
Women Beware Women, The Changeling, The
Roaring Girl, and Chaste Maid in Cheapside:
Exploring the Female Experience in Jacobean
Drama
The Jacobean era (1603-1625) witnessed a remarkable flourishing of
English drama, characterized by its exploration of complex themes, rich
language, and dynamic characters. Among the most notable playwrights of
this period were Thomas Middleton, Thomas Heywood, and John Fletcher,
whose works often featured strong and complex female characters. This
article examines four significant Jacobean plays—Women Beware Women,
The Changeling, The Roaring Girl, and Chaste Maid in Cheapside—to
explore the multifaceted portrayal of women in early modern English
drama.

Women Beware Women: Female Deceit and Revenge

Thomas Middleton's Women Beware Women (1621) is a cautionary tale
about the dangers of female deceit. The play centers on Bianca, a young
woman who is manipulated and betrayed by her mother, Livia, and her
husband, Leantio. Bianca's desire for independence and sexual fulfillment
leads her down a path of deception and revenge, ultimately resulting in her
downfall.
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The portrayal of female characters in Women Beware Women is complex
and nuanced. While Bianca is often seen as a victim of male manipulation,
her own actions are far from innocent. She actively participates in the
deception of her husband and displays a ruthless streak when seeking
revenge. Livia, Bianca's mother, is a cunning and manipulative figure who
uses her knowledge of her daughter's weaknesses to control her.

Through these characters, Middleton explores the darker side of female
nature, highlighting the dangers of unchecked ambition and desire. Women
Beware Women serves as a warning against the consequences of female
deceit and the need for women to navigate the treacherous waters of a
patriarchal society.

The Changeling: Female Agency and Madness

Thomas Middleton and William Rowley's The Changeling (1622) is a
tragicomedy that explores the theme of female agency and the
consequences of madness. The play features Beatrice-Joanna, a young
woman who disguises herself as a man in order to escape an arranged
marriage. In the guise of Alonzo de Piracquo, Beatrice-Joanna falls in love
with Alsemero, a nobleman.
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Beatrice-Joanna's transformation into Alonzo represents her desire for
freedom and self-determination. Through this disguise, she is able to assert
her agency and pursue her own desires. However, her deception also leads
to a series of tragic consequences. Beatrice-Joanna's madness, triggered
by the guilt of her deception, becomes a symbol of the social and
psychological constraints that limit female autonomy.

The Changeling raises important questions about the nature of female
identity and the limitations imposed on women in early modern society.
Beatrice-Joanna's struggle for agency and her ultimate descent into
madness highlight the complexities of the female experience in Jacobean
drama.

The Roaring Girl: Female Transgression and Empowerment

Thomas Dekker and Thomas Middleton's The Roaring Girl (1611) is a
comedy that celebrates the transgressive nature of women. The play
features Moll Cutpurse, a notorious female thief and cross-dresser. Moll
challenges societal norms by engaging in traditionally masculine activities
and pursuing her own desires.

Unlike the tragic heroines of Women Beware Women and The Changeling,
Moll Cutpurse is a powerful and resourceful woman who embraces her own
agency. She uses her wit and cunning to outsmart her adversaries and
achieve her goals. Through Moll, Dekker and Middleton explore the
potential for female empowerment and the subversion of gender roles.

The Roaring Girl offers a refreshing and subversive portrayal of female
experience in Jacobean drama. Moll Cutpurse's transgressive behavior



challenges the patriarchal order and celebrates the strength and
independence of women.

Chaste Maid in Cheapside: Female Virtue and Social Mobility

Thomas Middleton's Chaste Maid in Cheapside (1630) is a comedy that
focuses on the theme of female virtue and social mobility. The play features
Moll, a young woman who is pursued by three suitors from different social
classes. Moll must navigate the complexities of courtship and marriage
while maintaining her virtue and reputation.

Unlike the other plays discussed in this article, Chaste Maid in Cheapside
presents a more positive portrayal of female experience. Moll is a virtuous
and resourceful young woman who ultimately achieves a happy marriage
with her true love. The play highlights the importance of female virtue in
early modern society and the possibility for women to achieve social
mobility through marriage.

The four plays examined in this article—Women Beware Women, The
Changeling, The Roaring Girl, and Chaste Maid in Cheapside—offer a
diverse and complex portrayal of the female experience in Jacobean
drama. These plays explore themes of female deceit, agency,
transgression, virtue, and social mobility, shedding light on the multifaceted
nature of women's lives in early modern England.

Through their rich characters, intricate plots, and insightful social
commentary, these plays continue to fascinate and inspire audiences
today, providing valuable insights into the historical and cultural forces that
shaped the female experience in the early modern period.
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