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WOMEN AND DOMESTIC MEDICINE:

LADY EXPERIMENTERS, 1570-1620
Lynette Hunter

here is a curious gap that confronts anyone interested in the history of

women in England in the early modern period. Although there had been

a thriving market growing from the 15505 for books addressed to women
on household science, medicine and pharmacy, from 1617 10 1653 with one
exception there are no new books published on the topic and even reprints of
carlier texts are rare. My research irics to understand that gap by Jocking at what
happened up to 1617, what happened after 1652, and what was going on in the
inlerim yecars,

One of the startling aspects of publishing in the 1650s is the sudden
appearance of a group of hooks of scientific, pharmaceutical and medicinal texis
by women, Traditionally these had been published alongside diet, cookery and
household ‘secrets’, but by men. In the 1650s most are still published with
cookery, and with houschold technology and fashion.? The first three books of
the genre which are atiributed to women are Elizabeth Grey’s 4 Choice Manual of
Rare and Select Seorels (1653),3 Queen Henrietta Maria’s The Queen’s Closet Opened
(1635)* and Alethea TalboU's Natura Exenterata (1655).5 The first two, along with
that one exceptional book published in 1639 ‘Lord’ Ruthven's The Ladies Cabinel
Opened ® follow explicitly a three-part pattern of medicine, houschold science and
fashion, and food preparation and cookery, that had only been implicit in earlier
texts. Yet it is the medicinal and pharmaceutical content that is directly
attributed to their aristocratic writers, and Talbot’s Natura Exenterala is almost
entirely of this kind.

These works are the first printed books of technical and scientific material in
England to be attributed to women, and this may underlie the scepticism about
the direct involvement of these women in the production of the texts, and the
resulting lack of discussion about them.? The late 1970s to 1990s have seen a
substantial reinvestigation of the Renaissance, Commonwealth and Restoration
periods, to find texts that were written by women and men, in groups of
labouring workers and the new towndwellers as well as in circles of the new
gentry and aristocracy. The search has uncovered a large body of work, much of
which does not fit canonical traditions of literature, such as ballads, tales,
sermons, and some of which does, For example, we now know that women were
writing and sometimes had printed plays, poetry, romances, devotional texts,
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potitical tracts and essays: but there is a silence on scicncc.and lthnolog¥.9
Hence it becomes significant il we [ind that these women were mdcc?l 1nvolvct-tl in
these published texts. 1t tells us different things about their lives, their education,
the social world they inhabited, about the attitudes to science an.d more gencrally
to knowledge, and it yields new perspectives on the interrelationships between
men and women.

Two substantial questions form the basis for this chapier. First, what was so
special about the 1650s, after such a long period of silence from 1617 10 1652,
that led to these texts being published thirty to filty years after they had been
written? And, sccondly, the specific focus, if it were plausible that these women
had written, edited or compiled these texts, who were they and what was their
context? How did they acquire the necessary skills and knowledge? 1. 'twll argue
that they turncd a traditional pursuit of women in many communities into a
leisurc pursuit, and that in doing so they contributed to the mov.cmcnl into
science as natural philosophy; yet I shall also argue that they did so'\:v]u'le
maintaining the basis of the pursuit as a social activity within the communities in
which they participated.

WHO WERE THEY?

Elizabeth Grey and Alcthea Talbot were sisters. They had both been close Lo
Queen Anne, the wife of James I, being among her ladies of t.he bedchamber.
Both subsequently became close friends of Henrietta Maria, w1fe.to Ch.arh.zs I,
Elizabeth going with her into exile in the Netherlands in.1642. With their sister
Mary, they were the three surviving granddaughters of Elizabeth Barlow, Bf:SS of
Hardwick Hall, by her daughter Mary Cavendish. Bess, who had studiously
‘married up’ the social scale to reach the status of Countess of Shrewsbury on her
fourth marriage, was closely involved in marrying off these young women, as she
had already married off her daughters: Elizabeth to Charles Stuart (their unlucky
offspring Arbella being second in line to the throne after James I and beheaded
for it); and Mary to her step-son Gilbert Talbot, so that Mary became the next
Countess of Shrewsbury. Alethea was married to Philip Howard, Eari of Surrey
and Arundel; her sister Mary to William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke; and
Elizabeth to Henry Grey de Ruthin, to become Earl of Kent.

Yet none of these was a ‘safe’ marriage: the Arundels were recovering fmm‘the
beheading of the previous earl for treason, and the loss of their Norfolk title;
William Herbert was only a few months out of the Tower where he had bc?en put
by Elizabeth for refusing to marry one of her ladies-in-waiting after making her
pregnant; and Henry Grey was the son of a third son, wit}? only a remote chance
of inheriting a title if both his uncles died childless — which they dld.w.II‘l e'ach
case, the luck of these men turned around and with it the fortunes of their wives.
As William Herbert became influential at court, acting as Lord Chamberlain
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under James I, becoming Chancellor of Oxford, and a patron of the arts, so he
also developed a long-terin relationship with the writer Mary Wroth,"! and Mary
Talbot vanishes to the family home where she seems to have looked after the
resulting children and at least one ward while having none of her own. Anne
Clifford, who had married William’s brother Philip, writes in her diary of visiting
Mary ‘with all her children’, soon alter she herself became the next Countess of
Pembroke on William’s death in 1631. Anne Clifford’s diary also tells us of going
Lo the masque in London in 1617 with Elizabeth Grey and Alethea Talbot, all of
them in the hox of Lady Ruthven,!'? Barbara Ruthven being another lady of the
bedchamber to Queen Anne, whose daughter Mary married the Van Dyck, the
painter of Alethea’s portrait referred to below.!?

Alcthea Talbot’s husband Philip Howard became one of the first wholesale
British exploiters of foreign parts, sending back from his continental travels and
especially Italy much sculpture and art; many items of his collection are now held
in the Ashmolean Museum.!* He was also immensely influential at court, being
the First Knight of the Realm for a substantial part of Charles’ reign,!® and
entrusted with taking Henrietta Maria into exile.! Henary Grey, Elizabeth’s
hushand, appears consistently to have held court positions but assumed no
particular public face; Elizabeth herself developed a long-term liaison with John
Selden whom she married on the death of Henry.! Selden was the steward on
Grey’s Bedfordshire estate, but is known now for his historical and legal writings,
as well as for his work on the attributions and translations of many of the classical
antiquities Philip Howard was sending to England.'® Elizabeth herself was
recognized as a learned woman: John Florio dedicated the third volume of his
translations of Montaigne’s Essaps to her in 1603;'* John Aubrey attests to her
reputation as a physician and apothecary, saying also that she daily fed and cared
for more than seventy poor people in her community, marking this as
exceptional;?® certainty her receipts, particularly for the ‘Countess of Kent’s
Powder’, are scattered through books by others for the rest of the century, and
the great cook Robert May cites her as a source throughout his Accomplisht Cook of
1660. Alethea is less notorious but is noted for her participation in the queen’s
masques,?' and as I hope to demonstrate for her medicinal and pharmaceutical
work.

Both sisters were clearly aiso politically powerful - again Anne Clifford’s
diaries tell how, when she seemed to be prevented from pursuing her claim to her
inheritance, she put the case to Elizabeth and Alethea, who put it to Queen
Anne, who persuaded James to allow Clifford to make her claim. It took many
years to complete, but without the lobbying on her behalf would never have
occurred. It is a small but telling incident that indicates the kind of backroom,
bedchamber politics in which the sisters engaged. Their mother Mary was more
direct; she is reported as debating the reconciliation of Bess of Hardwick and
George, Earl of Shrewsbury directly with Elizabeth I, and of remonstrating
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rrait of Lady Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent by Paul van Somer (¢. 1619).
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loudly with James 1 himsclf over the incarceration of Arbella, her niece.22 Outside
England, Alethea behaved in a similarly direct manner when a plot was hatched
to sully the Howard name in the Venetian Senate. As the official representative of
her husband she called the bluff of the English ambassador Henry Wotton,
insisted on speaking with the Doge who disclaimed any knowledge of the alleged
treason of the Howards, and then demanded an apology from the Senate.28

I offer this anecdotal detail of their lives partly hecause so litle has been
written about them, yet they were clearly rather extraordinary people with active
interests in the arts, in politics, in their communities, as well as in medicine,
pharmacy and chemical science. Their aristocratic position was, I will argue, as
important to their scientific activity as their intellectual environment, The
association they formed with Heurietta Maria from the 1620s to the 1640s, threw
them together with a group of men with similar intellectual interests, but largely
without aristocratic position.? Once we begin (o look at their circle of friends
and correspondents, it is possible to recognize them for respected participants in
what we would now call the cross-disciplinary or pre-disciplinary culture of the
Renaissance. Henrietta Maria’s chamberlain was Sir Kenclm Digby, a highly
respected scholar and practiser of chetnistry who was known throughout Europe
as somcone exploring the new experimental science. Theodore de Mayerne, who
had been brought from France to act as court physician to James, was her doctor,
Mayerne was responsible for compiling the first London Pharmacopoeia,?s
published in 1617 by the College of Physicians in an attempt to control the
prescriptions that members of the newly inaugurated Socicty of Apothecaries
were licensed to make. John Pell, the mathematician, was part of her entourage,
as was John Evelyn — a man known to us now mainly through his diary, but also a
noted botanist and naturalist who was interested in the physiological cffecis of
foodstuffs, writing discourses on bread, on herbs and on raw vegetables (see
Frances Harris’s chapter in this volume). Henrietta Maria herself is a historically
evanescent character, known largely from her impact on Charles L. Although one
must be cautious about the claim, the title page of the work attributed to her
household, Queen’s Closet Opened, states that many of the receipts ‘were honoured
with her own practice, when she pleased to descend to these more private
Recreations’. The existence of this circle of intellectuals, among others in her
entourage, indicates someone willing to patronize and support scientific pursuits
still subject to considerable scepticism;26 furthermore, she clearly had a mind of
her own, for at the same time as she is being attended by Mayerne, a leading
member of the Coliege of Physicians, she is also supporting the gardener and
herbalist John Parkinson, whose Paradisi in sole dedicated to her in 1629 was being
suppressed by that college. Even more interesting and raising a number of other
questions, the publication was underwritten by Mayerne.

Alethea Talbot, Elizabeth Grey and Henrietta Maria were part of 2 group of
people investigating the new experimental science and interested in new
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The title page from The Queens Closet Opened (1655}

approaches to knowledge. These women appear, possi‘bly. bcce}usc of their
aristocratic status among men on the whole their social inferiors, to have
sustained intellectual parity with them and indeed to have bg:.cn recognized as
providing inteliectual leadership. There is a handsome portrait of Alethea and
her husband Philip, painted in the 1620s by Anthony Van Dyck,? that shows the
couple: she is seated beside a large globe of the world, and he seated partly
behind it holding up a stick in his left hand and pointing, arm across the globe, at
the island of Madagascar, as il to say ‘Here next’. Yet the two are Pl‘aced in
substantially equal relationship,?® he occupying a slightly higher position and
looking directly at the viewer, she in the foreground, much more ‘substantlal as 1
figure, gazing past the globe, and holding in each hand the instruments o
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navigation. Il Philip is of today, the source of power and mastery, Alethea is
thinking clsewhere, presumably the uncharted future, and is the source of wisdom
and knowledge. But what kind of knowledge did her pursuit of science, and that
of her sister and friend, offer?

In retrospect it is odd to-find so few references to these two sisters, Elizabeth
Grey and Alethea Talbot, yet it is perbaps because conventional historical
investigation [ocuses on public records and formal institutions. There has been a
failure to assess other social structures, and in terms of science and medicine, the
non-formal practices. There is also a profound inability to value domestic work,
or work within the houschold, presumably because it is taken to be the most
private activity, the furthest from the public domain. The contexts for their work,
discussed below, are multiple and various and the scope too great to offer a
comprehensive picture here. But without ignoring the formal and institutional
history, I shall focus on the domestic and household structures in particular, and
the individuals involved in them.

CONTEXTS: BOOKS

The three-part structure of medicine, household and food receipts common to
the books by Elizabeth Grey, Henrietia Maria and the earlier 1639 Ladies Cabinet
Opened, is unusual. The printed books of the period 1570-1620, during the latter
part of which Elizabeth and Alethea were probably writing, offer combinations of
medicine and cookery, or cookery and houschold science, or medicine and
household science. Five of the most popular writers of works addressed to women
in this period, Thomas Tusser, John Partridge, Thomas Dawson, Hugh Plat and
Gervase Markham, emphasize one or two of the three areas, but do not equally
weight all three as do the later publications. Yet the way the readers read these
earlier books indicates that there was an avid audience for all these topics. For
example Hugh Platt’s Delightes for Ladies (1605) contains household and cookery
recipes, and another book possibly by him, A Close for Ladies and Gentlewomen
(1602), contains household receipts and medicine, yet these books are frequently
bound together indicating a need for each of the areas.2?

The structure can tell us quite a bit about how women ran their lives during
these years. The household receipts which derive from a tradition of books of
‘secrets’ for men, largely consist of household preparations relevant to women’s
work within the house. While in the twentieth century an open kitchen cuphoard
may well contain window cleaner, bleach, washing soda, perhaps polish and
varnish; or desktops hold ink, pencils, glue and so on; or the bathroom cabinet
house soap, toothpaste, lotions and various beauty aids, in the sixteenth century
people could not just go out and buy these items. There were no shops as we
would recognize them, although a grocer could supply someone wealthy enough
if they lived close enough to make delivery feasible. Otherwise people made them
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for themselves, One case in point is ink. 1 know of no receipt book or manuscript
without its reccipt for ink. Without ink, of course, neither the book nor the
manuscript would exist, yet it is not an easy thing to get that balance of densc
blackness with the essential quality of quick drying.

Another traditional genre of published books for men, that of husbandry and
estate management, provided a structure for books on houschold management
for women. These works covered at the least brewing, distillation, wine
preparation, bread making, dairy-work — which was one ol the only activitics
outside the house that was specifically undertaken by women — and the entire
arca of conservation and preservation.?! This last area was of vital importance o
the health and the economic soundness of the household, since without it
harvested food and slaughtered animals would be wasted; yet without
refrigeration or tins or vacuum-packing, the techniques relied on skilful expertise
with drying, storing, pickling, brining, and the increasing use of sugar to
conserve. Today, when in Europe most of this kind of work is done by large
companies, we tend to take the skills for granted, only recognizing them in those
jars of a friend’s pickle or jam that are sometimes still reccived at specific times in
the year.

The third primary genre of writing influencing the books addressed to women
during the second half of the sixteenth century are those on food and diet which
up untl the middle of the century had been largely medicinal. Because Galenic
medicine, which involved an understanding and care of the whole body,
dominated sixteenth-century practice, recipes for food preparation and herbal
remedy were indistinguishable as cookery or as ‘regimen’. The focus on
preventive medicine is underlined by a considerable influx of dietaries and
regimens for health in the vernacular English that followed Andrew Boorde’s
Dictary of Helthe (1542). When printed as the sole topic for a book they were
normally addressed to men, often as a vocational guidance;* but they arc
frequently combined with other topics such as the order of service, or other
household recmpts and addressed to women. Food and diet were inextricably
part of 2 woman’s responsibility in maintaining the health of the household
which was itself often an extended family that was part of a larger community.

However, it is in this area of food and diet that the greatest change takes place
in the household work of the early modern world. During the sixteenth century,
Paracelsian experimental science, with its associated medical remedies for curing
disease or at least relieving the symptoms, begins to find its way into England ¥
It brought with it the ethos of treating the disease retrospectively, rather than
preventing its occurrence; and it moved toward general remedies that could cure
all people of one particular illness. With it, and with other associated factors of
course, the published books begin to show evidence of a distinct split between
food as cookery and food as medicine, and between herbal preparations as
medicine and chemical preparations as medicine. By 1617 and the incorporation
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of the Society of Apothecaries, the world of print takes food, herbs and cookery
to be women’s work, while medicine belongs 10 men.3 .

The arcas of houschold secrets, household management and food, d'l(’.l. an-d
medicine, all overlap not only in the way they fit into daily life b.ut also in thc.lr
techniques, skills and the knowledge they 1'<:quir<.a.:.*5 LEven today issuecs of public
health policy frequently take in household conditions. Fpodsluffs §uch as sugar
were used as medicines, as food, and held a substantial place in household
receipts not only for conserving but alse as indicators of wcalt.h .and stz}Lus..f"6
More directly, cach area of praclice would have.drawn on similar skllls‘m
grinding, weighing, distilling, drying, purifying, heatmg,' cooling and so on. With
electric mixers, food processors and regulo gas ovens, it is easy to forget .1haL these
techniques required considerable expertise to achieve accuracy at a time when
for many the open fireplace and the pestle and mortar were their only resource.
While the kitchens and distillation rooms appear simple, they have their own
technology and require craft to carry out the work.37 ‘

The works by Elizabeth Grey and Henrictta Maria closely render th(.:sc
different areas of a woman’s life and although, as I shall suggt?st,‘prol?albly trying
to do something a little different, Alethea Talbot’s book sttll. u.nphmtly offers
advice on the three parts of women's work. Yet how significant is it that the-p?u'ts
of the books directly atiributed to these women writers are those on medicinal
and houschoeld science, and not those parts on houschold management and food?
These texts, along with many other similar manuscripts by women, were not
published when they were written, even though there were books on these topics
by men addressed directly to women being printed from the 1.‘?505 through to
1617. This is the more curious because the books that were printed were very
popular. Indeed, among those with the most frequent cfilt1ons are books. exp}l(:ltly
claiming to be from women’s manuscripts or oral advu:f: such as P?rmdgc s The
Widdowes Treasure (1585), Dawson’s The Good Housewives ‘Trmsurte '(15{38). and
Markham's The English Huswife (1615). Yet this publication is not mdlscnmma'te.
The books are aimed at the urban reader and the up\:vardly ‘mobllc
gentlewoman: the large books on country-house management being ;.m;:msely for
this aspiring group. Many of the smaller books are vocational or training books
for people going into service and we know that crowds of young people {looded
into London in the latter decades of the sixteenth century, many of the women to
become domestic servants, and many women and men to set up as apothecaries
and doctors.

CONTEXTS: POPULAR AND FAMILIAL MEDICINE

Recent research by writers such as Margaret Pelling has ini.ti;-ited grm..mc!-
breaking work in the field of popular and community medicine. Pelling’s
studies outline the wide spectrum of health care available, from members of

i!: B
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the immediate family through to the professional physician. Within this
spectrum she emphasizes, as has other research, the role of women., Despite
some contemporary criticism of their involvement, William Harrison’s
Description of England (1587) clearly notes women’s responsibility to have the
surgical and pharmaceutical knowledge to maintain (he family’s health.?8
There has been much work on the earlier history: the treatment of women by
the medical guilds and the grocers, including their expulsion lrom these guilds
in fificenth-ceniury London; the need for their continued practice in many
communitics; their interaction with the incorporated institutions of physicians
and surgeons throughout the sixteenth century; the frequent atiempts to stop
their praciice, especially when it scemed to be commercially profitable.?? Yeu
these controls were targeted not only against women, but also against many
working men, especially as the physicians began to combine their practice
with formal university training, There is continual tension from the early
1500s to 1617 between the College of Physicians, which wanted to control bad
practice as well as exercise a monopoly, and the rest of the health-carers or
providers in the community.?® The tension culminates in 1617 in the
incorporation of the Society of Apothecaries which was closcly overseen by the
physicians who, as I have mentioned, produced the London Pharmacopoeia 1o
regulate prescriptions. Markham’s 1616 translation of a book on country-
house management contains a warning to women not to overstep their mark
when using the receipts.

The invective against women goes hand in hand with invective against
tradesmen, for example:

common Artificers, as smiths, weavers, and women boldly and accustomably

take upon them great cures, and things of great difliculty (An Act for the
Appointing of Physicians and Surgeons, 1519)

the rabble of these rude Empirics . . . be no chirurgeens: but mankillers,
murderers, and robbers of the people: such are some hosers, tailors, fletchers,
minstrels, couters, horseleeches, Jjugglers, witches, sorcerers, bawds, and a
rabble of that sect . . . (Certain Works of Chirugerie)

Cutlers, Carters, Cobblers, Coopers, Coriars of Leather, Carpenters, and a
great rabble of women . . . foresake their handicrafts, and for filthy lucre abuse
physick and Chirurgerie. (4 Most Excellent and learned Work of Chirugery)

all sorts of vile people . . . make gainefull trafflique by botching in physicke . . .
not only of Taylors, Shoemakers, Weavers, Midwives, Cookes, and Priests, but

Witches, Conjurers, Juglers, and Fortune-tellers. {A Shori Discoverie of the
Unobserved Dangers)t
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What holds this random group together is their practice of cheinical
technology. These quacks, empirics, women, shocmakcr{;, tanners and so on, arc
the people buying the books of household and alchemical scerets, and Lu.rmrng
them o commercial uses. An interesting feature of many of thesc .books is the
idea of the ‘public good’, of a ‘common wealth’ of knowledge to which cveryone
has a right of access, a need acknowledged in the statute of 1534

every person being the King's subject, having knowlcdgc:, and experience of
the nawre of Herbs, Roots and Waters, or of the operation of the same, by
speculation or practice within any part of the Reahn of Itlnlgland., or within any
other the King’s dominions, to practise, use and minister in and to any
outward sore . . . wound, apostemations, outward swelling or dlSCB.S(.:, any h.erb
or herbs, ointments, baths, poultices and plaster.s, according to their cunning,
experience and knowledge in any of the discases, sores and maladics
beforesaid, and all other like to the same, or drinks for the sloPc and st:;mgury,
or agues, without suit, berations, trouble, penalty or loss of their goods.*

With the cha-nge in population movements in the sixtecnth- century, the changes
in available foodstulls and materials brought about by. increasing trade .a‘nd
exploration, the changes in lilestyle such as the increase in reading and writing
without recourse to an optician; and with the recurrent plagues, these people,
who were often cut off from their health-care community at home,?* needed
guidance and free advice and quick cures so theyl could get back to work.# ‘
Perhaps these aristocratic women didn’t publish their books }accause lat‘iles of
their status didn't need the receipts: they could afford to buy in the services of
physicians, surgeons and apothecarics; they had servants to prepare h.ouselml.d
goods.*5 However, there is considerable evidence to the contrary. Aristocratic
ladies were often highly involved in medicine and househf:nld science: one factcnj
may simply be the traditional activities that women Farned out in these areas;
another may be the practical one that many aristocratic houses were far fronl'n ic
cities in which professional men lived; yet another may be a social factor deriving
from the responsibility for the community that dcvolve‘cl on the old.ancl new
aristocracy and gentry after the dissolution and rca!locatlon of monastic lands —
afier all, the abbeys and monasteries had been a primary source of hospital care
cople for centuries. o
fbr}‘xnl;aglrz'gpthepma\ny aristocratic women noted for their medic?.l expertise 15‘16Jady
Lisle, cited as having great skill with planting and herbs in the 1530s, }"61:
probably picked out simply because she was the mother of the Earl of Warwn:
and Northumberland who was highly influential at court from 1540 until he was
heheaded [or trying to put his daughter-in-law Jane Grey on the‘throne. From the
1560s and *70s there is Ann Dacre, Lady Arundel and moth.er-m-law to l}lethea
Talbot, noted for her persenal participation in the preparation of remedies and
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receipts on the Arundel estates;V she alse, as we will discover, was a gardener and
herbalist. From the carly 1600s, there is Margarct Hoby whose diary tells in
detail of her consulting the herbal, preparing medicines, attempting surgery and
continually helping the sick in her community.48

While there is an on-going history of this health-care work by wealthy
aristocralic women engaging with their communites and treating their work
frequently as a devolional exercise or social responsibility, the history is largely
within the context of the country estate or semi-rural living. With the aristocracy
increasingly loeused on court life in London from the 1570s, the lunction of these
practices, if women of the court continued these activities, must have changed. A
clue may come from Mary Sidney, mother-in-law to Alethea and Elizabeth’s
sister Mary, who had facilities for scientific preparation that were used by her
brother Philip and son William, as well as hersell. As Margaret Hannay
claborates, John Aubrey calls her a practitioner of chemistry and says that she
was the patron of at least two medical scientists, Adrian Gilbert and Thomas
Mouflet.* The latter is an unusual choice because Mouffet was responsible for a
substantial work on Paracelsian scicnce, Nesomantica Hippocratea, published in
Germany in 1588, but apparently not well received or translated into English
until the 1650s. Mary Sidney’s support for such a scientist indicates an unusual
commitment to a new scientific approach, and underfines her intellectual rather
than social or religious engagement.

CONTEXTS: EDUCATION AND LEISURE

Mary Sidney’s intellectual engagement with matters of medical and houschold
science begs the question of how aristocratic women were educated, and
considerable background is provided by studies of these women in the name of
literature. Recent research has suggested that in the latter part of Henry VIII’s
reign, possibly with the example of Thomas More’s daughters in mind, some
members of the court began educating their daughters in the classics to improve
their chances ol a good marriage. The Cooke sisters, whose father was 2 reader
to Edward VI, were renowned for their learning and whether or not this
improved their chances, they did marry well.3 Norfolk had his three
granddaughters highly educated, as did the Seymours and the Somersets,®!
However, this education in classical humanism appears to have lost its impetus
by the 1590s, with one scholar noting that of all the women at court only Arbella
Stuart and Lady Oxford spoke Latin.5? However, while this would appear a

considerable underestimation, what is clear is that many of the new aristocracy

and upwardly mobile gentry were educating their daughters in vernacular
literature and languages instead. During the 1580s and '90s and well into the
seventeenth century, there was a considerable production of writing in English by
women such as Mary Sidney or Mary Wroth or Emilia Lanyer.5 The taste for
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intellectual enjoyment and crafl was still there but transferred into English, and
there is evidence that many of these women formed reading circles Lo exchange
and discuss their own writing as a social pastime.®*

Alethea and Elizabeth Talbot were both educated during this later period of

vernacular humanism, and just as they seein to have been trained it:l lhc' literal:y
skills of poctry and rhetoric, they both also received an cducation in basic
chemical technology: the odd mixture of herbalism, alchemy an.d .carly
Paracelsian chemistry that seems to have been prevalent. Probably this is not
recorded because it was not formally taught.8 Even boys al grammar school
reccived largely a curriculum in the classics with some arithmetic and possib]y
some history and geography, but no science or techinology.’ Furlhcrmo.rc, this
education in chemical technology and medical preparations was acc;un-ed l:!y
observation, by many while in service or apprenticeship, and by aristocratic
women while in their houses observing their mothers, their own apothccar.les,
their friends. The vast amount of tacit knowledge upon which the sparse receipls
rely underlines this mode ol learning, which in common wi?h other domestic
knowledge we do not yet have an adequate means of \ralm'ng. It also seerms
reasonable (o assume that the women may have formed circles cxchangmg
receipts and experiences, possibly the same as their reading circles. There is
evidence that leisure time was a difficult issue, that wealthy women had to work
on their increasing isolation and the sense of ineffectualness it brought. For
cxample, tucked away at the back of a copy of Tasso’; §crious and lengthy wc?rk
on gastronomy, there is a rare pamphlet entitled 4 Datne IBook. Jor Good Housewives
written by one Bartholomewe Dawe in 1588. It is written in dialogue form to lthe
gentlewomen of South Hampshire and advises them on how.to 1:nakc dairy-
meats: cheeses, butters, creams, etc. Dawe publishes it, he says in luls address to
the reader, because women are not only peculiarly associated W-l.th daxry-wo;‘k but
also because they need physical activity to prevent them geting ‘do\.fvne in the
dumpes’. The short work also includes a poem by hi's wtfe' Katharm‘e on t.he
virtues of getting up early. Certainly, circles for discussing an‘ythmg with
intelligent and interested friends would have helped to pass the time, and the
practice of naming sources for their remedies even if’ they were mercl)./ from
friends rather than well-known authorities, which is initiated in manuscripts .by
women from this period, seems to indicate that they were discussing possibilities
with companions in one way or another.

Aristocratic ladies would have had, therefore, a number of reasons to practise, ‘to
write down and discuss receipts and remedies. It passed the time and was a :soc:fxl
medium for exchange, a leisure activity. Medicinal and household science is still
necessary in terms of country life, both for the women thcms’elves.and the
community on their estates, Possibly, the responsibility of aristocratic ladies of the
sixteenth century for these practices led to emulation of them by the new
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courtiers and gentry. For some, the responsibilities were part of a devetional
exercise in serving the community. In any event, such work allowed women to
function in public in the restricted sense of going out to perform a public service;
and in doing so offered them a rare opportunity Lo leave the private sphere of the
house,

At the same time, on the continent in Italy at least two universities trained
women in medicine, in other words, through training in medical practice they
were most unusually permitted into a public institution. This recognilion of
women’s intelleciual capability would undoubtedly have been known in court
circles in England, given the extensive travel by the English aristocracy and
gentry to Haly at the time.®® While women were not permitted into the
universities in England, vernacular work on medicine, herbal treatment and
household secrets, such as John Gerard’s Herbal, credits women as the source for
receipts and remedies.®® It appears to have been a field where women’s
conventional domestic work and a growing commercial domain for men came
together. There were common areas of knowledge, and hence interchange and
some parity of knowledge and experience. Henrietta Maria’s intellectual circle
was made up of aristocratic ladies and more ordinary gentlemen, with common
interests in medical science.

The books atiributed to Henrietta Maria and Elizabeth Grey reflect aspects of
all these areas of motivation. Both are also srnall bocks, octavo in format, and
while Grey’s is written with some style, neither has pretensions; they are practical
products. Alethea Talbot’s book is a rather different handsome quarto, and in
conclusion it is worth considering its structure and asking again what kind of
knowledge it offers. Natura Exenterala comes in part from a substantial
manuscript®® that shows its sources to be broadly the same as for many
contemporary household manuscripts; indeed several receipts, such as the one for
sugared and baked turnip to cure a cough, are the same as Elizabeth Grey’s,
indicating a common family practice. But the printed book rearranges material
and adds rather different sections. It begins with Alethea’s receipts and those of
her circle, roughly in order of preparation technique: ointments, oils, etc. This is
followed by some experimental receipts of the new chemistry, accompanied by
chemical symbols. Then come Ann Dacre’s receipts from the 1570s to 1580s,
thirty to forty years earlier than Alethea’s initial writing and a good eighty years

before the publication, which include herbal preparations, planting and
techniques for distillation. Accompanying the earlier work by Ann Dacre are
n"xedical receipts by her contemporaries, including letters of advice on specific
ailments that give fascinating insight into doctor-patient relationships ¢ 1570,
The printed book concludes with sections on horse-breeding, knitting, sugar
cookery, and household science: partly a token gesture to household work but in

fact a carefully selected set of instructions on topics relatively new to England in
the seventeenth century.
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Noites
I The year 1653 marks the advent of published texts in English by women on these matters, but it

should be noted that the silence was broken by Nicolas Culpeper’s translation of the London
Pharmacopoeta in 1649.
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