On the one hand, describing these items as ‘organs’ implies that 

they are integral parts of the body and self—parts which serve a function vital to the life 

of the individual. But on the other, to say that they are ‘auxiliary’ is to suggest that they 

are detachable, ancillary, even dispensable” (27). Handkerchiefs, codpieces, hair, these 

are not trivial adjuncts of the early modern body, but parts of that body. Along with, 

rather than subordinate or superior to other “matters,” these prostheses contributed 

substantially to the making of man or woman. 

Fisher’s astute development of the prosthesis as a gender-making body-part helps 

to recover the degree to which modern relationships between the body and everything on 

and around it might differ from early modern relationships. Yet “the physical portrait” 

Fisher delineates lacks, in its very phrasing, the dimension of utility. Fisher amply 
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demonstrates the important role prostheses played in constituting the early modern 

gendered subject. Such prostheses make ontological and aesthetic accommodations. They 

do not, however, address what might be called a socio-mechanical disability concomitant 

with masculinity. Life-giving capabilities are not part of Fisher’s “physical portrait”; they 

are not, at least, representable and imitable within the physical portrait like those other 

prostheses. The printing press, however, added a prosthetic organ to disabled 

masculinity—indeed, it added an entire prosthetic body. That body seemed irresistibly to 

offer early modern masculinity the kind of social network Cristina Mazzoni describes in 

Maternal Impressions. For Mazzoni, “the pregnant, birthing body performs the ethical 

moment as the radical openness to the self’s position among its others, as the self’s risky 

recognition that it is embedded in the fate of others” (206). For Mazzoni, this ethical 

vulnerability leads to a conviction that “knowledge can be pursued in order to connect 

with others, rather than as a verbal war or a philosophical contest” (206). Yet, as the brief 

examination of prefatory materials introducing this chapter begins to demonstrate, early 

modern authors found the birth of what I call “pressing issues” to be a means of 

connection, sure, but quite often a means of contest and war as well. 

The groundbreaking work of de Grazia and Fisher requires a visit back to 

Katherine Eisaman Maus’s finding that the “bland appropriation” of reproduction by 

writers like Sidney, Jonson, and Milton “is not a search for a substitute, but a claim that 

they already possess the real thing” (268). These authors do not envy the womb, 

according to Maus. They are endowed with an organ that produces intellectual, rather 

than material, brainchildren. Yet, some authors use prefaces even to obfuscate the role of 
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women in material birth. In the “Introduction” to Certain Precepts, William Cecil, Lord 

Burleigh praises his son’s “matchless mother, under the wings of whose prudent and 

Godly government, [his] Infancy hath beene trayned and guyded up” (236). Responsible 

for his righteous upbringing, the mother strangely disappears from the moment of the 

son’s nativity. Lord Burleigh writes these precepts so that he “may the better retaine and 

express the zealous affection, beseeming a Father to his Sonne,” so that his son should 

not “be forced to derive [his] stay and advice, rather from the rule of strangers, than from 

whom [he is] produced, and brought foorth” (236-37). Lord Burleigh himself “produced, 

and brought foorth” his son; the boy’s mother “trayned and guyded [him] up.” Of course, 

Lord Burleigh could truly mean that he produced and brought forth his son socially, but 

that runs counter to the context of the introduction. The introduction is future-oriented, 

and it announces explicitly how the main text has been dumbed-down for the son: “And 

because I would not confound your memorie, I have reduced them into tenne Precepts, 

which if next to Moses Tables, you imprint in your minde, you shall reape the benefite, 

and I the ende of my expectation and content” (237). The son will  benefit from the 

precepts; they are not yet imprinted on his mind. In fact, he is not yet ready for polite 

society, for, in a moment of shocking directness, Lord Burleigh admits, “yet are you but a 

vain and wretched Creature, the fairest out-side of the miserablest inside, that ever was 

concealed by Toombe, or shadowing” (236). His father, the man who produced and 

brought forth the son, now writes his way back into the son’s life to complete the training 

and guiding up done incompletely by his mother. Lord Burleigh’s earlier praise of that 

“matchless” woman now appears disingenuous or condescendingly quaint. She did all 
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that she could, or should; the initial and final bringing forth of such important matter, 

Lord Burleigh claims for himself. 

 Discursively, biological fatherhood and intellectual paternity become 

indistinguishable from one another. Such “patterns of speech,” Maus explains, “are 

largely subphilosophical, suggesting habits of mind rather than carefully articulated 

systems of thought” (276). These habits of mind in fact are thoroughgoing. Not only do 

men bring forth intellectual brainchildren and sometimes, like Lord Burleigh, actual 

children, but those children acquire their own agency. They speak for themselves. The 

printer of Greenes Groatsworth of Wit appeals to “the Gentle Reader” to “[a]ccept it 

favourably because it was” Robert Greene’s “last birth” (80). He continues: “But I will 

cease to praise that which is above my conceipt, & leave it selfe to speake for it selfe.” 

Texts always speak for themselves, of course, but the printer of Greene’s text playfully 

inspires this particular text with the connotations of “birth.” A child like this one, 

speaking after the death of its parent, held special poignancy in an age anxious about 

mortality during childbirth. Certainly with a mind turned towards commercial 

considerations, this printer nonetheless exploited the same “habit of mind” claimed by 

Milton and Lord Burleigh, finally linking them tacitly to female childbirth and the 

anxieties attending that event. 

 All male authors did not equate the production of children with the impressing of 

brainchildren in the same way. For Thomas Dekker, they corresponded, but with 

important differences. In a dedicatory epistle to his “most respected, loving, and Juditious 

friend Mr. John Sturman,” Dekker avers “the begetting of Bookes, is as common as the 
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begetting of Children; onely herein they differ, that Bookes speake so soone as they come 

into the world, and give the best wordes they can to al men, yet are they driven to seek 

abroad for a father” (163). Books, as the printer of Greene’s Groatesworth of Wit also 

affirmed, speak for themselves, but in a culture dependent upon personal patronage, 

books cannot care for themselves. Nor can the parent who gave them birth, to Dekker’s 

mind, always provide their care, for once expressed from the womb of the print-house, 

they must find a father, though they be “Paper-monsters” (163). Utterly vulnerable, often 

deformed and defective, they “are sure to be set upon, by many terrible encounters” 

(163). “The strongest shields” that Dekker knows of “ for such fights are good Patrons” 

(163). Under the “shields” of patronage, texts swagger like “courtiers, that invite 

themselves, unbidded, to other mens tables…and yet holde it a disgrace, if they receive 

not a complementall welcome” (163). Dekker, nowhere indicating his parental gender, 

seeks fair treatment for his textual child from his “Juditious” friend. John Sturman, cast 

as father, patron, and solicitor on behalf of Dekker’s Newes From Hell, represents ideal 

paternity. He stands in a position not only to choose his children, the product of his male 

friend in this case, but he stands ready to impress upon it the power and privilege he 

himself socially enjoys. All this enabled by Dekker’s use of a mere simile linking the 

“begetting of Bookes” to the arrival of children in the usual way. 

 More direct in his figuring than Dekker, William Browne appeals to “the 

honorable society of the Inner Temple” for the very survival of The Inner Temple 

Masque: only by the society’s “means it may live” (223). Browne registers an intimate, 

collaborative parenthood as he admits with conventional humility what “is good in it, that 
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is yours; what bad, myne; what indifferent, both; & that will suffice, since it was done to 

please ourselves in private…” (223). Browne suggests that the origins of the masque, the 

seeds from which it grew, were multiple. Strangely, though, like Dekker, he presents 

himself as someone incapable of sustaining the life of the text. Only under the society’s 

“means” may it live. Indeed, the society bears great responsibility, for, Browne declares, 

if “it degenerate in Kinde from those other our society hath produced, blame your selves 

for not seekinge to a happier muse” (223). With this odd appeal, Browne both admits his 

partial role in the conception of the masque at the same time he distances himself from its 

continuation as a vital ward of the society. Browne’s ambivalence perhaps comes from 

the act of printing itself. In a culture still simultaneously engaged in manuscript 

circulation, authors no doubt  keenly recognized their disempowerment in the move to 

print. As Bristol and Marotti point out, “manuscript transmission belongs to a culture that 

valued personal intimacy, sociality, and participation, if not also intellectual and social 

exclusivity—all features that generally distinguish it from print transmission” (13). This 

must have been especially true for authors endowed with some significant social power, 

like members of the Inner Temple who could produce textual children to “please” 

themselves “in private.” Circulating manuscripts, performing masques, these activities 

allow the author or authors to control better the text, and manage more directly the 

audience’s reception. In contrast, allowing a text to go to print, or finding unauthorized 

copies of your own text in print must have induced unsettling anxieties. What would 

social superiors think? What misleading errors would the printer make? Who would 

respond, and how? Though an important invention for democratizing information, and 
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perhaps for transforming political realities, the printing press also seems, for those like 

Browne, to put authors in a difficult double-bind. Many authors needed the patronage that 

textual brainchildren could garner; yet those same brainchildren could put their parents in 

mortal, or even immortal, jeopardy. 

 Perhaps it is no wonder, then, that some texts shift the responsibility for the 

content of a text onto the reader. An anonymous prefatory epistle to Shakespeare’s 

Troilus and Cressida, printed in 1609 and addressed to “A never writer, to an ever 

reader” boasts, “you have here a new play, never stal’d with the stage” (179). The claim 

that it has not been performed makes it “a birth” of the reader’s “braine.” Though 

authored by Shakespeare, the text itself is but an impressive potential, ready to make its 

mark. Those who have already read and given birth find themselves yet more quick 

witted than they were before reading: 

And all such dull and heavy-witted worldlings, as were never capable of 
the witte of a Commedie, coming by report of them to his representations, 
have found that witte there, that they never found in them selves, and have 
parted better wittied then they came: felling an edge of witte set upon 
them, more then ever they dreamed they had braine to grinde it on. (179) 
 

The author of the epistle, probably the printer, flatters the would-be reader (and 

customer) at the same time he shields the author and himself from the text’s reception. 

Actually it is a classic technique of advertising still recognizable to us today: buy this 

product and it will do X for you, as it has done for so many others. If it turns out that you 

purchase the product but it doesn’t do X for you, the responsibility for failure must be 

yours. In this case, the failure never explicitly conjured up by this early modern 
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advertisement would in fact be an aberrant misconception, a monstrous “birth” of the 

reader’s “braine.” 

Reproductive Rights 

In the second edition of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, John Milton 

draws out and extends his configuration of truth in a letter addressed “To the Parliament 

of England with the Assembly” and signed by the author. Not only does the epistle make 

explicit the author’s intended primary audience and reveal his identity, it develops a 

nascent dynamic between Milton and “truth.” In the 1643 text, Milton confidently 

predicts that “truth in some age or other will find her witness, and shall be justified at last 

by her own children” (705). Implicitly, truth is a mother in need of legal representation. 

Her children shall one day be her advocates. Milton also, in that same text from 1643, 

establishes an explicit dichotomy between the needs and functions of the body and the 

needs and functions of the mind. Challenging the priorities of Cannon Law, Milton points 

out that it makes “careful provisions against impediment of carnal performance” but takes 

no “care about the unconversing inability of mind so defective to the purest and most 

sacred end of matrimony” (707-08). He then compares unfavorably the different products 

of those desiring organs, body and mind: sounding like a frustrated Groddeck, Milton 

finds it preposterous,  

that the vessel of voluptuous enjoyment must be made good to him that 
has taken it upon trust, without any caution, wheras the mind, from 
whence must flow the acts of peace and love—a far more precious mixture 
than the quintessence of an excrement—though it be found never so 
deficient and unable to perform the best duty of marriage in a cheerful and 
agreeable conversation, shall be thought good enough...” (708). 
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The “excrement” peculiar to the male body, semen, is more carefully regulated under 

Canon Law than the more consequential “flow” from the mind of “peace and love.” This 

perversion, for Milton, of the priorities governing marriage leads to unhappy unions. It 

amplifies practices like prostitution which sully both the private individual and the public 

good. Laws that, to the marriage of two minds do not admit impediment—to turn a line 

from Shakespeare’s sonnets on its head—sacrifice the needs of the mind for the baser 

needs of the body. 

 Just laws governing marriage, then, are the excrement of the male mind, the 

children of “truth” incorporated by the life-giving father. The epistle from the 1644 

edition makes the case even more directly. The letter begins with writhing female bodies 

wrestling for influence over male reason. Error, “a blind and serpentine body without a 

head” dons “custom...a mere face, as echo is a mere voice” (697). These conjoined 

monsters, error with the momentum of custom behind it, “cry down the industry of free 

reasoning...as if the womb of teeming truth were to be closed up if she presume to bring 

forth aught that sorts not with their unchewed notions and suppositions” (697). “Truth” 

has a “womb,” or is all womb; its generative capabilities threatened by chimerical Error 

and Custom. Milton intercedes in this struggle. Pressed by righteous sympathy to act, this 

juridical knight-errant explains how “duty and the right of an instructed Christian” call 

him “through chance of good or evil report to be the sole advocate of a discountenanced 

truth” (697). Milton himself, it turns out, is the advocate for “truth”; he is, by the logic 

introduced in the 1643 version of the text, one of truth’s “children.” 
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 Yet Milton also configures himself in the 1644 letter as a Jovial single parent. 

Though truth herself cannot “be soiled by any outward touch,” the vessel that brings her 

into the world always suffers mightily. Truth “never comes into the world but like a 

bastard, to the ignominy of him that brought her forth” (698). Only through the agency of 

“time, the midwife rather than the mother of truth,” does the “bastard” truth assimilate 

into society. Crucial, midwife “time” washes and salts “the infant,” declares it 

“legitimate,” and finally churches “the father of this young Minerva from the needless 

causes of his purgation” (698). Time purifies the father: time justifies the Jovially 

pregnant. 

 It is not in DDD, interestingly enough, where Milton insists most forcefully on a 

male life-giving capability dwarfing in significance both the conspicuous achievement of 

the female body and the “quintessential excrement” of the male body. In Areopagitica 

Milton establishes the printing press as the surrogate body through which the issues of the 

Jovially pregnant emerge. Truth, however, Milton maintains as a female body. He tells an 

allegory, mixing Christianity with Egyptian lore and, finally, the matter at hand, “ 

licensing prohibitions” (742). “Truth,” Milton begins, “came once into the world with her 

divine Master” (740). She “was a perfect shape most glorious to look on” (741). When 

the “Master” and his “apostles” died, however, a “wicked race of deceivers...took the 

virgin Truth, hewed her lovely form into a thousand pieces, and scattered them to the four 

winds” (724). Since then, “the sad friends of Truth, such as durst appear,” search for her 

as Isis searched “for the mangled body of Osiris” (742).  “We have not yet found them 

all,” Milton explains, “nor ever shall do, till her Master’s second coming” (742). With the 
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return of the master, Truth will reintegrate fully. Until that time, however, Milton urges 

parliament not to let licensing prohibitions inhibit those “seeking” and doing “obsequies 

to the torn body of our martyred saint” (742). Discovering a piece of dismemebered Truth 

is like discovering a new (Protestant) relic—it becomes a site of intellectual worship and 

pilgrimage. 

 The introduction of this figuration of truth alone might suggest that the Jovial 

fathers birthing bastards are issuing forth monstrously—that they produce bodies not 

wholely formed. As he does in DDD, however, Milton makes clear that “books are not 

absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them” (720). Milton alludes to 

other analogues in Areopagitica, it is true. Just as Milton distinguishes between the 

voluptuous appetites of the sexual body and the nobler appetites of the mind in DDD, for 

example, in Areopagitica he distinguishes between the alimentary appetite of the 

metabolizing body and the dietary needs of a man’s mind. “When God did enlarge the 

universal diet of man’s body...he then also...left arbitrary the dieting  and repasting of our 

minds” (727). Men were thereby made responsible for temperance. Nothing defiles “a 

man” when it enters body or mind, only that which may “issue out of him” potentially 

defiles. 

 This alimentary trope, though manifestly different from tropes of reproduction, 

shares an analogous relationship to the bringing forth of books. Books defile not on entry 

into a man’s mind; they only defile when issuing out if they be from a Popish or 

superstitious headwomb. In fact, Milton argues, the licensing prohibitions of England are 

the evil spawn of Catholicism. The Council of Trent and the Spanish Inquisition, 
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“engendering together, brought forth...those catalogues and expurging indexes that rake 

through the entrails of many an old good author with a violation worse than any could be 

offered to his tomb” (724). Catholic condemnation violated the bodies of dead men. 

Before this unholy engendering,  

 books were ever as freely admitted into the world as any other birth; the 
issue of the brain was no more stifled than the issue of the womb: no 
envious Juno sat cross-legged over the nativity of any man’s intellectual 
offspring; but if it proved a monster, who denies but that it was justly 
burnt, or sunk into the sea? But that a book, in worse condition than a 
peccant soul, should be to stand before a jury ere it be born to the world, 
and undergo yet in darkness the judgment of Radamanth and his 
colleagues ere it can pass the ferry backward into light, was never heard 
before, till that mysterious iniquity provoked and troubled at the first 
entrance of reformation sought out new limbos and new hells wherein they 
might include our books also within the number of their damned. (244) 
 

It is the erring Catholics, Milton claims, who condemn books preemptively. They invent 

“new” spaces for the damnation of pressing issues. They include books “within the 

number of their damned.” The Parliament, if they fail to act, will enact the same error as 

the Catholics. They will, also like an “envious Juno” stifle good headwombs with bad. 

They will interfere with the natural order of things; they will stop-up one vent of the 

masculine body. Like the other ventings of the body, the ventings of the headwomb can 

produce quintessential or ordinary excrement. Once out of the headwomb, then others can 

pick through and anatomize the birth, can determine if it be monstrous. If it does prove 

abominable, then no one will deny if it be “justly burnt, or sunk into the sea.” Monsters 

need to be destroyed ritualistically. Though no new limbos or new hells need to be found 

for the disposal, books cannot be discarded casually. They must be disintegrated, beyond 

recovery, into thin air or the deep sea. 
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 Finally, Milton appeals to the paternal sensibilities, the Jovial quickening, of the 

members of Parliament themselves. They are the ones, Milton obsequiously admits, who 

engender the sense of conditional liberty that he ultimately advocates for. “That our 

hearts are now more erected to the search and expectation of greatest and exactest 

things,” Milton humbly begins, “is the issue of your own virtue propagated in us” (268). 

Authors are the vessels of Parliament’s virtue; they bring forth the “issue” of those men. 

Then, in a rhetorical move that recasts cross-legged Juno stopping natural vent, Milton 

concludes: “ye cannot suppress that unless ye reinforce an abrogated and merciless law, 

that fathers may dispatch at will their own children” (268). The natural propagation 

enacted between the men of Parliament and the authors of England is now in fact 

stopped, but Milton avoids directly making this sharp accusation by speaking in the 

negative. The suppression continues only with reinforcement. The innocent children are 

only massacred by their own fathers, the men of Parliament, if those fathers uphold and 

enforce the licensing act. 

A Place that yet Minerva did not Know 

 Aemelia Lanyer appended a note to the end of her poem, published in 1611, Salve 

Deus Rex Judæorum. Addressed “To the doubtful reader,” the brief note explains where 

the title of her poem came from: “it was delivered unto me in sleepe.” Lanyer begins, 

“many yeares before I had any intent to write in this manner” (139). Only after she had 

completed “the Passion of Christ” did the memory she “had dreamed long before” return. 

She then credits the dream for the production of the poem itself. She claims that she “was 

appointed to performe this Worke” by the revelation she received in her dream, the 
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revelation of the words that would become its title. Oddly, the author defends the title on 

the last page of the book. The book intriguingly concludes back at its origin, and its 

origin was a dream. 

Lanyer had a complicated relationship with another dreamer, Simon Forman. 

Forman dreamed of an encounter with the aged Queen Elizabeth, which he recorded in a 

diary and which has become the focus of some considerable critical attention. Simply put, 

the dream expresses a desire to make her pregnant, and the assumption that having sex 

with her would lead to that result. Not merely a lascivious or bawdy desire about sex with 

the monarch, the dream makes explicit use of a pregnancy phantasy. Forman recollects, 

“Then said I, ‘I mean to wait upon you and not under you, that I might make this belly a 

little bigger to carry up this smock and coats out of the dirt’” (qtd. in Rowse 20). Louis 

Montrose finds that the dream accords with how the queen “actually” appeared. In 

response, Lisa Jardine notes that access to the “actual” appearance of the queen is 

foreclosed. Instead, refining Montrose’s thesis, Jardine points out that the two accounts 

reinforce each other because representations of the queen tended, collectively, to 

obfuscate her biological identity. In Jardine’s words, “Forman’s dream fantasy of female 

‘power’ overwhelmed inverts the culturally dominant iconic versions of Elizabeth as 

Diana (chaste goddess), as Penthesilea (virgin Amazon warrior), as phoenix (reproducing 

without a mate), all of which iconographically stress chastity as her virtú, and occlude as 

far as possible her ‘actual’ sex” (24). What Montrose and Jardine uncover is a collusion 

of representations operating within a “structure of knowledge” which itself serves as a 

“structure of power,” to borrow from Bruce R. Smith borrowing from Foucault. As an 
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astrologer not only does Forman “synchronize his sexual activities with the movements 

of the planets and the fixity of the stars” (8), he also seeks to enter into her 

representational power. By altering her carefully-crafted image, he seizes control of it. In 

changing the queen’s body, he literally manipulates and re-forms her through his own 

presumptive virility. 

 Apparently, Forman’s desires were not exclusively directed at the queen. Susanne 

Woods explains how Lanyer came to Forman “for a full casting of her horoscope” on 17 

May 1597 (xx). After that visit, Forman records details about Lanyer’s past: “her 

marriage of convenience,” for example, her age and the age of her daughters. On 

subsequent visits, Lanyer revealed many details about her sexual history and her 

“unsuccessful pregnancies” (xx). Soon, Forman begins to record his desire to “halek” 

with Lanyer—Forman’s eccentric term for sexual intercourse (xxii). He begins visiting 

her house, and spending considerable time with her, though apparently never achieving 

his ultimate goal, for he concludes an entry on 20 September 1597 caustically. Speaking 

in the third person, Forman at first feigns indifference. “[Y]et they were frendes again 

afterward,” he starts, then turns openly hostile, “but he never obteyned his purpose & she 

was a hore and delt evill with him after” (xxiii). Unlike the queen, Lanyer was a sexual 

object Forman presumed he could actually “wait upon.” She frustrated him; she 

interrupted his phantasy of himself, and, also unlike the queen, she suffered consequences 

simply for being the sexual object of one man’s phantasy life. 

 Little wonder, then, that when Lanyer wrote dedications to include with the 

publication of Salve, she directed her attention towards women. Though her post-script to 



214 

 

the “doubtful” reader nowhere addresses women (or men) specifically, all of the other 

material framing her poems do. Beginning with a verse dedication to Queen Anne, no 

fewer than eight other ladies earn their own dedication. One additional dedication 

addresses “all vertuous Ladies in generall,” and the most general dedication, “To the 

Vertuous Reader,” explicitly addresses “all virtuous Ladies and Gentlewomen of this 

kingdome” (48). Clearly Lanyer seeks patronage from powerful women. This was not an 

unusual move in itself, since Queen Anne was Ben Jonson’s patron, and the patron of 

many other artists. However, the fact that Lanyer is so insistent and consistent about her 

intentions for this to be a book that mirrors the minds of the great, and edifies the virtue 

of all women makes it an intriguing reaction against and away from a couvade culture. 

Salve in fact nearly generates an anti-couvade, one ultimately no less based on phantasies 

of origin and overlooked self-contradiction than the couvade culture it structures itself 

against. The unraveling begins at the beginning, for, before the reader encounters the 

imagined community of powerful and virtuous women inhabiting the prefatory 

dedications, she reads on the title page a preemptively undermining chain of authority: 

“Written by Mistris Aemelia Lanyer, Wife of Captaine Alfonso Lanyer Servant to the 

Kings Majestie” (1).  

 The generative phantasies and the contradictions of Salve center on origins. Not 

only does the origin of authorial authorization generate a tension as I have just suggested, 

but the origin of men (as bodies distinct from women), virtue, salvation, and vulnerability 

to temptation emerge in one place, only to be refuted or obscured in another. In the 

epistle to the “Vertuous Reader” Lanyer charges that “evill disposed men” forget that 
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they are “borne of women...and that if it were not by the means of women they would be 

quite extinguished out of the world” (48). In that same letter she points out that Jesus 

was, “without the assistance of man...begotten of a woman, borne of a woman, nourished 

of a woman, obedient to a woman” (49). She picks up these points of Christian doctrine 

again in the middle of the narrative poem. Addressing Mary directly, the speaker asks, 

“What wonder in the world more strange could seeme,/ Than that a Virgin could 

conceive and beare/ Within her wombe a Sonne, That should redeeme/ All Nations on the 

earth, and should repaire/ Our old decaies” (98). Several stanzas later the speaker asks, 

“How canst thou choose (faire Virgin) then but mourne,/ When this sweet of-spring of 

thy body dies” (99). However, also within the poem—as the speaker develops “Eve’s 

apology” —Adam emerges as “the ground of all” (86). The speaker seeks to reduce Eve’s 

culpability first by distinguishing between motives: “If Eve did erre, it was for knowledge 

sake,/ The fruite being Faire perswaded him to fall” (86). Then the speaker invokes 

origins in Eve’s defense. “If any Evill did in her remaine,” the speaker begins, “Beeing 

made of him, he was the ground of all” (86). He was the “ground” of any evil in Eve, 

Lanyer seems to be saying directly. Yet the speaker’s language also recalls the notion that 

he was the ground of all humanity. She was made of him; he was made of ground—

Adam, in Hebrew, is a pun on earth, dirt, ground. Mary’s immaculate state—birthed by a 

virgin and herself birthing as a virgin “without the assistance of man”— no longer 

functions as an uncompromised origin of virtue, for she is ultimately Eve’s daughter and 

Eve, the speaker reminds the reader, is Adam’s. 
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 Finally, Lanyer registers a desire to found her own poetic gifts not in a Homer, 

Xenophon, Hesiod or other ancient master, but in mother nature. In her dedicatory epistle 

to Queen Anne, she wryly distances herself from male authorship. With conventional 

humility, she states that she doesn’t “assume” to herself “Learning,” nor would she 

“compare with any man:/ But as they are Scholers, and by Art do write,/ So Nature 

yeelds” Lanyer’s soul “a sad delight” (9-10). She at once demurs to and subtly claims 

priority over male authors. They write through learning and art. She writes directly from 

Nature. Yet, in the very next stanza, Nature herself has an origin. 

And since all Arts at first from Nature came, 
That goodly Creature, Mother of Perfection, 
Whom Joves almighty hand at first did frame, 
Taking both her and hers in his protection; 
 Why should She now grace my barren Muse, 
 And in a Woman all defects excuse. (10) 
 

Lanyer derives her authority from Nature, but Nature has already been limned by Jove. 

He gave Nature her form; Nature, an intermediary, quickens Lanyer’s barren Muse by 

excusing (purging?) defects. Here Lanyer comes as close as any early modern author I 

know of to asserting a collusion/collision paradigm. Lanyer establishes a chain of natural 

author-mothers only to break that chain at its very origin. 

Nature and Art, no longer divided across genders, appear as personified “Ladies” 

in “The Authors [sic] Dream to the Lady Marie, the Countess Dowager of Pembrooke” 

(25). Nature and Art represent a kind of utopian feminine sovereignty. Though their 

“antient quarrell being new reviv’d/ Added fresh Beauty” to the “sacred spring” where 

the two “striv’d” (25), they decide ultimately to call a draw. Each spontaneously 

recognizes “’twas impossible either should excell,/ Or her faire fellow in subjection 
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bring” (25). They therefore vow “to live,/ Equall in state, equall in dignitie” (25). 

Interestingly, Art and Nature live in a “place that yet Minerva did not know” (25). 

Minerva, the dreamer’s guide, the goddess of wisdom, the daughter of Jove, knows not 

where these ideal “Ladies” live. Could it be that Lanyer quietly prevents entry to this 

feminotopia because she knows Minerva/Pallas/Athena is always a reconnoitering and 

appropriating agent of Jove/Jupiter/Zeus? Could Lanyer have dreamed that, just for a 

moment, a place yet survived for mother Metis, a space for introjecting Minerva’s lost 

mother at long last. 

                                                 
1 Sacks wholely capitulates to a vulgar Freudian paradigm of psycho-sexual development 
in Shakespeare’s Images of Pregnancy: 

A syndrome which we may call “male womb-envy” easily accounts for 
the popularity of this metaphor in the Renaissance, as, indeed at any other 
time. The masculine frustration at not being biologically capable of 
developing and delivering a human being corresponds to the much-
vaunted “female penis-envy.” What woman lacks in external and visible 
machinery, however, man lacks on the inside. The female’s inward and 
mysterious nature, her kinship with cats, her lunar emotionality, are all 
referable to that inner mechanism, the invisible “o” where conception 
occurs and pregnancy proceeds. Even as woman may yearn to own the 
masculine, rodlike “I,” shedder of seed, so does the man subconsciously 
contemplate the womb. (4-5). 

2 Lanyer was not alone. Pointing out that marketing to general readers did not replace 
appeals to patrons, David M. Bergeron reminds us “that we must resist the seductive 
narrative of a linear development in which readers replace aristocratic patrons” (14). 
Though Bergeron does not consider them in his study, Lanyer’s many epistles clearly 
reach out to every conceivable kind of audience for patronage and protection, sympathy 
and succor. 
3 De Grazia admits, “It is true that printers’ widows not uncommonly became members of 
the Company in the sixteenth century. However, that remarriage outside the Company 
entailed the forfeiture of membership suggests that it was conferred upon them not in 
their own right but as surrogates for their deceased husbands” (47). 
4 As Caroline Bicks explains in “Midwiving Virility in Early Modern England,” 

Birth was generally an all-female affair throughout Europe in the sixteenth 
century, and in England well into the eighteenth. State officials relied on 
the notion that a woman in the throes of labor would be likely to utter the 



218 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
truth about her child’s father; consequently, they needed the testimony of 
birth attendants both to expose delinquent fathers and to quell the fears of 
anxious patriarchs in need of a legitimate heir. The women of the 
birthroom, then, could compromise the physical and discursive sites of 
virility’s production: they occupied the husband’s marital bedchamber 
both during and up to a month after the birth, and reminded him of his 
inferior narrative powers when it came to telling stories about his wife and 
her offspring.” (49-50) 
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CONCLUSION 

 As I hope to have shown, figurations of masculine pregnancy cannot be 

understood meaningfully without reference to couvade phenomena. Nor can couvade 

phenomena be torn away from the cultural circumstances determining how they are 

recorded and evaluated. Working within this larger proposition, I have subsequently 

claimed that the early modern period is an especially fertile intellectual space for 

discovering couvade desires manifest in textual expressions—always implicitly, often 

elusively. The desires necessarily appear imbricated with other, historically-specific 

issues at hand. At hand in the period was a technological marvel, a prosthetic body 

materializing intellectual babies. At hand was a myth infinitely flexible: Athena’s birth 

was, by turns, an allegory of masculine intellectual fecundity, an oddity to be wondered 

at, a heresy to be condemned. At hand was an ongoing querrelle des femmes and a 

sustained diminishment of maternal claims: Women were crooked like Adam’s rib; 

fathers, such as Lord Burghly, had to complete and correct the upbringing done by 

mothers; maternity, when staged, fought doggedly and futilely (and entertainingly) 

against rival paternal interests. At hand was an epistemololgy of the body rich in 

hypothetical possibilities, and poor in empirical specifics: Could women become men? 

Could men become women? Were the organs of reproduction homologous? Were bodily 

fluids fungible? What went on in the occult space of the womb: Conjoining seeds? A 

budding homunculus? Generative putrescence? These possibilities corresponded with 

uncertainties about the occult space of the masculine head. How were poems, plays, 

histories, laws, discoveries in natural philosophy generated? Falstaff’s forgetive 

headwomb? Did the germinating seeds come from God, or books, or things in 
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themselves? Were the seeds planted regardless of the father’s will, or were they 

consumed willingly? 

 Deciphering the epistemological uncertainties of the period is complicated by the 

denotative imprecision of the early modern lexicon. With no consensus on linguistic 

prescriptions, early modern authors formed, reformed, and deformed words almost at 

will: pregnant, womb, jovial, “with child” cause particular challenges for the modern 

reader. Pregnant and “with child” could mean what they do today, but they could also 

mean expectant, anxious, portentous. Womb, though inflected with femininity, was not 

synonymous with uterus, but with belly and viscera; jovial referred not just to a good-

humored and gregarious individual, but to mythological characteristics of 

Jove/Jupiter/Zeus and to the zodiacal significance of the planet Jupiter’s position in the 

heavens. 

 Despite so much uncertainty, and despite the linguistic variables, patterns do 

emerge. I have argued strenuously and repeatedly that dismissing figurations of 

masculine pregnancy as merely a “literary couvade”— especially when considering texts 

produced during the early modern period—is a critical mistake. The phrase implies 

ornamentation; it implies a hermeneutic dead end. It implies an irrational, purely 

imaginative flight of fancy. Yet so many authors insisted on the veracity of masculine 

pregnancy and birth that such figurations seem to bear ever more rational scrutiny: for 

some authors, it appears that masculine pregnancy simply makes sense. This is not true of 

all authors, of course. Dryden’s Nonsuch is a fool for believing that he could get 

pregnant. Aemelia Lanyer equivocates, evades, and resists any acknowledgement of 

paternal authorship except by God. This isn’t to suggest, however, that the author’s 
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gender determines her purview on figurations of masculine pregnancy. Recall Lady Mary 

Wroth, an aristocratic contemporary of Lanyer’s. She figured Cupid as the life-giver of 

love and delight, and his mother, Venus, as a polluting nurse-maid. 

 Psychoanalytic theory helps explain how this could be—how some men could 

phantasize about masculine pregnancy, and how others could undercut it; how some 

women could collude with masculine phantasies, and some reject it outright. Georg 

Groddeck was the first, as far as I know, to suggest what I have called an omnigendered 

unconscious. His model finds that the mind is capable of phantasies impossible for the 

body to carry out. Mind and body necessarily work within the limitations of each other; 

but each is not strictly reducible to the needs, wants, and confines of the other. There is, 

in Groddeck’s model, no such thing as a male mind or a female mind. This distinguishes 

Groddeck from his contemporaries, both Freud and Jung. Building on Freud’s work, 

Jacques Lacan clarifies the role of language in our psychic lives. Language is a means for 

structurally accessing, however indirectly, unconscious drives. Lacan recognized that it 

made little difference how irrational it might be for a man living in the twentieth century 

to experience sensations of pregnancy. Scientific certainty, anatomical impossibilities 

matter little to the symbolic order. In fact, reason appears as the product of the symbolic 

order, not an autonomous faculty always alert to inconsistencies. Finally, Amber Jacobs 

critiques psychoanalytic traditions, and finds them ironically complicit in perpetuating a 

Law of the Father that is itself dependent upon suppressing the self-evident Law of the 

Mother.  

 Psychoanalytic theory offers an explanation for the drives motivating couvade 

phenomena. It also explains how and why an author such a Lanyer might phantasize 
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about an anti-couvade. Much of my work in the preceeding chapters has attempted to 

codify and provide a nomenclature for figurations of masculine pregnancy. I have 

deliberately avoided the term “literary couvade” because of its prior critical connotations. 

I have instead suggested that the early modern cultural couvade consisted of three general 

types: bodily simulation, disembodied appropriation, mindful elaboration. Each 

figuration, in other words, can be classified according to the way in which it 

acknowledges (or refuses to acknowledge) the priority of maternity. Some figurations 

simulate the discourse of pregnancy and birth outright. Some obscure the appropriation 

by relocating or failing to specify the bodily conditions of birth. Finally, some utterly 

reject any connection whatsoever to maternity. Milton’s insistence that laws are 

masculine births is the most stark in this regard. Many figurations, of course, blur the 

boundaries of these categories. Peacham’s emblem depicts a bodily simulation insomuch 

as a human child emerges from the body of a human (or anthropomorphized) parent. Yet 

the accompanying poem suggests a disembodied appropriation insomuch as it insists that 

nothing good comes from the body. At another moment, the poem suggests a mindful 

elaboration: the wits of men bear fruit in some mysterious ways as the result of God’s 

inseminating wisdom. 

Generally, I resist hagiography. I think it can cloud scholarship as much as it 

might motivate it. However, as I continued to investigate figurations of masculine 

pregnancy from the time that the printing press arrived in England through the founding 

of the Royal Society, I found more and more evidence that Shakespeare and Milton 

would take up a considerable amount of this study’s focus. I found so much in 

Shakespeare that I felt it necessary to devote an entire chapter to the most compelling 
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examples. Though this reinforces the notion that he is a man apart, I hope that the careful 

reader will see that chapter four is as much a critique of the mindset asserting masculine 

reproduction of culture as it is an acknowledgement of Shakespeare as a “special” case. 

I hope my treatment of Milton, in contrast, obviates the need for a defense against 

charges of uncritical hero-worship. Milton’s role is fractured and fragmentary in this 

study. Rather than a capacious “special” case, Milton’s texts tend, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, to appear as stunningly dense, vivid, and local articulations. He can 

condemn masculine pregnancy in the mind of Satan and celebrate it in the law-giving 

minds of counselors to the kings of England. He can turn it towards political ends by 

casting pre-censorship advocates in the role of fathers who unwittingly abort their own 

children. He can hold together the notion that Truth is a dismembered female body with 

the notion that men routinely give birth to earthly truths. In sum, women don’t get 

pregnant and give birth in Milton’s texts; there is no maternal will  rivaling the masculine 

life-givers. There are mothers, to be sure, but no maternity to speak of. Sin, it is true, 

gives birth to Death, and to monsters. Sin, like Athena, however, has no agency of her 

own. Her “maternity,” is utterly grotesque; it is a consequence of an oddly heterosexual 

narcissism. Because of this ironic consistency, I found it easier to locate Milton’s 

figurations, in different ways, relative to the figurations of other authors. He revises 

Jovial pregnancy proper; his bias forms the antithesis to Lanyer’s thesis. 

One final confluence led to the framing of this particular study. Three of the most 

useful secondary texts for this project focus on times or places other than early modern 

England. Sheri Velasco’s Male Delivery examines El Parto de Juan Rana in the context 

of the Medieval Spanish plays that came before it, and in the context of contemporary 
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gay culture. Velasco does virtually nothing, and certainly nothing new, with seventeenth-

century English texts. Lisa Forman Cody, on the other hand, looks carefully at Dryden’s 

play and acknowledges a history of masculine pregnancy figured in many ways, but 

Dryden and the founding of the Royal Society are really prefatory to her main analysis of 

eighteenth-century conflations of reproductive science and national identity. Bookending 

the period I consider, opposite Cody, is Carolyn Walker Bynum’s Jesus as Mother. 

Bynum’s gift is for cataloguing, documenting, and organizing. It is Bynum’s work that 

provides a context for understanding Wroth’s figuration of Cupid, and for reinforcing the 

transhistoricity of an omnigendered unconscious. Bynum points out instances of 

Medieval men who seem to me to have been an awful lot like Medieval versions of 

Daniel Paul Schreiber. She also reminds us that men were not the only ones to fantasize 

about male pregnancy—Julian of Norwich, for one, did too.  Though Bynum does not 

bring psychoanalytic insight to bear, her work made it possible for me to do so. 

 Despite what has been done, the list of what is left to do remains long. While I 

have traced Jovial pregnancy in the early modern period, I have yet to trace figurations of 

Eve’s birth. Was that birth used with similar flexibility, or, because “true,” was the 

spectrum of possible emblematic significations more narrow? I also wonder how studies 

of “real” fatherhood in the period might illuminate the paternal dynamics of Jovial 

pregnancy. Though this study relies on an omnigendered unconscious, it does not directly 

address issues of sexuality except, briefly, when considering Bacon’s Partus. In some 

ways, sexuality has been treated in this study as beside the point. Whatever genital 

configuration of the author, whatever object(s) attracting the author, dynamics of 

pregnancy as an appropriation have been the consistent object of attention. Finally, and 
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perhaps most obviously, I have yet to “test” the methodology I establish in Chapter one 

with texts from later historical periods. Will scrutiny of those texts force alterations in the 

methodology? Will those alterations force me to re-evaluate Jovial pregnancy? No doubt 

they will.
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