
	

	

THE REPRESENTATION OF RAPE IN JOHN FLETCHER’S THE 
TRAGEDIE OF BONDUCA 
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John Fletcher’s play, The Tragedie of Bondua, was produced between 1612 
and 1614, and was first performed by the King’s Men, the all-male acting 
company patronised by King James I. It is more an historical romance than 
a history play itself since it is historically inaccurate. Whilst using the 
popular story of Boudica’s Celtic uprising against the Roman occupation 
of Britannia in AD 60 to 61 the play is full of anachronisms. However, the 
whipping of the British queen and the rape of her two daughters following 
the death of king Prasutagus, Boudica’s husband is historically accurate 
and I would like to concentrate on the representation of the crime of rape 
and how justice is served in this literary text.  

Firstly, however, it is important to outline the statutory place of rape in 
English law in the Early Modern period. Rape was considered a crime 
under English law and even priests lost the benefit of clergy after 1576 if 
they were convicted of rape. I say ‘if’ because, of course, it was a crime that 
was very difficult to prove. Furthermore, in the patriarchal social order of 
this period women were more often seen as male property, belonging to a 
father or to a husband, so the crime was also against him.1 It is important 
to add that rape within marriage was not recognised as a crime,2 and it is 
also curious to note that a married woman could only bring a charge of 
rape against another man if her husband consented.3 Worse still, it was 
popularly believed that a woman’s sexual pleasure was necessary for the 
conception of a child so that if a rape victim consequently fell pregnant it 
implied her enjoyment of the said intercourse so it could not have been 
rape.4  

																																																								
* Cette communication est également disponible dans la vidéothèque de Juslittera à 
l’adresse suivante	: http://www.juslittera.com/wa_files/Samatha_20Frenee.mp4.  
1 S. Mendelson and P. Crawford, Women in Early Modern England, Oxford, OUP, 1998, p. 47. 
2  In fact rape within marriage was only recognised by the British courts in 1991. See 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R_v_R 
3 S. Mendelson and P. Crawford, Women in Early Modern England, op. cit., p. 47. 
4 Ibidem. 
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In the literary texts of the Early Modern period the treatment of this 
crime was ambiguous since it could seemingly prove a man’s virility 
and/or his position of power in the patriarchal social and political order of 
the day. In Fletcher’s many chastity plays and historical romances rape is 
seen as an integral part of the plot. This can be noted in such plays as The 
Faithful Shepherdess (1608-9), The Tragedie of Bonduca, in Valentinian (1610-
14), and in three other collaborative plays, The Queen of Corinth (1616-18), 
The Little French Lawyer (1619-23) and The Maid in the Mill (1623) in which 
rape, or the threat of rape is used as a thematic device.5  

Now, I would like to ask whether Fletcher introduced such a topic for 
its sensational effect on the stage or for its didactic values? Such questions 
are difficult to answer when looking at The Tragedie of Bonduca simply 
because in this historical story the rapes did take place, and in this text they 
take place before the opening of the play.  

In The Tragedie of Bonduca rape is given multiple meanings but the most 
prominent here is the violation of feminine honour. In the Early Modern 
period a woman’s honour was based on her reputation of honesty, 
obedience and sexual purity. However, such feminine honour is absent in 
both of Bonduca’s daughters since they have already been raped and these 
acts are clearly presented to the viewers as crimes. The shame and the sin 
of these rapes are felt and expressed by the daughters repeatedly 
throughout the play.  
 

“1st daughter:   O thou god, 
Thou feared god, if ever to thy justice 
Insulting wrongs, and ravishments of women, 
Women deriv’d from thee, their shames, the suffrings 
Of those that daily fill’d thy Sacrifice 
With virgin incense, have accesse, now hear me, 
Now snatch thy thunder up, now on these Romans, 
Despisers of thy power, of us defacers, 
Revenge thy self: take to thy killing anger, 
To make thy great work full, thy justice spoken.”                                (III, I, 26-35) 

 
 
Further on the second daughter also speaks of their “dishonours” when 
addressing the gods: 
 
																																																								
5 The theme of rape in Fletcher’s chastity plays is discussed by Nancy Cotton Pearse in her 
book, John Fletcher’s Chastity Plays: Mirrors of Modesty, Lewisburg, Bucknell University 
Press, 1973. See pages 20, 21, 24, 26, 28, 150-156, 163-165.  
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     ”See, heaven, 
O see thy showrs stoln from thee; our dishonours, 
     A smoak from the Altar. 
O sister, our dishonours: can ye be gods, 
And these sins smother’d?”                                                                               (III, I, 49-52) 
 

The crime of rape is further recognised in the play as one that damages the 
family’s name. This is clearly recognised by Junius, a Roman soldier who 
falls in love with the second daughter but admits that he dares not love her 
or his own honour would be compromised because she is effectively 
damaged property: 
 

“Junius:    Did I but love, 
Yet ‘twere excusable, my youth would bear it; 
But to love there, and that no time can give me, 
Mine honour dare not ask: shee has been ravish’d”                              (II, II, 31-34) 
 

Because of the difficulties in proving rape there was enormous social 
pressure on women to protect their own chastity. In our play, The Tragedie 
of Bonduca very little sympathy is shown for the daughters’ rapes. In fact, it 
is their rebellion, and in particular, their resistance to male control which 
is seen more as a threat to the stability of the patriarchal social order. This 
is transparently clear when Bonduca’s second daughter says to her uncle: 
“2nd daughter:   We will have vengeance for our rapes.”    
(III,V, 69)	;  
 

“To which Caratach replies:    
By _______ 
You should have kept your legs close then.  ”                                        (III, V, 70-1) 

 
Accused of implicit compliance the rape victims of the literary texts had 
only one recourse to prove non-complicity: suicide.6  At the end of this play 
Bonduca’s first daughter refers to two Roman ladies, Lucrecia and Portia, 
who had killed themselves for this reason, and then she, too, commits 
suicide. The idea that one’s reputation and name is more important than 
one’s life, be it male or female honour, is introduced at the beginning of 
the play by the Roman commander, Penius when he says: “Penius:  I scorn 
my life, yet dare not lose my name.” (II, I, 31) And yet, in the Christianised 
world suicide was considered a sin. Another recourse needed to be found 

																																																								
6 Ibidem, p. 155-7. 
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to protect female honour and the compromise solution seemed to be 
marriage to her rapist.7  In fact, in Hector Boëce’s Chronicles of Scotland 
Boudica’s eldest daughter was given in marriage to the Roman who had 
raped her. In another of Fletcher’s plays, The Queen of Corinth Merione, the 
rape victim of the play, should traditionally plead for death but instead she 
pleads for marriage to her rapist.8  

However, here, in The Tragedie of Bonduca, Bonduca and the first 
daughter invoke suicide, not marriage, as the only means to protect their 
honour from the charge of whoredom. 9  This they say to the second 
daughter when she hesitates to kill herself: 
 

“1st Sister:     Fie sister, fie, 
What would you live to be? 
Bonduca:A whore still.”                                                                          (IV, IV, 96-97)  

 
Yet still the daughter hesitates. It is only the second argument of death 
protecting her from further rapes that convinces her to commit suicide: 
 

“2nd daughter: O comfort me still, for heavens sake. 
1st daughter:     Where eternal 
Our youths are, and our beauties; where no Wars come, 
Nor lustful slaves to ravish us. 
2nd daughter:  That steels me: 
A long farewell to this world.    2nd daughter stabs herself and dies.” 
(IV, IV, 109-112) 

 
In such scenarios the deaths of the female victims are seen as acts of 
heroism and defiance against the male conqueror.10 The first daughter's 
speech is particularly challenging in this respect:  
 

“1st Daughter:   Generall,  
Hear me, and mark me well, and look upon me  
Directly in my face, my womans face,  
Whose onely beautie is the hate it bears ye;  

																																																								
7 S. Frénée-Hutchins, Boudica’s Odyssey in Early Modern England, Farnham, Ashgate, 2014, p. 
151. 
8 N. Cotton Pearse, John Fletcher’s Chastity Plays: Mirrors of Modesty, op. cit., p. 163. 
9 S. Frénée-Hutchins, Boudica’s Odyssey in Early Modern England, op. cit., p. 143. 
10 Id., «	Taming the Heart of the Wild: The Domestication of Women in John Fletcher’s 
Tragedie of Bonduca”, Gender Studies, 12(1), 177-193, https://doi.org/10.2478/genst-2013-0011, 
p. 187-8. 
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See with thy narrowest eyes, thy sharpest wishes,  
Into my soul, and see what there inhabits;  
See if one fear, one shadow of a terrour,  
One palenesse dare appear but from my anger,  
To lay hold on your mercies. No, ye fools,  
Poor Fortunes fools, we were not born for triumphs,  
To follow your gay sports, and fill your slaves  
With hoots and acclamations.”  (IV, IV, 50-61) 
 

Yet, how can this be justice? The play itself is called a tragedy and although 
it ends in a happy reconciliation between the male protagonists it only 
ends in death for the women. This is the tragedy; the suicides of the three 
women saves their feminine honour from the taint of complicity in their 
rapes but it is not justice. The justice that Bonduca and her daughters 
demand is revenge against their attackers, to which ends they invoke the 
gods and stir up rebellion. Bonduca says:  
 

“Bonduca: Ye powerfull gods of Britain, hear our prayers; 
Hear us you great Revengers, and this day 
Take pitie from our swords, doubt from our valours, 
Double the sad remembrance of our wrongs 
In every brest: the vengeance due to those 
Make infinite and endless.”      (III, I, 2-7)  

 
In this light the prime motive of Bonduca and her daughters for the 
rebellion throughout the play is one of revenge. In fact, we can even argue 
that Fletcher is presenting rape as a valid argument for rebellion, 
particularly when living under an absolutist who abuses his position of 
power. This might explain the popularity of the myth of Lucretia as a 
moral and political lesson.11 Her rape and suicide led to the popular up-
rising against the Tarquin dynasty, led by Junius Brutus, the legendary 
founder of Britain. The overthrow of the Roman monarchy then led to the 
establishment of the Roman Republic. However, such references in a play 
performed by the King’s Men is difficult to decipher. It certainly seems that 
the powerful women in such Fletcherian plays functioned as a challenge 
to Jacobean absolutism. In the Roman plays imperial corruption and the 
abuses of power appear to signpost a legitimate road to rebellion. Perhaps 
we must see this as a censorship oversight of the Jacobean period, or more 
as a challenge to the imperial threat of the Roman Catholic Church.  

																																																								
11 N. Cotton Pearse, John Fletcher’s Chastity Plays: Mirrors of Modesty, op. cit., p. 92-94. 
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Now, to turn the argument on its head I would like to see if rape is 
represented as at all justified in this play. Was there a double message in 
order to pass Jacobean censorship?  

Some women, especially those who questioned the dominant social 
order of men on the top were presented as shrews, amazons, witches, and 
as overly ambitious queens who needed to be domesticated through 
imprisonment, the deprivation of sleep and food, and even through 
violence and rape. Those women who could be re-integrated into society 
were only those who were married off and tamed just as Kate is in 
Shakespeare’s play The Taming of the Shrew.  

Bonduca and her daughters fed into the social idea of the disobedient 
woman as something wild and free that had to be controlled. The control 
in question takes place before the opening of the play but their taming and 
domestication is frequently referred to. The most disturbing image has to 
be that of breaking in a wild horse in the ring and comparing this to the 
rape of a recalcitrant woman. The metaphor of the second daughter as 
being “crackt i’ th’ ring” (I, ii, 271) can be a reference to her mental balance 
but its primary allusion here is to the loss of her virginity through rape, the 
ring in question being both a metaphor for her vagina and for the gyrus, 
which is a training ring for breaking-in horses.  “Crack” is also another 
slang word for vagina, and was part of an Early Modern proverb used to 
refer to maidservants who were being sexually exploited by their masters.12 
So, not only has Bonduca’s daughter been cracked open by rape but she 
has also been broken in, through violence, like a horse.  

In another of Fletcher’s plays, The Little French Lawyer the character 
Dinant would like to rape the female protagonist, Lamira in order to break 
her wilful spirit.  
 

“break that stubborn disobedient will, 
That hath so long held out; that boasted honour, 
I will make equal with a common whore’s; 
The spring of chastity, that fed your pride, 
And grew into a river of vain glory, 
I will defile ...”                       (V, I, 243-48)13 
 

  
 

																																																								
12 S. Mendelson and P. Crawford, Women in Early Modern England, op. cit., p. 107. 
13 N. Cotton Pearse, John Fletcher’s Chastity Plays: Mirrors of Modesty, op. cit., p. 203. 
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This threat is again seen in Shakespeare’s Cymbeline when the villain of 
the play, Cloten dreams of raping Innogen in order to break down her 
resistance to him.14  
 

“With that suit upon my back will I ravish 
her: first kill him, and in her eyes;  
[...] 
and when my lust hath 
dined - which, as I say, to vex her I will execute in the 
clothes that she so praised - to the court I’ll knock her 
back, foot her home again.”                 (III, V, 136-143)  

 
One further allegory for rape has to be that of taming the new colonies in 
the Americas. The resistance of Bonduca and her daughters to the Roman 
occupation of their lands and of their bodies could also represent native 
resistance to the European empires. The rape of the female’s virgin body 
symbolises the conquest and possession of virgin territory, and its 
integration into the masculine empires of Ancient Rome and/or James’s 
British Empire in the Early Modern period, but this interpretation 
depends on your reading of the play. After all, this idea was quite current 
in the Early Modern period. See, for example, Sir Walter Raleigh’s work, 
The Discoverie of Guiana in which Raleigh tells the reader that: “Guiana is a 
Countrey that hath yet her Maydenhead [because] It hath never been 
entred by any armie of strength and never conquered and possessed by 
any Christian Prince.” (p. 115)15 

However, with the women’s resistance in Fletcher’s play therein lies a 
warning of indigenous resistance to colonial occupation, for the women’s 
deaths mark the subjects who got away. As Bonduca stands before her 
Roman oppressors she claims victory in death: 
 

“Ye should have ti’d up death first, when ye conquer’d 
Ye sweat for us in vain else: see him here, 
He’s ours still, and our friend; laughs at your pities; 
And we command him with as easie reins 
As do our enemies.  I feel the poison.”           (IV, IV, 142-146) 

 

																																																								
14 S. Frénée-Hutchins, Boudica’s Odyssey in Early Modern England, op. cit., p. 99. 
15 Sir Walter Raleigh, The Discovery of the Large, Rich, and Beautiful Empire of Guiana (1596). 
Sir Robert Schomburgk (ed.), Hakluyt Society, first Ser., no. 3, New York, 1848. See L. 
Montrose, «Shaping Fantasies», Representations, University of California Press, Spring, 1983, 
p. 47. www.jstor.org/stable/2928384. 
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And with that she dies. As we can see from Fletcher’s play the text is 
complex and ambiguous in its representation of rape as a crime. My own 
view is that Fletcher used this crime for its didactic value in order to 
illustrate the right and honourable behaviour of both men and women, of 
subjects and of colonisers during the reign of James I, but it shows very 
little real sympathy or justice for the rape victim herself.  
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