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Elizabethan period marks the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the modern period. Hence it exhibits the characteristics of both the periods. There is a clash of two cultures bringing in paradoxes. It seems to be more evident in the realm of virginity than else where, as for example, Queen Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen. There is an emphasis on passion, implying to express the passionate side of life is not incompatible with the virgin state. We can point out two dimensions in the concept of virginity in Elizabethan period: the virgin-man and the virgin-beloved. The dramatists like William Shakespeare and John Lyly deal with this theme, though each from a different perspective. Shakespeare in 1 Henry VI analyses it from a secular and religious point of view. In the play he has created a heroic but controversial character in the person of Joan la Pucelle, a peasant girl claiming power as consecrated virgin. Using that power she becomes Charles the Dauphine’s adviser and military champion to save France from England. Shakespeare presents before us two pictures of Joan: a holy maid and a whore/witch. At the beginning, the Bastard of Orleans introduces Joan to the Dauphin: ‘Be not dismayed, for succor is at hand: | A holy maid hither with me I bring’
. But at the end, she is turned into a witch, condemned to burn, for she has become ‘the holy maid with child’
. Surprisingly, both the French and the English focus on her virginity: the French see it as a power coming from God, but the English, as a power coming from the devil and regard it as intrinsically threatening. 

From this Elizabethan virgin-man and virgin-beloved, and Shakespearean virgin-saint and holy-maid-with-child conflict, we may draw a three dimensional portrait of Joan.

i. A virgin saint or a virgin claiming divine power and saintly visitation, involved in witchcraft, which is the main focus of my paper.

Though a simple peasant maid, Joan was a military genius, who, through the power of her virginity and divine assistance, brought salvation to France. She was acclaimed as France’s saviour, on the one hand, but a witch condemned to the stake, on the other. Early modern representation of Joan was Shakespeare’s Pucelle. The word pucelle means virgin, but in a special way, with distinct shades connoting youth, innocence and nubility. In Old French it was used for a young girl, while in Middle French for a young unmarried woman. ‘Vierge’ was also sometimes added to imply chastity. The connotation to virginity became firmer in the Middle Ages especially with the introduction of the word ‘despulceler’ (deflower) in the 12th century
. Shakespeare’s use of pucelle for Joan may justify in this sense (a ‘pulcella’, for the French, as their virgin martial saint and saviour, but a ‘despulcella’ for the English, in the context of holy-maid-with-child). Then the question: Does Shakespeare portray Joan as a saint or a whore or both? I would say both, wherein lies the paradox. Here we should bear in mind that 16th century England was simultaneously Catholic and Protestant
 and Shakespeare was writing to cater for both. This may account for Shakespeare’s treatment of Joan as a whore/witch, on the one hand, and a holy maid/saint, on the other. As a clandestine Catholic
, he must have been primarily, though implicitly, focusing on the latter. 

What could be the real motive of the trial and burning of Joan at the stake, political or religious? I would say political. She was not burnt for witchcraft, but to discredit Charles VII. Joan, who led France from victory to victory, proved to be a military threat for the English and their Burgandian allies. The clerics, who tried Joan in 1431, were supporters of Anglo-Burgandian cause and they wanted to find her guilty of witchcraft. They knew a witch couldn’t be a virgin and Joan was an intact virgin. Yet it did not prevent them from proceeding with her prosecution. They thought her death would bring to an end all the controversies/conflicts surrounding her. True, her death eliminated the military threat she posed for the Anglo-Burgandian allies, but not her spiritual and moral threat. Once Charles was safely on the throne and the English were no longer an immediate threat he launched a retrial and rehabilitation (1456) to reclaim Joan’s honour. These proceedings became the source of the material that was used for her canonisation in 1920. 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Joan in the play is the dramatised version of this historical Joan seen from both perspectives, English (Protestant) and French (Catholic). Joan portrayed as a whore/witch could be rather easily accepted by the Protestant audience/readers of the play. Protestant theory distrusted single women and female communities alike. Since Protestants doubted that women could remain celibate, women in both those alternative situations were subject to suspicion and whoredom.
 Besides, a woman, if unmarried, was expected to be submissive to her father, and if married, to her husband. She was not supposed to wear male clothing, lead armies, and command kings. So in Joan’s case, it is easier to believe that her anomalous female strength came from demonic sources. All her military power and success seem to have been the result of her consorting with fiends and finally deceived and forsaken by them.

But the clandestine Catholic Shakespeare’s view seems to be more convincing. Joan is a virgin like other numerous Catholic women saints but she demonstrates more worldly power than most of them. We know there are warrior saints, though rare, like St George and Archangel Michael, whose dragon adversary is Satan himself. But Joan’s adversary is evil personified in the guise of the English nation. Though she becomes a collection of emblems in the real or literary world, the true picture of Joan is lost sight of, namely, ‘she who consistently refused in her life time every appearance she was asked to take’
. Shakespeare dwells on this aspect in the play by effectively employing discourses like romance, sainthood and witchcraft.

The presence of romance discourse in the play is quite evident. Charles the Dauphin appears also as a courtly lover and the holy maid as a beloved, maybe a Petrarchan chaste beloved. In this respect Charles’ court even resembles the historical Elizabethan court or the Cynthian court in Lyly’s play, Endimion. Overwhelmed by the invincible courage and military skill of Joan in the battle, Charles says: ‘Stay, stay thy hands! Thou art an Amazon | And fightest with the sword of Deborah’
. Then as a lover he proceeds to her: ‘Impatiently I burn with thy desire; | My heart and hands thou hast at once subdued’
. But she rejects all such moves. ‘I must not yield to any rites of love, | For my profession’s sacred from above’
. Thus convinced of her divine vocation to save France, she offers a challenge to Charles.

Joan
My courage try by thy combat, if thou dar’st,




And thou shalt find that I exceed my sex.




Resolve on this, thou shalt be fortunate




If thou receive me for thy warlike mate
.

The implication is that Charles cannot claim her as a sexual partner, but only as war partner and divinely sent saviour. Hence his approach towards her should be one of reverence and worship, not of romance and passion. That means he could be a reverential courtly lover, like an Elizabethan or Cynthian courtier. Under the influence of Petrarchism and Neoplatonism, Renaissance literature produced a number of love discourses in which the chaste beloved is occasionally seen as reconciling the opposition of spirit and matter within her person, based on the assumption that a chaste woman could serve as a bridge between the material and the spiritual world
. These discourses in their attempt to deny the materiality of the chaste woman, as she was seen to be exclusively spiritual, excluded female sexuality from their idealised chaste beloved. The courting of Elizabeth or Joan or Cynthia could be interpreted in this sense. 

In all these cases, it is the woman who effects a change in the attitude of the man, from romance and passion to reverence and worship. This again confirms the notion of the chaste and holy beloved. Thus Charles in his transformed stage even decides to divide the crown with Joan and to name her as France’s saint after her death, for she is the ‘Divinest creature, Astrea’s daughter’
.

Elizabeth I was often associated with Astrea. The dramatist thus draws a parallel between Joan and Elizabeth and turns our attention to Joan’s powerful virginity. In the political context it is seen as a threat, initially felt only by the English. But with the defeat of the French in the battle, they also begin to see her as a threat. Charles blames her for the defeat and accuses her for being a ‘deceitful dame’
. But she turns the blame back on Charles and his soldiers for their irresponsibility and lukewarm attitude in the war.

From the moment Charles sees the gradual decline of Joan’s military power, his attitude towards her begins to change. He addresses her as ‘sweeting’
. Alencon, her companion at-arms, calls her ‘sweet virgin’
. Being back to the rhetoric of romantic courting, they are trying to reverse the process of transformation effected by Joan. Besides, in contrast to the traditional view of temptation and sin, according to which it is the woman who tempts and causes the fall, Charles and Alencon seem to be enticing Joan into sin. 

It could also be interpreted as a political tactic. Charles begins by courting Joan romantically. But he is forced to accept her only as a divinely sent soldier. She bravely fights and wins the battle against the English. Now that she does not use her military power, Charles changes his tactics and asks her to use the enchanting or bewitching power of her words to win over the enemy. ‘Speak, Pucelle, and enchant him with thy words’
. It looks as if both Charles and Alencon are trying to change Joan from a divinely inspired virgin to a wife, the natural destiny awaiting a virgin. The historical Alencon also tried to court and marry Elizabeth. What could be the underlying motive of courting Joan? Joan belongs to the peasant class and hence her marriage with either Alencon or Charles is practically impossible, for they belong to the noble class. So she could at least be their mistress. Then deprived of her virginity and hence autonomy and power, she will no longer be a threat to the established social order.

From the English side, the threat implied in Joan’s virginity is very clear. From the very beginning they perceived that power to be the cause of their defeat. She is often referred to by the English as a witch or whore: ‘Foul fiend of France, and hag of all despite, | Encompassed with thy lustful paramours!’
. The assumption behind this vilification is that a woman in herself can have no power. 

To grant a woman power would imply an overturning of social and cultural norms. Consequently, her power must come from the devil, since it is he and never God – who is interested in overthrowing the “natural” order of things.

At the end, all the allegations against Joan are shown to be true, when she calls upon the fiends whom she used to secure French triumph and claims to be pregnant to escape from the stake. And she ceases to be a threat and is completely managed by her jailers.

Joan seen as an icon of Queen Elizabeth may lead to the following conclusions. If the holy maid paints a flattering portrait of the Virgin Queen of England, the holy maid with child paints a detracting portrait. The threat of Elizabeth’s anomalous virginity can clearly be seen within the threat of Joan’s demonic virginity. Like consecrated Catholic virgins, Elizabeth claimed personal autonomy. But given the negative image of virginity in Protestant England, any comparison to virgins was bound to be “tainted”.
 Joan is a poor peasant maid risen to power and autonomy on the claims of her consecrated virginity and divine revelations and hence uncontrollable by any natural power, indirectly referring to the uncontrollable power of the Virgin Queen as well.  

ii. A subversive, anomalous woman acting in the male political and military spheres and thus usurping the male power and threatening to overthrow the established social order. This is very clear in Joan’s vehement retort to Charles who blames her for the French defeat: 

 Joan
Wherefore is Charles impatient with his friend?




At all times will you have my power alike?




Sleeping or waking must I still prevail,




Or will you blame and lay the fault on me?




Improvident soldiers! had your watch been good,




This sudden mischief never could have fall’n
.

Here Joan could be branded as an assertive woman and hence anomalous, for assertiveness was considered a male trait. Generally, the virgin character, as she does not directly come under man’s authority, shows herself to be more assertive and powerful in her role than the non-virgin. ‘Despite the truly spectacular number of assertive women in Renaissance literature, female assertiveness continued to be widely regarded as abnormal’
. In such a system, still strong in early modern England, a woman soldier is certainly a contradiction. Hence Joan’s subversive and anomalous nature implies the same in Queen Elizabeth as well. In Sixteenth century England, with the abolition of monasteries and nunneries by Henry VIII, a perpetual virgin, whether consecrated or not, was considered anomalous. Though the image of a cloistered nun or a consecrated virgin was/is often thought of as demeaning, it did/does highlight an important truth: The Catholic nun, as a consecrated virgin, defines precisely by her isolation from men, that she is the property of no “man” but of God. The virgin, then, is the only woman who defines herself exclusively in relationship to her own body, to her own selfhood.

No wonder why Queen Elizabeth embraced, as her vocation, the very virginity her father suppressed. The life and experience of medieval heroic virgins, like Joan of Arc, must have greatly influenced her. Though not vowed to consecrated virginity, her life had affinity to it. She was not only the head of a secular state, but also the supreme governor of the English Church.

In this context we may also point out Joan as a martial maiden exemplar of Queen Elizabeth. In 1588, at the time of the Spanish Armada, like a king dressed in breastplate and carrying the Sword of State, Elizabeth surveyed the rank of her soldiers. In her speech she said: ‘I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king’.
 She accepted the biological fact of the femaleness of her body natural with all the weakness and womanly frailty, but she countered it with the masculine strength of her body politic. In the same way, Joan as a woman military leader countered her weak body natural with her strong body martial. Could it be attributed to the strength of their virgin status? Certainly yes. 

Shakespeare’s Pucelle may not be the virgin of historical record, but many adult women characters in early modern drama refuse marriage and remain virgins. Thus they opt out of patriarchal sexual economy that destroys female autonomy and facilitates men to use women as sexual slaves or objects. In that economy military genius and power are not for women, but for men. Chastity and virginity in the strict sense do not belong to sexual categories, but to moral categories signifying a relation between the will and the flesh, giving greater will power and ability to control themselves and others. So remaining virgins, both Joan and Elizabeth gained personal autonomy and power to control and lead others and not to be controlled and led by men.

iii.
A woman leading a man, challenging the very concept of sexual symmetry – male as dominant and female as subordinate – regarded as a universal phenomenon. But here is a simple peasant woman guiding and directing a powerful king. This change could be attributed to the Renaissance and humanist education made available to women, even though it benefited only a handful of aristocratic women. But they proved themselves to be equal or even superior to men. Hence the dramatists, through their strong and powerful women characters, challenge the traditionally accepted sexual symmetry. Quite significantly they are virgins, for to be married means they have to be submissive to their husbands. Peggy Reeves Sanday in her research on the origin of sexual inequality concludes that there was a time in human cultural evolution when women ruled. Now how did the idea of female subordination originate? Sanday points out that it probably originated from the association of nature with women and nurture (culture) with men, as women are seen to be closer to nature and men to nurture. Thus men are accounted the right to control women. Western colonialism seemed to have played a significant role in spreading this idea around the world. The task of the coloniser is to subdue nature, to civilise the uncivilised. This theme is well illustrated in Shakespeare’s play, The Tempest, where Prospero, the coloniser, dispossesses Caliban, the native. If in 1 Henry VI the predominant guiding and controlling role is given to a woman, in The Tempest it is given to a man. The former belongs to the Elizabethan period, while the latter to the Jacobean period. This may justify the interchange of roles. For in both Shakespeare pays a high tribute to the reigning monarch. The dramatist seems to have purposely selected a virgin character to make the challenge of sexual symmetry more powerful. 
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