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About the book

*The Tragedy of Mariam, the Fair Queen of Jewry* by Elizabeth Cary, first

published in 1613, is notable as one of the earliest plays in English written

by a woman. The narrative revolves around the historical figures of King

Herod and his wife, Queen Mariam, exploring the upheaval that ensues

following a rumor of Herod's death. This rumor sets off a chain of events

that exposes the vulnerabilities and power struggles among the court,

reflecting the pervasive influence of male authority and the precariousness of

women's positions in society.

Cary adeptly weaves together themes of dynastic conflict, gender politics,

and the ramifications of Roman imperialism throughout the play. As the

characters grapple with the potential for Herod's demise, tensions flare

among his family and servants, revealing their motivations and ambitions. In

this male-dominated environment, Mariam emerges as a complex figure,

navigating the treacherous waters of power while simultaneously

challenging the constraints placed upon her by a patriarchal society.

As the plot unfolds, the characters confront their ambitions and desires,

leading to dramatic shifts in alliances and the unveiling of betrayal. Cary’s

nuanced portrayal of these dynamics positions her work as a significant

critique of gender inequities, ultimately highlighting the strength and

resilience of her titular character, Mariam.
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Cary's play invites reflection on the historical context of her time, offering

insight into the ways women's voices were marginalized yet powerful,

underscoring the importance of Mariam as a figure of agency and resistance.

As such, *The Tragedy of Mariam* not only serves as a gripping drama but

also as a pivotal contribution to early modern women's writing and a

commentary on the societal structures of her era.
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About the author

In the early 17th century, Elizabeth Cary emerged as a groundbreaking

figure in English literature, renowned for her pioneering contributions as a

playwright and poet. Born circa 1585 into a well-to-do family, Cary was

ahead of her time, breaking through the barriers that constrained women

writers. She is particularly celebrated for her play "The Tragedy of Mariam,"

published in 1613, which is notable for being the first play written by an

English woman.

Cary's works delve deeply into the themes of female agency and the

intricacies of love and betrayal, reflecting her engagement with the

challenges women faced in a patriarchal society. Her characters often

embody the struggles for power and autonomy, illustrating the complexities

of their emotional landscapes. This focus on women's experiences made

Cary a significant voice in early modern literature and opened the door for

future female authors to express their own narratives.

Despite the societal constraints imposed by her gender, Cary's innovative

style and thoughtful exploration of gender dynamics have garnered

increasing recognition over the years. Her writing not only challenged the

status quo of her time but also paved the way for an evolving discourse on

female authority in literature. Elizabeth Cary's legacy is a testament to the

enduring impact of women's voices in the literary landscape, influencing
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generations of writers who followed in her footsteps.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1. The Antiquities of the Jews

Summary of Chapter 1: The Tragedy of Mariam

In the opening chapter of "The Tragedy of Mariam" by Elizabeth Cary, the

stage is set for a gripping tale of love, jealousy, and betrayal against a

backdrop of political intrigue in ancient Judea. The narrative draws upon

historical accounts from Flavius Josephus, particularly focusing on the

tumultuous relationship between Herod the Great and his wife, Mariamne,

alongside the manipulations of Cleopatra.

The chapter opens with Mariamne grappling with the precariousness of her

situation as her husband, Herod, departs to meet Mark Antony, where he

must defend his ruthless reign. Concerned for his safety and their

relationship, Herod secretly instructs his loyal servant, Joseph, to eliminate

Mariamne should any threats emerge to his reign. This order underscores the

intensity of Herod's love for Mariamne, which is marred by deep-seated

jealousy and suspicion.

As political tensions rise, rumors of Herod's potential demise ripple through

the palace, prompting Alexandra, Mariamne's mother, to urge the women to

seek refuge with the Roman legions. Yet, Herod's diplomatic maneuvering

allows him to secure his position by aligning with Antony, vanquishing the
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immediate threats to his rule. However, this victory does little to quell the

jealousy brewing within him, particularly egged on by Salome, his scheming

sister, who resents Mariamne.

Upon Herod's return, the atmosphere thickens with unease as he confronts

Mariamne, driven by unfounded suspicions about her loyalty and her

relationship with Joseph. Despite Mariamne’s steadfast attempts to affirm

her fidelity, Herod’s irrational jealousy escalates into a disastrous

decision—ordering Joseph's execution without seeking the truth.

Mariamne’s struggle to survive becomes increasingly perilous, as she

navigates a treacherous landscape of political machinations where love turns

to torment. Once a source of strength and comfort, Herod's affections morph

into a cycle of fear and despair, reflecting the tragic circumstances in which

Mariamne finds herself. 

Through rich characterization and emotional gravitas, the chapter explores

themes of jealousy and betrayal, painting Mariamne not merely as a

beautiful and strong woman but as a victim of tragic irony in a world

dominated by power struggles. As the chapter concludes, the juxtaposition

of love and jealousy casts a shadow over Mariamne’s future, foreshadowing

the impending calamity that will ensnare both her and Herod in their tragic

fates.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2. The Wars of the Jews

In Chapter 2 of "The Tragedy of Mariam," the narrative delves into the

 complex interplay of personal relationships and political machinations

during King Herod's reign. The chapter begins with the Arabian prince

Syllaeus expressing interest in marrying Salome, Herod's sister. Despite

Salome's willingness to wed, Syllaeus's refusal to convert to Judaism leads

to his departure without a marriage alliance, igniting tensions in Herod's

court. This dismissal triggers accusations of infidelity against Salome from

her brother Pheroras and the other wives of King Herod, heightening the

atmosphere of suspicion and discord.

As Herod consolidates his power, his marriage to Mariamme, the daughter

of Alexander, adds to domestic unrest. Herod's decision to marry Mariamme

not only alienates his first son, Antipater, whom he banishes out of fear for

his loyalty but also deepens Mariamme’s resentment towards him. She is

painfully reminded of the violent actions Herod took against her own family,

notably the execution of her brother, Aristobolus, after he became High

Priest. Herod's fervent love for Mariamme contrasts starkly with her growing

disdain, creating an emotional turmoil that underscores the tragic narrative.

The chapter escalates when Herod, consumed by jealousy and paranoia,

suspects Mariamme of infidelity, particularly with Mark Antony, a powerful

Roman politician. In a fit of rage, he orders Mariamme's death, delegating
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the grim task to Joseph, Salome's husband. However, Joseph, acting out of a

sense of loyalty to Mariamme, informs her of Herod’s deadly intentions.

When confronted, Herod’s misplaced trust and volatile temper lead him to

an irreversible tragedy: he kills both Mariamme and Joseph in a fit of wrath.

This chapter culminates in Herod's profound sorrow as he grasps the true

depth of his feelings for Mariamme only after her demise. Her death

symbolizes the destructive consequences of love intertwined with jealousy,

epitomizing the central themes of the narrative. The chapter closes with

Herod engulfed in grief, illustrating the turmoil that arises from his actions

and the bitter realities of love and loss, set against the backdrop of royal

obligation and intrigue. Through this turmoil, the chapter exposes the

character motivations driving the tragedy, revealing the fragile nature of

power and affection within the royal court.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 1. Instruction of a Christian
Woman

Summary of Chapter 3: The Tragedy of Mariam

In Chapter 3 of Elizabeth Cary's "The Tragedy of Mariam," we explore the

intense emotional and psychological struggles of the protagonist, Mariam.

This chapter delves into her challenges amidst a patriarchal society, where

loyalty and betrayal intertwine in her tumultuous relationships, particularly

with her husband, Herod.

Mariam is caught in a web of loyalty toward Herod, the king, while

simultaneously experiencing feelings of disloyalty from those around her.

Her internal conflict becomes palpable as she navigates her limited agency

in a world that seeks to suppress her voice. The narrative delves into her

resilience, emphasizing her desire for empowerment against societal

expectations that dictate a woman's behavior as submissive and compliant.

Key interactions highlight the complexities of Mariam and Herod's marriage,

revealing a blend of affection, manipulation, and the burdens of political

power. Herod, characterized as a tyrant, grapples with his feelings for

Mariam while facing the harsh realities of his reign. This duality underscores

the tragic elements of their relationship, as personal and political tensions
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collide.

The theme of gender roles further permeates the chapter, illuminating

Mariam's struggle against the prescribed norms of femininity. Contrary to

societal expectations, she strives to assert her intelligence and strength,

challenging the limitations imposed upon her. 

Overall, Chapter 3 poignantly captures the tragic essence of Mariam’s plight,

combining rich character development with profound themes of love, power,

and the quest for identity, thus advancing her heart-wrenching narrative in a

compelling way.
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Chapter 4: 2. The second tome of homilies

In Chapter 4 of Elizabeth Cary's "The Tragedy of Mariam," the narrative

 delves into the rigid gender roles and societal expectations imposed on

women, particularly within the institution of marriage. The chapter

articulates the belief that women's primary purpose is to remain silent,

submissive, and compliant, reflecting the prevalent ideology of the time.

Drawing on biblical references, particularly from figures like the Apostle

Paul and St. Peter, it illustrates a worldview in which women are deemed

weaker and more susceptible to deception. Consequently, they are expected

to adhere to a supportive role, prioritizing their husbands’ needs and

focusing on childbearing.

This depiction of women's roles underscores a stark imbalance in marital

dynamics, where the burden of obedience is placed almost exclusively on

wives. The text emphasizes that according to these teachings, the ideal

marriage is rooted in mutual respect; however, it is clear that the

responsibility for harmony predominantly falls upon women, who are

expected to nurture and care for their families.

Cary's characters reflect this societal narrative, presenting women as delicate

and easily influenced, which reinforces the notion that their value is derived

from their subservient and accommodating nature. The chapter highlights

the internal tensions that arise from these expectations, suggesting that while
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gentleness and submission are lauded as virtues, they can also lead to

personal struggle as women grapple with the limitations placed on them.

Overall, Cary's writing serves not only as a reflection of the societal norms

of her time but also as a critique, revealing the conflict between personal

aspirations and the performances dictated by societal expectations in the

realm of marriage. The chapter invites readers to reconsider the implications

of such gender roles and the impact they have on individual identity and

fulfillment.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 5 Summary: 3. A godly form of household
government

Summary of Chapter 5: The Tragedy of Mariam

In Chapter 5, Elizabeth Cary delves into the intricate nature of marital

relationships, spotlighting the tensions that arise when wives exhibit

disobedience or challenge their husbands. Cary emphasizes that while

conflicts and misunderstandings are inherent in any partnership, women bear

a particular responsibility to recognize their faults and seek forgiveness from

their spouses. This notion underscores a broader societal and spiritual

expectation for women to submit to their husbands, paralleling the

relationship between the Church and Christ.

Cary anchors her argument in biblical teachings, particularly referencing St.

Paul, to illustrate the essential nature of harmony within marriage. She posits

that a household should operate as a micro-community, where unity is vital

for both divine approval and individual well-being. The chapter broaches the

topic of divorce, portraying it as a rare and generally undesirable outcome,

only permitted in cases of infidelity. This stance reinforces the view of

marriage as a sacred and indissoluble covenant established by God.

Moreover, Cary contends that various hardships—such as health problems,

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


clashing personalities, or moral shortcomings—should not be seen as valid

reasons for severing the marital bond. Instead, she argues these challenges

should strengthen the commitment between partners. The chapter wraps up

with a reiteration of the biblical principles asserting male authority within

marriage, suggesting that a wife's submission is fundamentally intended to

avert discord, mirroring Christ's guidance of the Church.

Throughout this chapter, Cary addresses pivotal themes such as the

permanence of marital bonds, the designated roles of husbands and wives,

and the moral and spiritual obligations tied to these roles. Her work prompts

readers to reflect on the historical and theological contexts of these gender

dynamics, revealing the complexities that underpin the institution of

marriage.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 4. The Book of Common Prayer

In Chapter 6 of "The Tragedy of Mariam," the intricate dynamics of

 marriage are meticulously examined, delving into the equilibrium of power

and respect between husbands and wives. The author presents a traditional

view where a wife is expected to submit to her husband's authority, yet this

submission doesn't negate her intelligence and capabilities; rather, they

should complement and support her husband. This relationship is

metaphorically likened to the harmonious strings of a lute, signifying that

while both partners contribute to the marriage, the husband retains primary

authority.

The chapter draws upon key biblical references that reinforce these

dynamics, particularly teachings from St. Paul and St. Peter. These passages

advocate for selfless love from husbands toward their wives, akin to Christ’s

love for the Church. Husbands are encouraged to treat their wives with

honor and patience, recognizing their intrinsic value as equal partners, while

wives are instructed to show respect for their husbands' leadership.

The author posits that a wise woman can enhance her husband's honor

without attempting to surpass him in wisdom or authority, as such efforts

could lead to conflict. This notion underscores the text's emphasis on a

cooperative partnership characterized by love, respect, and submission,

which are essential to maintaining a stable and loving household.
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Throughout the chapter, themes of gender roles, marital obligations, and the

spiritual dimensions of marriage are explored, painting a vivid picture of the

expectations and responsibilities that govern the institution in this era. This

nuanced analysis invites readers to consider the balance of power and the

intricate interplay of love and duty that define marital relationships.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 5. Basilikon Doron

In Chapter 7 of "The Tragedy of Mariam" by Elizabeth Cary, the narrative

 explores the complex themes of marriage, obedience, and the restrictive

societal roles imposed on women in the early modern period. The chapter

begins by reiterating scriptural mandates for wives to submit to their

husbands, framing obedience as a virtue that is pleasing to God. This set of

expectations is illustrated through biblical figures, particularly Sarah, who

embodies the ideal of wifely obedience.

The chapter transitions to address husbands, emphasizing their responsibility

to treat their wives with care and respect. The message stresses the need for

a balanced relationship where husbands lead with gentleness and affection,

nurturing a sense of partnership rather than hierarchy. This portrayal

constructs an ideal of marital harmony in which the husband’s authority is

exercised with love, and the wife responds with trust.

Central to the chapter are the tensions and expectations that characterize

marital life. The teachings reveal the inherent struggles faced by women, as

they grapple with the fear and limitations imposed upon them by society. In

this context, Mariam's character becomes a focal point, symbolizing the

broader conflict between societal norms and the pursuit of individual

identity. 
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Overall, this chapter poignantly illustrates the intricate interplay of love,

power, and conformity within the institution of marriage. It reflects a

historical worldview wherein women were often relegated to roles of

subservience, yet paradoxically held a revered status as moral and spiritual

anchors within the family. Through Mariam's experiences, Cary critiques the

burdens placed upon women while inviting readers to question the societal

constructs of her time.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 8: 6. The true law of free monarchies

In Chapter 8 of "The Tragedy of Mariam" by Elizabeth Cary, the narrative

 intensifies as characters confront their emotions—particularly anger and

passion—against a backdrop of authority and responsibility. The chapter

deeply explores the dynamics between rulers and their subjects, likening this

relationship to that of a parent nurturing their children. This parental

metaphor becomes central to understanding the expectations placed upon

those in power, as it emphasizes the necessity for rulers to care for, protect,

and guide their people with the same compassion one would hope a father

would provide.

As the chapter unfolds, characters demonstrate significant growth through

their interactions, reflecting on their duties and the importance of exercising

restraint and reason amidst conflicts. The representation of the king shifts

from merely a figure of authority to a guardian whose own well-being is

intertwined with the welfare of his subjects. This portrayal urges readers to

consider the moral obligations inherent in leadership—suggesting that true

authority is inseparable from a sense of compassion and a genuine desire for

the common good.

Overall, Chapter 8 intricately examines moral duty in the context of

leadership, advocating for a mutual sense of responsibility among rulers and

their people. It highlights the profound human emotions that underlie power
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dynamics, ultimately reinforcing the idea that great leadership should foster

community and nurture well-being, much like a caring parent does for their

children.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 7. The Mothers Blessing

In Chapter 9 of "The Tragedy of Mariam" by Elizabeth Cary, the central

 theme revolves around the virtues expected of women, with particular

emphasis on chastity. The chapter draws an analogy between a king and his

subjects, illustrating how a ruler must care for his people as women must

embody ideals such as humility and unwavering devotion to God, especially

through the virtue of chastity.

The narrative elucidates the grave consequences of unchastity, asserting that

a chaste woman draws from an inner well of strength and engages in actions

that reflect her faith, steering clear of vanity and idleness. Cary emphasizes

that deviating from these values leads to sin and shame, invoking biblical

tales, notably the story of Susanna, to highlight the dangers of failing to

uphold virtue.

Moreover, the chapter extols the transformative power of women, using the

Virgin Mary as a prime example of purity and virtue. Mary is presented as a

paragon for women to emulate, illustrating how the pursuit of chastity can

uplift not only the individual but also their family and community.

Cary concludes the chapter with an appeal to instill these values in

daughters, positing that true honor and virtue are found in the embodiment

of chastity. By adhering to these ideals, women can rise above societal
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shame and wield a positive influence on their own lives and those around

them, reinforcing the belief that a woman's worth is fundamentally tied to

her moral character.

Overall, this chapter serves as a compelling reminder of the moral

expectations placed upon women, urging them to maintain purity in the face

of societal obstacles. Through this exploration, Cary highlights the

significance of chastity in the broader context of female empowerment and

responsibility.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 8. A Muzzle for Melastomus

In Chapter 10 of "The Tragedy of Mariam," Elizabeth Cary delves into

 profound themes related to womanhood, marriage, and moral integrity in a

patriarchal society. She begins by addressing societal attitudes towards

women, particularly those who have endured violations. Cary emphasizes

that these women often experience profound shame and isolation, arguing

that their suffering is compounded by unfair societal judgments. Unlike

animals, which act purely on instinct, women are burdened with the weight

of scorn for their lost chastity, rendering their pain even more profound.

Cary contrasts this grim reality with a celebration of marriage, portraying it

as a sacred and joyous alliance that transforms a lonely bachelor into a

beloved husband. Drawing from biblical teachings, she describes the sanctity

and beauty of a virtuous woman, positioning her as central to a man’s

well-being and happiness. To further illustrate her point, Cary compares the

divine nature of marriage to the bond between Christ and the Church,

emphasizing that both men and women share equal worth in the eyes of

God. 

She acknowledges the man’s role as the leader within the marriage but

insists that this authority should not devolve into tyranny. Instead, Cary

advocates for a relationship based on love, compassion, and mutual respect.

She encourages men to view their wives as partners rather than subordinates,
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emphasizing the necessity of treating them with the same dignity one would

afford a cherished friend.

Ultimately, Cary’s message highlights the importance of love, kinship, and

understanding in fostering a harmonious marriage. By advocating for a

balanced power dynamic between spouses, she champions the idea that

mutual respect and affection can lead to a fulfilling and enriching life for

both partners. Through this chapter, Cary not only reflects on the struggles

facing women but also provides a vision for an equitable and nurturing

marital relationship.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 9. Ester Hath Hang'd Haman

In Chapter 11 of "The Tragedy of Mariam" by Elizabeth Cary, the author

 thoughtfully examines the dynamics of gender roles and responsibilities

within marriage through a biblical framework. By asserting that women

should prioritize their spiritual development and maintain a strong

relationship with God, Cary encourages women to choose husbands who

share this commitment, fostering a partnership aimed at mutual growth in

grace and wisdom.

Cary challenges traditional views of male dominance by insisting that

husbands have an obligation to exemplify righteous behavior. She

emphasizes that wives are called to submit only in ways that conform to

divine principles; if a husband were to demand immoral actions, the wife is

justified in refusing to comply, drawing on the biblical story of Sapphira and

Ananias to illustrate this point.

Furthermore, Cary acknowledges that both men and women can possess

virtue and vice, aligning with the biblical notion of the parable of the sheep

and goats, which categorizes individuals based on their moral choices.

Throughout the chapter, she reinforces her arguments with scriptural

references, advocating for a more nuanced and equitable understanding of

gender roles within marriage.
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Ultimately, Cary's vision for relationships is one where both parties engage

in their responsibilities with integrity. She proposes that true leadership and

submission should not stem from power dynamics but rather from mutual

respect, righteousness, and love. This perspective promotes a vision of

partnership that elevates both individuals in their respective spiritual

journeys, fostering a harmonious and supportive union.
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Chapter 12: 10. A Bride-Bush, or A Wedding Sermon

Summary of Chapter 12: The Role of Women in Creation and Marriage

In this chapter, the author explores the essential role of women in the context

of creation and marriage, arguing that their significance is deeply rooted in

both divine intention and the structure of familial relationships. The

narrative begins with Adam, who is portrayed as the pinnacle of creation but

ultimately incomplete without companionship. In response, God creates

woman, underscoring her role as a complementary force that perfects Adam

and plays a crucial part in the divine plan.

The author emphasizes the exalted status of women, noting their creation

from Adam’s rib—a symbolic gesture suggesting intimacy and inherent

worth. This design underscores that women are not only strong helpers but

also integral to fostering happiness and stability within their marriages.

In discussing marriage, the author advocates for a dynamic where wives are

encouraged to show respect and reverence toward their husbands. She

articulates that a wife’s respect should evoke a similar quality found in the

relationships between children and their parents or servants—yet, this

respect should be rooted in love and familiarity. This premise establishes a

framework for the dynamics that govern household interactions.
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The chapter also addresses detrimental behaviors that some women may

exhibit towards their husbands, warning against scolding and disrespectful

speech that can erode the marital bond and set a problematic precedent for

children. Instead, the author promotes virtues such as humility, quietness,

and obedience as essential traits for wives. She asserts that a harmonious

home life is largely contingent upon the wife's demeanor and approach.

Furthermore, the framework of a wife’s obedience is clarified, with the

author advocating for adherence to her husband in all matters, aligning with

biblical teachings. This obedience is portrayed not only as vital for marital

peace but also as a means to set a virtuous example for the entire family.

In summary, this chapter encapsulates themes of respect, obedience, and the

intrinsic value of women, positioning them as integral to both the creation

narrative and the institution of marriage. Through a thoughtful examination

of these roles, the chapter reinforces the belief that women are pivotal

players in nurturing a loving and harmonious familial environment.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 11. The Mother's Legacy to her
Unborn Child

Summary of Chapter 13: The Tragedy of Mariam

Chapter 13 delves into the intricate themes of obedience and the

responsibilities of a wife, reflecting the views of Elizabeth Cary on maternal

duty. The writer portrays a wife's submission to her husband not merely as

an act of compliance, but as a profound virtue, emphasizing that true

obedience should be both willing and cheerful. This perspective is vividly

illustrated through the analogy of a well-trained horse, which gracefully

responds to its rider, symbolizing the ideal of harmonious submission free

from internal conflict.

As the narrative unfolds, the writer shares her personal anxieties regarding

motherhood, particularly her fears of mortality and the potential inability to

nurture her child’s spiritual well-being. In light of these fears, she resolves to

create a written legacy filled with love and guidance for her unborn child,

regardless of gender. Her aspirations for her son include a life dedicated to

God’s service, while she envisions her daughter pursuing biblical knowledge

alongside practical skills. Importantly, she champions the value of wisdom

over mere academic learning, urging the cultivation of humility and

cautioning against the dangers of pride—an insidious vice that she believes
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can undermine virtuous character.

Through these poignant reflections, Cary weaves a narrative rich in themes

of duty, humility, and moral education, advocating for parents to instill

virtuous character traits in their children. Her hope is for the next generation

to embody grace alongside strength, revealing the complexity of feminine

roles within the societal constructs of her time. This chapter beautifully

captures the inner turmoil of a woman as she navigates her dual

responsibilities as a wife and mother, all while striving to uphold her own

values and beliefs.
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