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Resurrecting the Fall


“And the man said, The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat” (Genesis 3:12).  Ever since Adam pointed the finger at Eve in the Garden of Eden, she has borne the brunt of the blame for mankind’s fall from grace. It is hardly surprising, then, that when female writers of the early modern period published views of Eve, many portrayed her in a more sympathetic light.  Using the logic of the traditional view and applying it in a positive way, these women reasoned that if the vices of Eve can condemn all women as inferior, the virtues of Eve likewise have the power to lift all women up.  Consequently, while no two women used the same approach, they each worked to accomplish that goal by establishing a new and improved characterization of Eve in their writings.

This movement to reform Eve surfaces in an examination of interpretations of Eve from the pens of eight different women, all of whom wrote during the years 1584-1634. In dealing with this sensitive subject, these women took differing degrees of latitude with Eve’s conventional role as the symbol of female weakness and inferiority.  Some chose to vary only slightly from the traditional representation, others completely turned the accepted view on its head, and still others fell somewhere in between the two extremes.  In the first and most conventional strategy, the women acknowledge Eve as the primary sinner in the Garden of Eden, but attempt to shift the focus off of her faults and onto her virtues.  Similarly, women who use the second strategy acknowledge Eve’s guilt, but protest that Adam shares equal culpability.  In the third, most daring strategy, female authors argue that the males are the spiritual inferiors and give Adam the lion’s share of the blame for the fall of mankind.  Of these last, Aemilia Lanyer’s Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum is the most famous, and stands apart as the most revolutionary early modern defense of Eve; however, regardless of whether the writings of these women took baby steps or giant leaps, each female author made inroads towards recasting the persona of Eve into something with positive connotations for women as well as, and many times replacing, the negative ones. 


As previously mentioned, some female authors did not contest the traditional view of Eve as the person who deserved most of the blame for bringing sin into the world. Instead, they acknowledged this as fact and moved on to work within that limitation, adding positive aspects to Eve’s heritage in addition to the well-established negative ones.  Such works might start with a condemnation of Eve, but then proceed to use her story to give women lessons in virtue, mothering, and hope.  In doing so, they make they manage to enlarge the persona of Eve to include more than sin and shame.

For example, Dorothy Leigh accomplishes this in her book The Mothers Blessing.  This book, which appeared in sixteen editions from 1616-1640 (Miller 152), contains a mother’s deathbed advice to her children.  In it, Leigh uses Eve’s original sin in order to exhort women to greater spirituality, stating, “[. . .] because wee must needes confesse that sinne entred by us into our posterity; let us shew how carefull we are to seeke to Christ, to cast it out of us and our posterity” (16).  With this statement, Leigh makes no attempt to justify Eve, but instead makes her vice a tool to call forth virtues in other women.  Not only that, but since Leigh charges women to rid not only themselves but also their children from sin, Eve’s transgression serves as the catalyst that could motivate females to take on a new role as saviors of humankind rather than the authors of its doom (Beilin 278).  By refocusing attention from the negative results of Eve’s transgression to the positive actions it can inspire in women, Leigh successfully works within traditional concepts of Eve to give her a legacy connected with empowerment instead of disgrace.


Another writer of mother’s advice books, Elizabeth Clinton, Countess of Lincoln, also reshapes the traditional view of Eve into a positive example for women.  In her 1622 book The Countesse of Lincolnes Nurserie, Clinton argues that women should breast-feed their babies.  As part of her argument, she calls upon Eve as an example, stating, “Wee have followed Eve in transgression, let us follow her in obedience” (Clinton 19).  In this way, her acknowledgment of Eve’s guilt as the first to succumb to temptation in the garden actually aids in her argument, since she parallels it with Eve’s obedience in breast-feeding. This attitude not only de-emphasizes Eve’s guilt, but establishes her as a female role model.  In presenting Eve as the good mother and placing her with the likes of Sarah, Hannah, and the Virgin Mary, Clinton characterizes her as a godly woman whose motherly decisions (such as breast feeding) set the example for women to follow (Clinton 3).   Thus, by setting Eve’s sin beside her maternal obedience, Clinton adds to Eve’s conventional identity.  She stretches it to include the maternal aspect of her life that most characterizations of Eve ignore, and in doing so allows women to learn from her virtue as well as her vices.


Not all the women who stayed close to traditional representations of Eve wrote mother’s advice books, though.  Anne Sutcliffe’s 1634 work Meditations on Man’s Mortality or, a Way to True Blessedness is religious in nature, containing both prose and poetry.  In the verse portion of her book, Sutcliffe spends a great deal of time on the fall, and her orthodox portrayal goes so far as to call Eve a “wicked woman” (l.30).  She still manages to soften Eve’s image, however, by concentrating on Adam in the first part of the poem and by injecting a note of optimism when dealing with Eve.  The poem’s initial concentration on Adam begins with the subtitle of the section dealing with the fall.  Its first line reads, “Of our loss by Adam, and our gain by Christ [. . .]” [italics added], and contains no mention of Eve. While contrasting Adam and Christ has a long Biblical tradition, Sutcliffe’s initial focus on Adam does not stop there.  She continues to establish Adam’s guilt for twenty-six lines before even introducing Eve.  This makes her harsh condemnation of Eve less shocking when it finally does appear, and somewhat softens the blow.  

Once Eve’s turn comes, Sutcliffe pulls no punches, thoroughly chastising Eve for “caus[ing] thy husband to die” (l. 30).  However, she does not leave it at that. In the midst of her reprisal, Sutcliffe takes the time to offer words of encouragement:   “Yet courage, woman, [. . .] thy seed shall bruise the serpent’s head” (ll. 79-81).  With these few lines, she makes even her essentially traditional representation of Eve contain a positive note.  Like Leigh, she gives Eve (and womankind) the ability to help destroy the evil Eve introduced, and, like Clinton, Sutcliffe does that by extending Eve’s role to mother -- specifically, the foremother of Mary and Christ.

Thus, although writers such as Leigh, Clinton, and Sutcliffe did not stray far from the conventional portrayals of Eve, they still attempted to expand her role to include more positive aspects.  They did this in a variety of ways, some more subtle than others, but each one attaching more to Eve’s image than simply that of the person who caused humankind to leave Eden.  Admitting and Eve’s greater weakness did not stop these women from adding a positive aspect to the Eve’s negative image.  By doing this, these women also helped to empower the female gender, whether by enabling them to learn from Eve’s mistake, imitate her virtues, or take comfort in the fact that a woman bore the Savior of humankind.  Through these tactics, even traditional female writers were able to make Eve’s legacy a more positive one.


A second, less conventional tactic that some early modern female writers used to lessen Eve’s guilt involved equating it with Adam’s.  While still admitting Eve’s weakness, these authors differ from their more traditional sisters in that they claim Adam was no better.  By asserting that Eve and Adam were equally guilty, female writers challenged the assumption that women were spiritually inferior.  Thus, by establishing that Adam and Eve shared the same amount of blame, these female authors freed Eve from her role as the person responsible for the fall.  


An example of one such book is Anne Wheathill’s A handfull of holesome (though homelie) hearbs, gathered out of the goodlie garden of Gods most holie word, printed in 1584.  This book consists of several prayers, through which Wheathill expresses her own religious ideas.  In “A praier of the creation of mankind,” Wheathill addresses the fall.  In doing so, she does not directly say that Adam and Eve are equally to blame in their disobedience of God’s command to stay away from the forbidden fruit.  Instead, she simply always refers to them as a unit.  With such statements as:  “But their frailtie was such, that they, through a small inticement, chose the evill, and left the good” (Wheathill 50-1), she refuses to differentiate between Adam and Eve.  As a result, she characterizes them both as weak and sinful, unifying Adam and Eve in their culpability and in their condemnation of death.  In doing so, Wheathill disarms those who would use Eve as an example of women’s lack religious strength, helping not only Eve’s image but that of all women.


Another indirect way in which Wheathill implies that Eve does not bear more of the blame for the fall than Adam occurs through her omission of the conventional prayer for women.  In describing these prayers, Beilin states that they “evolved from the dogma of women’s guilt for Eve’s sin, and stressed the punishment of labor pain and the need for obedience” (54).  If the underlying assumption of these prayers placed the blame for original sin squarely on Eve’s, and therefore women’s, shoulders, it is not surprising that Wheathill would not have included one.  As Beilin puts it, “Since Wheathill chooses to attribute no special blame to Eve, she may have thought that women needed no special expiation” (Beilin 54).

A second author who argued that Adam and Eve shared the blame for the fall used a far more direct approach.  In the 1617 pamphlet A Mouzell for Melastomus, The Cynicall Bayter of, and foule mouthed Barker against Evahs Sex, Rachel Speght answers misogynists (the “Melastomus” Swetnam in particular) who try to use Eve’s weakness to cast aspersions upon all women.  In doing so, she challenges the idea that Adam bears less of the responsibility for the fall simply because he happened to partake of the forbidden fruit second. She begins by making a traditional admission that women are the “weaker vessell” (Speght 4), but instead of adding this to Eve’s faults, she uses it to clear her of some of the blame:  Satan did not approach her first because she was less perfect than Adam, but because God had created her as the weaker of the two.  Also, Speght pleads ignorance for Eve in answering the accusation that Eve bears more blame because she led Adam into sin.  She states that Eve only wanted to “make her husband partaker of that hapinesse, which she thought by their eating they should both have enjoyed” (Speght 6).  Such generosity is a virtue, not a vice, and therefore does not render her any more guilty than her husband.

At the heart of her argument, Speght calls Adam and Eve’s sins “paralell:  For as an ambitious desire of being made like unto God, was the motive which caused her to eate, so likewise was it his” (4).  By demonstrating how Adam and Eve share responsibility for the fall, Speght lifts Eve’s image from one who has “brought death & misery upon all her posterity” (3) to one who, while imperfect, is no worse than her male counterpart.  In fact, without saying it directly, she hints at the idea that Adam should actually bear more of the responsibility than Eve.  While her defense does not seek to do more than equate Adam and Eve’s sin, in a few passages Adam seems the worse transgressor.  For instance, when Speght excuses Eve from part of the blame by citing her position as the weaker vessel, she states that Adam in all his strength “should have yeelded greatest obedience to God” (5).  In addition, she notes that while Eve’s punishment of painful childbirth affects only women, “for the sinne of man the whole earth was cursed” (Speght 5).  However, Speght’s main argument puts Adam and Eve in the same category.  They both wanted to be like God, and they both must die for it; they both committed the same crime for the same reasons, and therefore share the same amount of blame.

Thus, authors such as Alice Wheathill and Rachel Speght demonstrate the school of early modern women who, while still unwilling to clear Eve of guilt, elevated her to the position of Adam’s equal.  By allowing Adam and Eve to share the blame, these authors took away one of the most devastating weapons of the misogynist arsenal, that of claiming that Eve brought sin and death to the world.  Instead, the image of Adam and Eve as equally sinful appears, an image that emphasizes the fallibility of humankind rather than that of womankind. 


For women who chose to give up the Eve’s traditional stereotype as the weak woman who could not resist temptation, Eve’s figure in history becomes open to interpretation of a much more sympathetic tone.  Aspects of Adam come under close scrutiny in their writings as these early modern women sought to counteract the scenario of the inferior woman by presenting one of the inferior man.  Thus, by assigning Eve’s traditional role as the spiritual lesser to Adam, these women turn the figure of Eve into an example of strength and virtue rather than one of shame and sin. 


The first of these authors, Jane Anger, manages to present Eve as spiritually superior by concentrating on what happened before the fall, while ignoring the actual event.  Her 1589 defense pamphlet Jane Anger her Protection for Women is the earliest known defense of women written by a female (Beilin 250). In order to present Eve as more perfect than Adam, Anger goes back to the Creation.  She notes that God formed man “of mosse and filthy clay [. . .] which was loathsome” (Anger C), then contrasts that inauspicious beginning to that of the first female.  God chose to make Eve from Adam’s rib, an original material that, since it had already undergone transformation, had the benefit of being more clean.  Using this logic, Anger confidently asserts, “GOD making woman of mans fleshe, that she might bee purer then he, [. . .] evidently show[s], how far we women are more excellent then men” (C).  With this innovative interpretation of Scripture, Anger gives new meaning to the term “better half” by arguing that when God created Eve, he took the opportunity to make improvements on Adam!  As for Eve’s role in bringing sin into the world, she does not deal with the issue, “omitting any mention of Eve’s guilt” (Beilin 252).  By ignoring Eve’s negative act and presenting her creation as more perfect than Adam’s, Anger is a pioneer in early modern women’s attempts to transform Eve from a proof of female inferiority to a proof of their superiority. 


A second defense pamphlet, Ester Sowernam’s 1617 work Ester hath hang’d Haman, also attempts to vindicate Eve and shift the focus onto the transgressions of the male gender.  Responding to the same indictment of women that spurred Speght to write the aforementioned Mouzell, Sowernam not only presents Eve in her best light but takes the inititive in charging males with causing the downfall of humankind.  First, she echoes Anger in using Eve’s creation as validation of women, writing “God intended to honour woman in a more excellent degree, in that he created her out of a subject refined [. . .]:  For the ribbe is in Substance more solid, in place as most neare, so in estimate most deare, to mans heart” (Sowernam 6).  Furthermore, she asserts that this makes Eve the first true person created in Paradise, as opposed to the male species, who remain creatures of the world.  Thus, like Anger, she utilizes Scripture not to subjugate Eve, but to vindicate her.

Sowernam differs from Anger, however, in that she takes on the issue of the fall, de-emphasizing Eve’s sin by focusing on “males” Satan and Adam.  She takes extra care to point out that the tempter took the form of “a Serpent of the masculine gender” (Sowernam 7), thereby tracing the origin of sin once again back to a male.  In indicting the male, she turns next to Adam, and proceeds to call up several Scriptures which she argues show that the the Bible states Adam bears the responsibility for man’s initiation into sin.  For instance, she notes Romans 5:12, stating that Paul wrote “By one mans sinne death came into the world, without mention of the woman” (Sowernam 8).  Using these and others, she asserts that “woman had her part in the Tragedy, but not is so high a degree as the man” (Sowernam 8).  She backs this up with her own interpretation of Adam and Eve’s actions after the fall.  Her main fault with Adam lies in his attempt to blame Eve, and, indirectly, God, therefore making him the worse of the two sinners.  Because of this, Sowernam argues that Eve received mercy and the promise that one day, a woman would be the mother of the Savior.  Using the “felix culpa” philosophy, she goes so far as to imply Adam should be grateful for her actions, for he “could not upbraid her for so great a losse, but he was to honour her more for a greater recovery” (Sowernam 9).  With her sympathetic reading of the Bible, Sowernam turns Eve into Genesis’ first heroine, downplaying her guilt and highlighting it in the “masculine” serpent and Adam.  By presenting an Eve who, far from being the primary sinner during the fall, saves humankind through the mercy she obtains, Sowernam takes away Eve’s traditional inferior, sinful image and instead characterizes her as “the mother of the living” (10).  Thus, she reinvents Eve as a positive, even superior figure that women can look to for vindication instead of condemnation.


The examples above appear in pamphlets defending the female sex, but do not hesitate to take the offensive when they call man’s spiritual superiority.  By deviating from conventions in their interpretations of Scripture, they create an Eve who, while not innocent, still transcends male baseness.  From the comparative purity of her creation to the promise God gives her, and only her, after the fall, Eve appears more blessed and righteous than Adam.  By granting her this unorthodox characterization, women like Anger and Sowernam enable the female sex to claim Eve as a source of pride instead of a a source of shame.

In the midst of all of these writings regarding Eve, Aemilia Lanyer produced a long poem that contains one of the most famous.  Written in 1611, her Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum is a tale of Christ’s passion.  However, Lanyer includes in ll. 746-837 a section she denotes as “Eves Apologie in defence of Women.”  This apology occurs during the speech Pilate’s wife gives to ask him to spare Christ; however, some question exists as to whether Lanyer is speaking as Pilate’s wife or in her own voice (Guibbory 198).  In either role, Lanyer is arguing an unorthodox interpretation of Scripture.  By presenting Eve’s initial sin as almost a virtue, and by contrasting that sin with first Adam and then Pilate, she exonerates Eve to the point where, due to the comparitive insignificance of her sin, the subjugation of women that occurred as a result of her fall no longer applies.  As she states in her poem, “Let not us Women glory in Mens fall, / Who had power given to over-rule us all. / Till now your indiscretion sets us free” (ll. 759-61). 


Lanyer effectively minimizes the guilt of Eve by exploring her heart and motivations and finding them “simply good” (l. 765).  Lanyer allows that she was ignorant, but attributes that to her sweet nature which trusted the serpent.  As Guibbory argues, “The credulity and gullibility of Eve [was] but the reverse side of [. . .] faith” (200).  Lanyer argues that this credulity is understandable since, for Eve, God’s command was only “alleadg’d” (l. 775) by Adam. Although many assume God told Eve as well as Adam that the fruit was forbidden, the Bible does not explictly states this, and Lanyer interprets this to mean that Eve only heard the prohibition secondhand (Mueller 119). While Lanyer admits that Eve should not have believed the serpent over Adam, at least she did not ignore the direct command of God.  Also, in an argument that Rachel Speght will use in Mouzell six years later, Lanyer notes that Eve only had love in her heart when offering the fruit to Adam, hoping that “his knowledge might become more cleare” (l. 804).  Such an unselfish act hardly seems sinful, yet from such derives Eve’s condemnation as a “temptress.”  By presenting the virtuous motivations behind Eve’s actions, Lanyer makes her sins seem almost commendable, setting up the effective contrast with the sins of Adam and, more powerfully, those of Pilate that will lead to her declaration of freedom.


In contrasting the guilt of Adam and Eve for the fall, Lanyer attributes to Adam almost all of the responsibility.  She unequivocally states that he “can not be excusde, / Her fault though great, yet hee was most to blame” (Lanyer ll. 777-8).  She cites as one reason Adam’s strength.  Although he possessed more than Eve, he still chose to partake of the forbidden fruit.  Not only does this free Eve from the responsibility for Adam, it also highlights the hypocrisy of those who condemn Eve for her weakness in eating the fruit.  If Adam, the stronger of the two, could not resist, then how could one expect the weaker Eve to do so?  Lanyer also emphasizes that, unlike Eve, Adam commits his sin in spite of the fact that he “from God’s mouth receiv’d that strait command” (l. 787).  Adam did not disobey due to credulity; he knew God had forbidden the fruit, but he ate it anyway.  Lanyer also criticizes Adam’s motivations.  Unlike the true, honorable intentions of Eve to gain and share knowledge, the fairness of the fruit tempted Adam.  Despite the shallowness of their forefather’s original concerns, Lanyer wryly comments “Yet Men will boast of Knowledge, which he tooke, / From Eve’s faire hand, as from a learned Booke” (ll. 807-8).  In a final sweeping justification, Lanyer goes on to render Eve “virtually guiltless” (Lewalski 53) by declaring that any evil in Eve had its origin in Adam at any rate, she “[b]eeing made of him” (Lanyer l. 810).  This statement takes all of the onus off of Eve and lays it onto Adam, making him the true originator of sin and death.


As much as Lanyer transfers the blame for the fall from Eve to Adam, she still must deal with the fact that as a result of Eve’s sin, God placed females in a position of subjection to males.  In her most daring interpretation, Lanyer contrasts Eve’s sin with Pilate’s (and likewise man’s) betrayal of Christ in order to prove that such subjugation is no longer required.  She begins by once again contrasting motivations.  Whereas Eve’s aforementioned motives stem from weakness, ignorance, and love, men such as Pilate “in malice Gods deare Sonne betray” (Lanyer l. 816).  She then contrasts the sins themselves, stating that the sin of the Crucifixion not only outstrips Eve’s transgression, but all the sins ever committed on a number of worlds combined.  Armed with the horror of the Crucifixion to counter Eve’s sin by which all women were cursed, she reaches the climax of her argument:  “If one weake woman simply did offend, / This sinne of yours, hath no excuse, nor end.  (Lanyer ll. 825-32)

 Therefore, Lanyer’s apology for Eve not only exonerates her from practically all responsibility for original sin, it also frees women from the curse that resulted from it.  She “sees [the Crucifixion] as [. . .] redeeming women, liberating them from their subjection to men under the Law” (Guibbory 200).  With her poem, Lanyer transforms Eve from the person who doomed all women to subjugation to the reason why such subjugation should end.  She totally reverses the implications of Eve’s actions for the female sex, successfully making her appear almost noble and praiseworthy even in her transgression.  Conversely, such male representatives as Adam and Pilate bring nothing but mortification to their gender, highlighting with their excessive guilt the comparative innocence of Eve.  By representing Eve in this way, Lanyer recasts her as a figure with a legacy of liberation, effectively transforming her from gender inequality’s raison d’etre into the impetus for its downfall.

Whether tweaking or completely reworking the traditional figure of Eve, women writers of the early modern period found ways to present her, and therefore women, in a new and more favorable light.  Where the works of Dorothy Leigh, Elizabeth Clinton, and Anne Sutcliffe often remained fairly conventional in their representations of Eve, they each found a way to derive a positive message from her experience.  In doing this, they refused to allow her heritage to consist solely of the negativity of the fall, drawing attentions to aspects such as her mothering instead.  Such authors as Alice Wheathill and Rachel Speght took refocusing a step further in their portrayals of an Adam and Eve who shared equal responsibility for original sin.  In their writings, they transformed the notion of woman’s guilt into the notion of humanity’s imperfection, changing the theological dynamic from man versus woman to human versus divine.  The defense pamphlets of Jane Anger and Ester Sowernam also do their best to reshape Eve’s image, aggressively arguing against the patriarchal notions of her character and countering those ideas with new, feminist interpretations of Scripture. While unorthodox, their use of the Bible allowed them to present a righteous Eve who not only could assert spiritual equality with Adam but could claim a certain spiritual superiority as well.  Finally, Aemilia Lanyer’s 1611 Salve Dues Rex Judaeorum went beyond all these contemporary pieces in reconfiguring Eve and her transgression, asserting not just spiritual equality but total gender equality.  In doing so, she achieves the ultimate vindication of Eve, claiming that her moral superiority over the killers of Christ has redeemed all women from the subjection to men that her supposed moral inferiority had caused.

Thus, in this approximately fifty year time period consisting of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, many female writers took advantage of the print venue to represent Eve in more positive light.  In doing so, they worked towards transforming the legacy of Eve from sin and death into one of female empowerment, equality, and even superiority.  Whether traditional or revolutionary, prose or poetry, a mother’s advice book or a pamphlet, the works of these female authors contributed to helping Eve recover from the fall, and, in doing so, improved not only her status, but the status of women everywhere.
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