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Those disaffected with postmodern critical practices will ap-

preciate the stance of many writers in this collection.  Reading the
Renaissance suggests no new methodology for approaching litera-

ture; rather, in statement and practice these gracefully written and

insightful essays recommend and model a reversion to an earlier

approach.  Both adherents and detractors of  postmodernism should

appreciate the contribution this volume makes to an understand-

ing of  early modern literature.

Andrew Barnaby and Lisa J. Schnell.  Literate Experience: The Work
of  Knowing in Seventeenth-Century English Writing.  New York:

Palgrave; Houndsmills: Macmillan, 2002.  xiii + 243pp.  $55.00

Review by HUGH WILSON, SUNY-PLATTSBURGH.

Literate Experience offers to demonstrate an early modern para-

digm shift, coinciding with the rise of  modern science, involving

changes in the interrelated conceptions of knowledge and legiti-

mate authority.  The authors remark that “to the thinkers and writers

of  the seventeenth century, knowledge was more properly a social

issue than a purely philosophical one” (xi).  In support of this

contention, the five central chapters of this book are intended to

demonstrate changing attitudes toward epistemology and chal-

lenge traditional readings of  selected works by Bacon, Shakespeare,

Lanyer, Marvell, and Behn.  Each author is portrayed as progres-

sively more estranged from the Elizabethan world picture than

the next.  New perspectives on established figures sometimes gen-

erate new insights, and in that regard, this book is a partial success.

Although many of  the ideas proposed provoke serious objections

and reservations, the last chapter was genuinely exciting, and left

the reader with the feeling of  learning something significant.

This chapter appears to develop from ideas sketched in

Barnaby’s Princeton dissertation, “Polities of  Knowing: Epistemo-

logical and Political Reform in Bacon, Hobbes, and Milton” [1989],

and in Barnaby’s essay, “‘Things Themselves’: Francis Bacon’s Epis-

temological Reform and the Maintenance of the State,” Renaissance
and Reformation 21:4 (Autumn 1997): 57-80.  Bacon is central to
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the book’s preoccupation with method, but Bacon is unconvincingly

depicted as a cynical absolutist, even a torturer (66; 213).  Barnaby

and Schnell portray Bacon as a skeptic of  religion and a committed

authoritarian, as if he had newly rediscovered (and embraced) the

hoary speculation that religion was nothing but a charade to in-

timidate and subdue the masses, as if  he sought to reform the

acquisition of knowledge in order to ratify rather than to trans-

form the status quo.  The Bacon who wrote the New Atlantis, the

rhapsodic passages in the Advancement of Learning, the Bacon who

read More and Erasmus, who excited both John Milton and

Abraham Cowley, the man who inspired the Royal Society, disap-

pears.  Despite all the discussion of  Bacon’s method, of  his episte-

mology, Bacon’s great and humane essay, “Of  Truth,” is never

mentioned.

The second chapter appears to elaborate ideas aired in

Barnaby’s, “Authorized Versions: Measure for Measure and the

Politics of  Biblical Interpretation,” Renaissance Quarterly 51:4 (Winter

1998): 1225-54.  There, Barnaby makes the contrarian argument

that instead of criticizing worldly practices in light of the ideals

expressed in the Sermon on the Mount, Shakespeare was allegedly

suggesting the impracticality of  such ideals from a skeptical,

worldly perspective.  Contrary to the traditional Christian reading

of Measure for Measure, the authors declare that the premise of the

Duke of  Vienna’s plot is “morally repugnant,” and suggest that

Shakespeare was trying to expose religion as a mere manipulative

ideology.  As Barnaby and Schnell observe, Duke Vincentio lies,

but one might regard his lies as part of a pedagogic stratagem just

as the equally bald lies of  Jane Elliott were in her famous experi-

ment with prejudice in which she purposely discriminates against

children for having “blue eyes” or “brown eyes.”  In this reader’s

view, the entire tone and tenor, the plot and allusions of

Shakespeare’s play undermine any theory that the play drama-

tizes any Shakespearean repudiation of  religion, or any glorifica-

tion of political authority as such.  (Of course, the credibility of

particular authorities is a matter of  discernment.)  The Duke of

dark corners acts like a benevolent Deus absconditus.
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Instead of satirizing religion, Measure for Measure seems more

like an attempt to envision an entirely benign authority (very un-

like the actual King James) and to imagine a congenial resolution

to one of the major problems of theodicy: God’s apparent tolera-

tion of evil or the apparent deferral of interdiction, intercession,

and judgment.  As the play concludes, the hypocritical Angelo is

exposed, is convinced of his sin, becomes penitent, and is forgiven.

The play has the atmosphere of a fairy tale or a fable; Machiavelli’s

Italy, the world of  The Prince or Mandragola is worlds away: the

company returns to the palace for marriages and merriment, not

Thyestean feasts, or clandestine after-dinner massacres.

If abstracts are any indication, the third chapter seems to de-

velop ideas broached in Schnell’s Princeton dissertation, “The

Fetter’d Muse: Renaissance Women Writers and the Idea of  a Lit-

erary Career” [1990]; in “Breaking ‘the rule of cortezia’: Aemilia

Lanyer’s dedications to Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum,” Journal of
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 27 (Winter 1997): 77-101; and

in “So great a difference is there in degree’: Aemilia Lanyer and the

Aims of  Feminist Criticism,” Modern Language Quarterly 57 (March

1996): 23-35.  Barnaby and Schnell apologize for largely ignoring

Aemilia Lanyer’s outspoken feminism.  Instead, they claim that

Lanyer is more alienated and socially critical than is usually as-

sumed, that her dedicatory poems to prominent noble women and

her final poem to Cooke-ham reveal a profoundly ambivalent atti-

tude toward patronage: they argue that her poems somehow ex-

press a simultaneous endorsement of and resentment toward the

aristocracy and the entire class system.  Nonetheless, Lanyer’s im-

puted critique of the social hierarchy (as distinguished from her

critique of male chauvinism) does not seem nearly as thorough-

going and far-sighted as that of  Milton or Lilburne, much less

Winstanley or Walwyn.

The fourth chapter develops ideas suggested in Barnaby’s “Af-

fecting the Metaphysics: Marvell’s ‘Definition of Love’ and the Sev-

enteenth-Century Trial of Experience,” Genre 28:4 (Winter 1995):

483-512. The discussion of  Marvell in “Affecting the Metaphys-

ics” invokes John Dryden’s blinkered comment on Donne’s love
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poetry, and reiterates Samuel Johnson’s neoclassical disparagement

of  the metaphysical poets.  Barnaby and Schnell argue that “The

Definition of  Love,” and “The Garden” enact a retreat from politics,

that they express a desire for and a scepticism about the possibility

of  a “restored” social order.  Still, from this chapter, one would

never guess that Marvell was politically active dissident for de-

cades, that he was a friend, co-worker, and defender of  John Milton,

that he worked as an under-secretary for Oliver Cromwell, com-

posed Protestant polemics, and served as an active member of  Par-

liament after the Restoration.

Barnaby and Schnell save their best for last.  Although they

only touch on Aphra Behn’s most absorbing work, Oroonoko, this

last chapter is genuinely interesting: I felt my pulse race because I

knew I was learning something new.  Barnaby and Schnell discuss

the wit and wisdom of some of Behn’s neglected prose transla-

tions, and the permutations of  her strange novella, The Fair Jilt.
Above and beyond Behn’s feminism, the authors find a genuine

(and original) engagement with some of the important philosophical

issues of  the day: epistemology, ethics, and politics.  Aphra Behn is

a complex and elusive character, and the authors appear to grasp

her complexity convincingly.  The revelation of  her intellectual

independence and intelligence are engaging.  The discussions of

Behn’s witty translations and the author’s analyses of  The Fair Jilt
are not always convincing, but they are genuinely illuminating.

Still, this reader wishes there had been more acknowledgment of

previous scholarship, more acknowledgment of Behn the feminist,

the humanist, and the novelist.  Compared to Bacon, Shakespeare,

Lanyer, and Marvell, Aphra Behn seems morally unstable, even

erratic.  On one hand, her feminism, her unfeigned respect for a real

or imagined black slave, and her manifest contempt for his white

torturers reveal a spontaneous humanity.  On the other hand, at

other times Behn seems caught up in the world of the Stuart

masque, the Royal African Company, and the slaver’s guinea; at

other times she seems drawn toward the world of the Restoration

rakes, toward the cynical attitudes of  Rochester and La

Rochefoucauld, toward the vortex of  nihilism.
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The ideas of  Barnaby and Schnell are often out-lyers in the

continuum of  opinion, and a stronger, more explicit review of  the

scholarly literature on the poems, plays, and novels they discuss

would be welcome.  The authors need to engage ideas of those

outside the charmed circle of  their own “discursive community.”

The book closes with several pages of scholastic abstraction that

Bacon described as one of  the distempers of  learning–sometimes

it seems that the demonstration of mastery of the fashionable idiom

matters more than what is being said.  The book concludes with a

brief and orphic epilogue refers to the so-called “experiment [?]

we call America,” and suggests we might benefit from relearning

the lessons of  history, but what those lessons are, remains unsaid.

Although this study has the weaknesses of an early selection, both

scholars are young and audacious, and their insights will deepen

over time.  When the authors resonate with a particular writer,

their readings are more persuasive: the resourceful, idiosyncratic

Aphra Behn fits their theory better than the others; chapter five

was their best.

Douglas Anderson.  William Bradford’s Books: Of  Plymouth

Plantation and the Printed Word.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins

University Press, 2003.  ix + 280 pp.  $45.00.  Review by WILLIAM

J. SCHEICK, UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN.

From the outset Douglas Anderson puts his readers on notice

that his study offers “a wandering viewpoint … rang[ing] back-

ward and forward through the bulk of Bradford’s book” (22).

Expect neither a fully enunciated thesis nor a sequential develop-

ment of argument, and (it might be added) do not look for any

help from the 100-word, extraordinarily general book-jacket de-

scription.  If the reviewer’s task includes summarizing the con-

tents of a book, then in this instance such an undertaking is harder

than usual.

 The title announces Anderson’s subject: the books that Bradford

read or could have read, and also the impact of  his keen awareness

of  these works in particular, print media in general, and his own


