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This book studies the lively interplay between popular romances and
colonial narratives during a crucial period when the values of a
redefined patriarchy converged with the motives of an expansionist
economy. Joan Pong Linton argues that the emergent romance figure of
the husband (subsuming the roles of soldier and merchant) embodies
the ideal of productive masculinity with which Englishmen defined their
identity in America, justifying their activities of piracy, trade, and
settlement. At the same time, colonial narratives, in putting this
masculinity to the test, often contradict and raise doubts about the
ideal; and these doubts prompt individual romances to a self-conscious
reflection on English cultural assumptions and colonial motives. Hence
colonial experience reveals not just the “romance of empire” but also
the impact of the New World on English identity.
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Introduction

In books eleven and twelve of Albions England (1612), William Warner
celebrates Tudor voyagers as builders of England’s commercial empire.
This celebration is intertwined with a story featuring the medieval
traveler Sir John Mandeville as a chivalric knight whose feats abroad win
him both fame and the hand of Elenor, cousin of Edward III. Through
this double narrative, Mandeville becomes the romantic precursor of
Tudor voyagers, especially those who performed “enterprises rare” in
service to the “Maiden Empresse,” Elizabeth 1.! Warner is politically
astute in mixing romance with an imperial vision. After all, as Stephen
Orgel points out, Elizabeth’s royal image is deeply invested in a chivalric
fiction that defines “the essence of knighthood [as] service to a lady.”?
Nor is Warner alone in this practice. In The Discovery of Guiana (1595),
Sir Walter Ralegh presents himself as Elizabeth’s knight traveling with a
miniature portrait of his beloved queen and showing it to the natives he
encountered. Ralegh saw the Discovery as a means of winning Elizabeth’s
support for his proposal to colonize Guiana.? Although Ralegh failed in
his purpose, English commercial and colonial motives clearly find
expression in the romance themes of chivalric love and adventure in
other worlds.

The interplay between the romance and colonial discourse, which the
writings of Warner and Ralegh illustrate, is the subject of this study. This
discursive interplay is especially lively because both popular romances
and New World narratives were products of print, and had gained
currency within a shared nexus of production and readership. The period
did not, for the most part, have a clear-cut division between romance and
history.* Romances were stories about historical figures and events, and
English voyagers and colonists were only the most recent makers of
history. To be sure, generic distinctions were beginning to emerge in
Tudor literary criticism and historiography,’ but the new awareness also
prompted self-conscious hybrids such as Albions England. The “inter-
mixing” of the “historicall” and “inventive,” as the title page advertises
it, enables Warner both to claim the authority of historical truth and to
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2 The romance of the New World

imagine a hero adequate to England’s expanding commercial and
colonial horizons.®

Indeed, as part of its traditional alliance with travel literature, the
romance’s popularization of history attests to the period’s growing
interest in narratives of travel and colonial enterprise in the New World.
My focus is on accounts and promotions relating to the early phases of
English colonial enterprise in the New World, dating roughly from the
last quarter of the sixteenth to the first quarter of the seventeenth
centuries. These writings fall under three main areas: piracy and gold-
hunting in the Spanish Caribbean, attempts at trade with the Indians,
and the discovery and early settlement of Virginia. In negotiating
between popular romances and colonial narratives, my goal is an analysis
that accounts for both the making of English identity in the New World
and the reciprocal effects of colonial experience on the English imagin-
ation. ‘

My approach draws on Tzvetan Todorov’s conception of ‘““genres in
discourse.” For him, “the choice a society makes among all possible
codifications of discourse determines what is called its system of genres.”
In this light, “literary genres, indeed, are nothing but such choices among
discursive possibilities, choices that a given society has made conven-
tional.” From a structural viewpoint, Todorov hypothesizes that “each
type of discourse usually labeled literary has nonliterary ‘relatives’ that
are closer to it than are any other types of ‘literary’ discourse.”” Thus
while the interplay of genres brings together texts produced in different
contexts, historicized readings of these texts allow one to shed light on
another, and on the ways generic performances inflect ideological
practices. Furthermore, as part of a dialogic process, genres are con-
tinually changing even as they are being codified and, as such, address
readers and writers both in their imaginative constructions of everyday
life and in their sense of agency in the world.® This transformative
dimension of genres underscores the dynamic relationship between texts
and their historical contexts.

From an historical perspective, both the romance and the travel /
colonial narrative occupy the crucial early modern juncture at which the
values of a new form of patriarchy converged with the motives of an
expansive economy. By the 1570s popular romances registered a new
emphasis on marriage. In these “marriage-minded” romances, a thematic
shift has taken place from the fruitless dalliance of courtly lovers and the
endless quests of chivalric knights to marriage as a productive closure to
love’s labor. The lover is now a prospective husband, and assumes (or
compares himself to) the role of knight, merchant, or husbandman who
ventures in hopes of spoils, profits, or harvest. This productivity char-
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acterizes what Jean Howard and Phyllis Rackin see as a “performative
masculinity,” in their words ‘““a recognizably modern model of masculine
identity and male dominance” within an emergent form of patriarchy,
one based on ‘“narratives of individual performance” as distinct from an
older form that was validated by “genealogical narratives.”® The result is
a “nascent bourgeois” appropriation of courtly romance which appeals
to the social aspirations of readers by presenting a hero who rises socially
through marriage and personal enterprise. Not surprisingly, the term
“adventure,” associated in medieval romances with chivalric quests,
acquired in early modern usage the specific sense of a commercial
venture.'® As England’s commercial horizon expands overseas, the hero
of romance typically rejects the court as a place of idle love and
frustrated ambition, and embraces adventure as the means to personal
fame and gain. In the narrative invention of the New World, the domestic
closure that gives husbands mastery of women as property finds anal-
ogous expression in promising adventurers the domestication of a rich
and feminized land.

In my description of a ‘“nascent bourgeois” appropriation of the
courtly romance, the term “bourgeois” applies to the textual creation of
an ethos for a growing number of persons, largely urban-based, whose
social mobility positioned them to negotiate the material changes that
came with a developing market economy. My use of the term brings up
the long-standing debate on “class’ analysis in early modern scholarship,
and a brief discussion of the subject is in order. Since Louis B. Wright
talked about a middle-class culture in Elizabethan England,!! scholars
have questioned the adequacy of the term “class” to the period’s diversity
of social estates.'?> Some even wonder if there was a stable and identifi-
able social group to speak of from which middle-class ideology might
have emerged.'> While such criticism is valid with respect to social
formations, “class” remains a useful category of analysis, if only because
Elizabethan writers customarily divided English society into three or four
principal groups or ranks according to birth, land, money, and educa-
tion, and individuals actively sought upward mobility based on these
criteria.'* More important, a logic of social demarcation was beginning
to emerge that went beyond the traditional estates. For example, agents
in commercial and colonial enterprises were hardly reducible to “the
middling sort,” but came from all ranks, including courtiers, merchants,
apprentices, servants, and so on, who ventured their wealth and abilities
in hopes of economic and social gain.

Such a logic, which I have conveniently termed “bourgeois,” is most
visibly elaborated in the period’s marriage-minded romances. Within this
imaginary space, social estate specifies the position from which an
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individual acts and speaks as a social agent, while class pertains to social
aspirations, one’s identification with an ideal social group. In writing
Jack of Newbery (1597), Thomas Deloney, a “balleting silk weaver” by
trade, idealizes the clothier John Winchcombe, a figure of domestic and
social mastery far exceeding in wealth and status both the author and the
historical figure on which it is based. Such textual making of class
identity is, in Slavoj Zizek’s view, a name without a referent. It gains
social currency when readers, in identifying with it, invest it with their
own meanings and reproduce those meanings in their daily interactions
and through the printing press. A concept of class thus takes on a
plenitude of meanings, and these scattered semantic investments in turn
acquire the illusive totality and coercive force of an ideology.!> From this
perspective, individuals as classed subjects are not merely “interpellated”
by ideology in the Althusserian sense but also actively create it.

At the same time, it is also clear that figures of mastery such as Jack of
Newbery are constructs both of class and of gender. These constructs
find cultural and historical grounding in the early modern household,
headed by a master whose authority extended both to wife and children
and to unmarried servants and apprentices — the latter social inferiors
who could aspire, in time, to establish their own households and become
masters. As a site of fluidity between gender and class, the household
provides a model for a range of social exchanges in which the domestic
gender hierarchy comes to underwrite other forms of cultural difference.
The effect is to naturalize asymmetrical social relations and thus to
sanction the material inequalities implicit in or produced by these
relations. Especially in humanist writings, as both Jonathan Goldberg
and Lorna Hutson have shown, the household becomes the model and
basis for reproducing the ideal state, the embodiment of a powerful ideal
of domestic economy that is at once familial and national in its cultural
mediation.'® Such mediation has implications that go beyond English
society, when inequalities built into the ideal roles of mastery inform the
colonial imagination.

In this connection, my reading of colonial narratives has benefited from
Stephen Greenblatt’s focus on the anecdote in travel writings as a
symptom of larger cultural and colonialist agendas and from Peter
Hulme’s interest in specific encounters between Europeans and indigenous
peoples and the discursive contexts in which colonial ideologies emerge.'”
I bring to this conversation a feminist perspective,'® one that attends to
the ways gender roles and values are built into genre practices.'® In
developing a model of cultural interaction, I find particularly useful the
anthropological concept of the “contact zone,” which Mary Louise Pratt
describes as “the space in which peoples geographically and historically
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separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing
relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and
intractable conflict.”?° The concept keeps us in mind of the active role of
indigenous groups or persons in the encounters, even though their words
and actions are filtered through European accounts.

Pratt’s emphasis on “ongoing relations” further points to the cumula-
tive nature of the contact experiences, although, as scholars have noted,
European travelers often presumed to interpret and understand indi-
genous peoples upon initial encounter.?! This presumed knowledge
suggests a narrative construction of experience to which the writers apply
their own pre-existing cultural categories and assumptions about the
New World and its peoples. In analyzing English travel narratives,
Annette Kolodny has pointed to rhetorical strategies that gender the
land as feminine. Patricia Parker and Louis Montrose have further
shown that this rhetorical gendering is informed by political and
economic motives.?2 I would extend this gendering to the contact
experiences of travelers and colonists, and suggest that these experiences
are often couched in the familiarizing tropes of the domestic order and
naturalizing roles of the husband. These romance constructs enable
Englishmen both to inhabit an unfamiliar world and to project a sense of
their agency in it. In this way, gender roles are not merely interpretive
but generative: they provide a ready-made hierarchy of relations with
which explorers and colonists negotiate a broader range of cultural
differences. Such negotiation provides in turn a source of the cultural
knowledge that shapes ongoing relations and is reshaped by them.

We can better understand the process by considering gender roles in
the romance and colonial narratives as a medium of exchange between
England and America. According to Marx, exchange is made possible
through the mediation of value, that “contentless thing” which estab-
lishes equivalence among heterogeneous entities. Roles are the specific
social forms in which human exchange takes place and value acquires
specific content. Both in textual and real-life situations, roles are the
articulators of social values; they provide the means by which these
values are negotiated in the course of exchange, or translated from one
context to another. This formulation allows us to see how gender roles in
the English romance, and the social values they articulate, can inform the
construction of experience in the colonial narratives. To be sure, at the
textual level at least, generative elements are inevitably selective in their
framing of experience, and the effect is to occlude its full complexity.
Analysis must therefore take into account both the generative and the
selective textualization of cultural contacts that translate and appropriate
America for domestic consumption.
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Whether the ideal roles of the husband hold up to the test of experience
is, of course, another question, one which the present study poses as the
basis for understanding the reciprocal effect of the New World on the
English. My reading confirms the record of early failures, a “troubled
colonialism,” as Jeffrey Knapp calls it, that reflects back on the English
sense of nation.2? Specifically, colonial experience rendered in the narra-
tives often contradicts the romance’s constructions of mastery, thus
raising doubts about Englishmen’s identity and motives in America.
Colonial promotions, on the other hand, tend to gloss over these doubts,
and to present the romance of empire as history in the making. As Mary
Fuller has already argued, “if the history of those early decades is about
any one thing, it is about the ways in which the failure of voyages and
colonies was recuperated by rhetoric, a rhetoric which in some ways even
predicted failure.”2* By contrast, individual romances, conscious of their
own textuality, make unresolved doubts visible in their own fictions. In
the process, these texts initiate a reflection on English cultural assump-
tions, bringing to crisis the contradictions — religious, economic, and
political — already present in various ideals of English masculinity. If
gender in the romance feeds the colonial imagination, it also functions as
a principle of difference, a vehicle of critique, within a colonizing culture.

In advancing the argument outlined above, chapter 1 discusses the
emergence of the “marriage-minded” romance and maps its points of
contact with the colonial narrative. In subsequent chapters, I examine
the romance figures of knight, merchant, and husbandman as familiar
models with which Englishmen define their identity and action in the
New World. The trajectory taken by these masculine roles roughly
corresponds to a chronology of plunder (chapter 2), trade (chapters 3, 4,
and 5), and settlement (chapters 6 and 7), although such activities are
often interrelated. Many an English commercial expedition turned to
plunder when a treasure-laden carrack hove into view, and settling
involved trade with indigenous tribes, often to provide necessities for
basic survival. I should also point out that while contact with Indians
provided the primary source of interest, the English also defined them-
selves in relation to their Spanish precursors in the New World, who
served as both models and adversaries in the narratives. Finally, the
colonization of Virginia also drew its lessons from Ireland.?’

This is the case with the European scramble for gold and other
precious metals in America, which fueled the rivalry between England
and Spain. While the conquistadores enslaved Indians to mine the
metals, beginning in the 1560s English voyagers to the Spanish Caribbean
often preyed on Spanish transport ships and settlements. In retaliation,
the Spanish subjected captive English pirates to the rigors of the
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Inquisition. For this reason, Anglo-Spanish rivalry in the New World
inevitably translated into a rhetoric of Protestant resistance against the
tyranny of Catholic Spain. In chapter 2 I analyze this Protestant rhetoric
to show how it employs the gender roles of the romance in celebrating
pirates like Sir Francis Drake as knights-errant defending the Protestant
empire of Elizabeth. Despite the religious cover, however, the tensions
between the spiritual and worldly aims of empire presented a problem for
the writers of romance. My analysis here focuses on the first two books
of The Faerie Queene, in which Spenser expresses Protestant unease
about the colonial enterprise; and 4 Margarite of America, in which
Thomas Lodge undertakes a veiled critique of empire from a position of
Catholic loyalist dissent.

While plunder remained lucrative throughout the period, the 1580s
saw a growing interest in America as a prospective market for English
exports, among which cloth was the most important. Chapter 3 argues
that domestic and colonial promotions for the cloth trade are in fact
narratives of ideal manhood. In England, the history of cloth is one of a
progressive male monopolization of the trade which displaced indepen-
dent female weavers. Deloney’s romance, Jack of Newbery, justifies this
male monopoly as man’s domestic mastery over women. In accounts of
Drake’s landing in California, a parallel mastery emerges in the “civi-
lizing” of “‘savage” Miwoks through the agency of English cloth and
religion. Both narratives define a model of commercial mastery through
the subordination of other cultural subjects, Englishwomen and Indians,
to the rule of the English commonwealth.

If the sale of cloth was an expressed goal of colonization, its legality
became a concern with the 1607 founding of Jamestown, the first
permanent English colony in America. Chapter 7 discusses husbandry as
not just the material fact of settlement but a georgic ideal of government
through cultural reproduction. I trace this ideal in two tropes of
husbandry: marriage as an assertion of lawful possession through
cultivation of the virgin land, and education as a means of pacification
through cultivation of the native soul. Hence the currency of the terms
“planting,” “planter,” and “plantation” for the act, agent, and location
of colonial culture. While both tropes operate in Chapman’s Memorable
Masque to align the cultivation of Indian minds with a royal marriage,
the georgic ideal finds symbolic fulfillment in the Christian education of
Pocahontas and her marriage to the settler John Rolfe. This propriety of
domesticity and domestication is structured through a logic of opposi-
tions. Not surprisingly, therefore, indigenous resistance to colonial
education is constructed as an attempted rape both in the fiction of
Caliban and in the 1622 Indian uprising in Virginia.



