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FEMALE LITERACY AND THE SOCIAL IDENTITY OF THE CLERGY
FAMILY IN SEVENTEENTHCENTURY ENGLAND

JACQUELINE EALES

Women'’sreading and writing habiia theearly modern periotdavelargely
beenstudiedthrough theevidence fronaristocréic and gentryfamilies whose
papersvere the most likely to have survivadd who comprised the social

ranks withthe highest rates of female literacin contrast, @omprehensive
assessmerdf female literacyn Englishclerical familieshas yet to be written
sosome central lines of enquinyill be drawn heraisingevidence from Kent as

a case studylhe example of Elizabeth Elstob, who can lay claim to be Kent's
first bluestocking, is of particular interest to this enqdiB8he washe daughter

of a Newcastle mehant and was orphaned in the early 1690s at the age of
eight when she was sent to live with her uncle, Charles Elstob, a prebendary at
Canterbury Cathedral. Elizabeth later described her uncle as ‘no friend to
women'’s learning’, but she overcame his opposition to bethenkrst female
Anglo-Saxonistscholar Her study of Old English Kent sourcasdherviews

on female education will be analysed later in this e$34ys will help to
contextualise the nature of Elizabeth Elstob’s unique literary achievements as
well as helownviews as an educationalist.

Before examining the evidence, it is important to emphasise that the
clerical family provided a very different social context for the exercise of
female literacy than that of lay househol@se protestat clergy regarded
reading and writings crucial to the sagiidentity of thereformedclerical
family. By theearlyseventeenth century, when clerical marriage had become
well establishedtheywere takinggreat care to manage tliteracy of heir
femde relativesThis management was intended to guide these women to
become understandirighristiansas well ado reirforce social relationsvithin

theclericalfamily. It alsoenhancedhe positive wag in which the clergy



publicly definel the roles of women within the peReformation clerical
householdWomen educated in clerical homes wegien an exceptions

intense religiousraining, which was tightlyocussed on readirthe Bibleand
works of practical piety in EnglisiThe evidence from Kepandelsewhere
demonstrates thatére was very little provincial variation in this training.
These womemverethusencouraged to take part irsenoothechational

Protestant culture, in which conformist or dissenting clerical authors were read
for their valueas spiritual guides, rather than as controversidliStsological
controversy was regarded as confusing to the laity. Thus in a letter of advice,
Elizabeth Bury, who was educated in the 1s@venteenth century in the house
of her stegfather, an East Aglian dissenting cleridaterwrote ‘I can never

think it wisdom to put young heads on disputable points, where they may be
safely edified by practical divinity’.

The clergygenerallyguided their daughters and other female relatives to
write for privae spiritual study or for circulation withthe immediate family
andnot for publicationGiven the importance placed by the reformed clergy on
the religious education dfeir families and of the laitsnorewidely, it is
plausibleto argueherethat the iteracy rate®f women educated by clerical
relativesrivalled those of aristocratic and gentry womamdmayevenhave
approached 00per cenby the end of the seventeenth century

While the functioning otarly moderrpatriarchy has been recognised as
highly fluid for some social groups, within the clerical home patriarchal and
gender boundaries were much more rigidstocratic and gentryyomen were
able to represent their families’ regional powepversee the running of
provincial estates the dsence of their male relatives, while urlv@dows
could even take over their husbands’ tra@ds fromthesesocial groups were
trained with these expectations in mfhich contrast, clerical wivesnd
daughtergould never exercise tlsacredunctions of the ministryandtheir

training reflected this fact. The reading and writing habits inculcated in women



raised in clerical families wet@usintended to make them exceptionally
receptive to patriarchal codesfefnale modesty andeference to male

authority.” At her death in 1669 Mabella Finch, the widow of the royalist

courtier Sir John Finch, was described as the ‘honour’ of Canterbury Cathedral,
where her father, Charles Fotherby had lEam Mabella was praised for
carefully covering her wisdom and goodness with ‘the vail of humility and
singular modesty®. The public emphasis on the piety and modesty of women
from clerical families like Mabella was designed not just to portray them as
respectable women, botoreimportantly to counter accusations of sexual
scandal aimed at the Protestant institution of clerical marriage by its Roman
Catholic opponent<lerical marriage had first been legalisednward VI's

reign yetthe scandal attached to ministers’ sexual activity still persestdd
clergywives and daughters had been stigmatised as ‘whores’ and ‘bastards’
within living memory.In 1588 a Canterbury woman, Katherine Horton, had
been called before the Court of High Commissiondarongst other things

calling a local cleric’s daughter priests bastard and bastardly whove’.
Defamations of this soldecame less frequent in the seventeenth cerliuty,

the benefits of clerical marriage were still subject to doubt, even amongst some
members of the reformed clerdfy.

In order to protect the reputation of the clerical family, it was therefore
vital thatthe sexual, religious and social conduct of women raised in clergy
homeswvasseen agxemplary This was achieveplartly throughthe clergy’s
vigilant control ovethese women’sxercise of litesicy, whichmadether
religious readingstudyingand writing practicepraiseworthy at a time when
femaleliteracywas seen as potentiabybversive. Thus at her funeral in 1654
Mary Smith, the wife of a London draper and daughter of a Kent minister, was
described by the preacher Nathaniel Hadgpending much of her time ‘in the
pious services of reading, meditation, and prayer, not neglecting the publique

ordinances’Mary’s religious education enabled hefgerforme’ her family



and social dutiesonscientiouslyas ‘a Daughter, a Wife, a Mistresse, Sister,
Neighbour, [and] Friend*: Funeral sermonsuch as thibavebeen seen as
formulaic, but as Peter Lake has argued such spiritual biographies or godly lives
were also designed to commemorate the highly personal experiences of the
individual ** Moreover the connection that Hardy made between Mapjous
education and hebility to perform herduties’ to her relationso wellvividly
illustrates the importand@at the clergy attached to tbeection of female
literacywithin the clerical home

The clergy guided their female relativeshe selectiomf reading
material andadvised them on how to laetive readers by creatigvariety of
personal writings from the sermons which they heard and from the religious
texts that they read. At the heart of this education lay an exceptionally religious
programme of lifdong female learning, whiclwasfocussed om thorough
knowledge of théible and familiarity with popular devotional authoiieir
privileged religious education endowiddsewomen with a measure of
religious authority, which extended in exceptional cases to the publication of
their writings(often posthumously)The clergy were¢hereforevery careful in
their management ahis femaleauhority andsoughtto ensure thahe exercise
of literacy bywomen within their households remained within accepted
religious and patriarchéoundariesThe nature of this guidance is well
illustrated by the programme of readiagd writingoutlined by he regicide and
Independent divine, Hugh Peters, totwentyyearold daughter, published
after his executiom A Dying Fathers Last Legacy to an Onely Ci{il660).
Peters explained that he had previously commended ‘a Little English library to
his daudpter’, Elizabeth. A he approached hikeath he advised a close and
constant reading of tiible: ‘this one book’, he wrote, ‘will answer any
guestion’.

A familiarity with theBible was regarded by the clergy as crucial to the

foundation ofChristianfaith. It wasseen as an armour against spiritual



temptation as well as a preparative for death, and was thus part ofdbadife
programme o§piritual learningoutlinedhere for Peters’ daughter. He also
suggested a number of books by English divines writing largely in the earl
Stuart puritan and the later Independent traditfdii$e pattern opractical
devotionalreading outlined by Petels preciselymirroredin a case study of the
wills of 164 clerics from the dioceses of Rochester and Cantepbovgd in
the prerogative court of Canterbury in the sevemtie centuryEighteen of
theseministers left books to female relatives and the recipients included a
mother, an aunt, five sisters, nine wives, seven daughters, twedpagtters,
and a daughtein-law. This, of course, represents only one aspect of the
engagement of these and other women with the books owned by their clerical
relatives. These women had privileged access to the clerical libraries, no matter
how small, which were ke their hanes. Tley may also have been given
books as giftsvhen they wer@ery youngand were learning to reaat their
coming of age or on the occasiontleéir marriage. Thaills show thatseven of
the clerical testatoigft their entire libraries ta sonor a gramson while also
making bequestsf specific books to their female relatives.

In keeping with Hugh Peter’s advicbgsebequests demonstrateat the
Bible and other religious works in English were regarded by these clerics as the
most suitable boakfor female readers. English books were seen as particularly
appropriate fowomen whooutsidearistocratic and gentry circlesere rarely
encouraged to master classioakvenforeign language¥' Elizabeth Elstob
thus recalled that she had obtained her uncle’s permission to learn French with
great difficulty, ‘being always put off, with that common and vulgar saying that
one tongue is enough for a womar’.

Six of our Kent testators left bequestBibles to their female relatives,
one left a ‘an English catechism’ to his daughter, another left a copy of Foxe’s
Book of Martyrdo his daughter, six left unspecified English books to female

relatives, one left all his printed books to his wife, another allowed his wife to



choose six of his ‘English books for her own use ... except law manuscripts and
book’, and one allowed his wife to have any books that she chose. Five
ministers left specified English books to their female relatives including the
works of Gervase Babington, the Bishop of Worcester, andsaiph Hall, the
Bishop of Norwich'® Apart from theBible, the books which were identified as
gifts for female relatives were overwhelmingly works of practical devokon.
example,m 1651 Henry Chauntler, the minister of Staple\Wiftiam Fenner’'s
Works, Samuel Smith’®avids Blessed Marfa treatise on the first psaljpand
John RogersThe Doctrine of Faittio his wife!’ In 1686 John Powle, the vicar
of Dartford left instructions that his grandsons and a granddaughter, Barbara,
should each be given pes of thelThe Marrow of the Oracles of Gdy

Nicholas ByfieldandThe Summe of the Principlbg Byfield’s son Adoniram
with the instruction that they ‘should read and study them all the days of their
life’. *® With the exception of Adoniram Byfield, af these writers have been
identified by lan Green as amongst the best selling religious authors of the
century™ Initial research into clerical wills from Herefordshire and Yorkshire
suggests that this pattern of bequests was replicated in other régions.

These bequests are indicative of the guidance dispensed by the clergy, but
the reconstruction of the reading and writing practices of their female relatives
Is not straightforwardas relatively few of these womergsvn manuscripts have
survivedbeforethe late seventeenth century. This is partly becthespersonal
papers of the professional classes were unlikely to have beseryed with the
same caras the manuscripts of the landed classes, which were often kept with
estate and other legal papasspart of a family archivéoreover, the witings
of daughters, wives and other female relatwesegenerally intended by the
clergy to be contained with the family circke few of theirwritings such as
those of Elizabeth Buryere published posthurasly by admiring male
relatives as evidence of their exemplary piatyd as a model for other women

to follow.”* A small number ofvomen from clerical families published their



ownwork in the periodbutthose who digowere likely to be living in London
and to have contacts with the London press. Elizabeth Elstob, for example, did
not publish any of her translations until she left Canterbury to live with her
brother in London.

This wasalsotrue ofRachel Speght, the daughter of James Speght,
minister at the London parish of St Mary Magdalen, Milk Street, wéa® the
first woman from a clerical home to publish lo&vnwork. As Mary Morrissey
has suggested, she may have m®ouragedo do so, because her father acted
as a licenser for the press between 1607 and #64€x. most famous
publication waA Mouzell[Muzzle] for Melastomug1617),a spirited
refutation of the hack writer Joseph SwetnaArsaignment of Lewde, Ildle,
forward, and unconstant womé€h615) which denigrated the nature of women.
A Mouwzell displaysan authoritative tone based on the authitnsough
knowledge of the Bible and a familiarity with some of the anthologies of
classical and Christian sources, which were popular at theé'tifitee question
of whether the modest classical learning displayed by Speght in her writing was
more widely shared by women from clerical families can also be approached
through the evidence of the wills of the seventeeetiitury Kentclergy
analysed abovéd.he testators regarded books in learned languages as suitable
legacies solely for male scholars and six of them specified that Greek, Latin and
Hebrew books, and manuscripts should be left to their sons, to other ministers
or to university colleges, while tellingly none of the 18 testators specificélly le
a book in a foreign language to a female relatfVEhis suggests that
anthologiessuch as those used by Speg¥duld have been the most likely
route by which most literate womegained a knowledge of the classics at the
time.

Speght'siinal publicatonswere two poems published in 1621
Mortalities Memorandumecountstie death of her mother and thieegorical

poemA Dreameconcerndemale educatioand the difficultiegshat women



encountered in oveoming the disease of ignorané@male educatiowasa
particularthemein the publications of other women educated by the clergy in
thefinal decades of theeventeenth centurgcluding Elizabeth Elstobnd
more famouslWMary Astell,the Tory philosopher and advocate of female
learning.Like ElizabethMary Astell was the daughter of a Newcastle merchant
and similarlyAstell’'s educatiorduringthe formative ages of 103in the late
1670swas undertaken by her uncle, Ralph Astell, a suspended ,ontaise
positiveinfluence on his niece’s intellectudévelopnent has been brilliantly
outlinedby Sarah Apetref®

Speght’s works ardnowevera unique example of a woman from a
clerical family publishing her own writing before tbil wars. As Patricia
Crawford has demonstrated, female authors published 651 known original
works in the seventeenth century, whadnstitutedess than »er cenbof the
total numbeiof publications in the periggo Speght’s lone status is not
surprising.Thetwo major themes of women'’s printed works in jlears before
the Restorationverepractical devotioranddomestic advice, dsothwere
regarded as suitable topics for female authors. From theeniehteenth
century a minority of female authors also handled themes of politics, philosophy
andscience in printas well as publishing plays for the London st&géet very
few womeneducated irtlerical families actively participated in the printed
debates of the civil war and Restoration, and those who did are generally to be
found within the religious sect$heir radicalsm made these women subject to
the censure dflerical criticsand their writings were seen as problematid
subversiveThus Elizabeth Avery'Scripture Prophecies Opené€tb47), a
prophetic work in epistolatory form, was fiercely repudiated by her own
brother, Thomas Parker, a New England Presbyterian minister, who complained
that printing a book ‘above the custom of your sex, doth rankly sthéflore

generally, thoughtheclergy’sstrong emphasis on patriarchal values acted as a



restraint ortheir wives and daughters entering into public debate aluaiihg
the civil wars®®

Despite theoroblems oimanuscripsurvivaland limited print evidenge
there are some very well documented examples of the reading and writing
practices of women educated in clergy familirethe late seventeenth century
Amongst the most extensive manuscript collectisribatof Sarah Savag¢he
eldest daughter of tHdintshiredissenting minister Philip Henry, who
systematically kepd series ofliaries,wrote sermon nogeand letters, and
copied manuscripts for circulation withher family*® Sarah Savage started her
diary in 1686 at the age of 22, when she was still living with her parents in
Flintshire She decided to keep it ‘being encouraged by the great advantages
others have got thereby & by the hopes that | may thereby bee furthered in a
godly life’. On the front leaf of the diary she also recorded the discouragements
she expected in writing it, including her own religious ‘barrenness & deadness’,
and the fear that would come to the ‘view of others’, which emphasised the
highly private nature of such writifg Sarah also recorded her reading of the
Bible as well as a variety of popular puritan authors, both privately and ‘in the
family’. 3

In contrastve havethe papers of Elizabeth Elstatho, as we have seen
waseducagdin theAnglican tradition in the690sin the home of her uncla
CanterbunprebendaryElstob is remembered for her publications on Old
English sources andraimbe of her letters to her patmmsand to members of
her scholarly circleas well as her transcripts of Old English soutwagealso
survived The oncerrs about female education and theesf women’s
literacyexpressed blpoth Speght and Savageealso apparent iklizabeth’s
writing. Her love of books hafirst been encouraged by her mother, whom she
described as ‘a great admirer of learning, especially in her own sex’, but
Elizabeth had only just learned her ‘accidence and granwamen her mother

died In her uncle’s home she spent most of her time reading ‘such English and



French books ... as she could meet wiltlizabeth regarded her older brother
William as her ‘tutor’, and she went to live with him in Londadter he became
a ministertherein 1702 Shelaterdescribed how h&ery joyfully, and readily
assisted and encouraged her, in her studies’, vilnotindedsome Latin Anglo-
Saxon culture and Old English

Through her brother Elizabe#iiso became associated with a group of
Anglo-Saxonist scholars at Oxford, whose intellectual mentorGesge
Hickes, the formeDeanof Worcester, who had been deprived for refusing to
take the oath of allegiance to William and Méanpnjuring) Hickes supported
women’s education and counted a number of other female authors amongst his
intellectual circle, inalding Susanna Hoptoalthough he also conducted a
controversy with Astell about the issuenminjuring Elizabeth’s other
correspondentsicludedHumfrey Wanley, the Old English scholar and library
keeperto RobertHarley,the firg Earl of Oxford, Ralph Thosby, the
Yorkshire antiquarian anlobert Nelson, the Londgshilanthropist™

In 1708 Elizabetlpublishedhertranslation of Madeleine de Scudesry
Essay uporlory, modestlydescribing herselinonymouslhas ‘a person of the
same sex’ as the authdrhe religious nature of thiessay which argued that
glory belonged properly only to God and not to Maade itasuitable topic for
a woman to handle in print. Elizabetlsotook the opportunity of her first
publicationto reinforce her networksf female supporter hework was
dedicatedo her auntMatilda Elstoly andto a childhood friendMary
Randolphthedaughter of a Canterbury lawyer. In dhedicationElizabeth
cited he examples of Elizabeth | and Queen Anne as phadvfivomen should
not be ‘envied’ the opportunities of learning and improvement, ‘waieroo
frequentlyalmost generally deny’d thenthealsoreminded her aunt that she
had learned French in her home in Canterbury andeséeed to the love of
learring which she shared with Mary and in whiglou employ the greatest

part of your time’ Thetwo young women had spent many ‘happy hours’



together sighing out ‘our wishes’ for the freedom to study Greek and Latin.
Elizabeth alsancluded her own translaits of quoationsfrom the works of
Cicero at the end of the dedicatittiThe following year ElizabettranslatedAn
EnglishSaxonon the Birthday of St. Gregorya work bythetenth-century
monk Aelfric, andpublished itin aparallel Old Englishextwith full editorial
notes(Fig. 1).

TheHomily dealt at length with Augustine’s mission to Kent to convert
the English taChristianty and contained letters from Augustine to tingt
Christianking and queen of Kent, Aetfbert and BerthaElizabeth was naed
as the translator on the title page and indeglicationto Queen Anneshe
linked the foundation and preservationewfglish Christiarty to other powerful
women including the Emperor Constantine’s mother ‘the Ever Glorious
Helena’ and the first ‘Eglish ChristianQueen, Berhtgsid]. It was ‘your
lllustrious Predecessor Elizabeth’, she continued, who had restored the
Christianfaith from ‘many Corruptions'ln the Prefac&lizabethreturnedo
the theme of women’'sducatiorand commentethat it wodd now be said of
her ‘What hath a Woman to do with Learning?’. This wagtletude tcher
vigorous defence of female scholarship: ‘there are two things usually opposed
against Women'’s Learnin@hat it makes them impertinent, and neglect their
householdAffairs. Where this happens is a Fault. But it is not the Fault of
Learning’. She decried fashionable women who spent more time at the theatre,
in dressing, visits and ‘other diversions’ than at stiidghe 281 subscribers to
this volume included aristodra patrons of learning from the Harley and
Thynne families, as well as members of Elizabeth’s faraigh aier uncle
and aunt, Charles and Matilda Elstob, and her friend Mary Randolph. The
subscription list included five bishop¥0 other clericendscholars from the
two universities, as well as Hickes, Wanley, and Thoresby. Therelses
high proportion of womewith 122 female subscribers includingpll known

patrons of learningsuch as Elizabeth Hastings and Kathe Jones. Aefemale



relativesof clerics from London and Canterbury were also well represgnted
including Mary Stanhope, daughter of theanof Canterbury, George
Stanhope’

Elizabeth’sintellectual interests in Old English liaher firmly toa
national revival of AngleSaxon schiarship, which also had a particular
foothold in Kent. The revival had been led by the Elizabethan Archbishop of
CanterburyMatthew Parkerpartly with the aim of demonstrating that the post
Reformation Church in England had firm foundations in its Afgaon past.
William Lambarde, the Kent lawyer and antiquamas a centrdigure in the
circle of scholars studying the manuscripts collected by the archlastolpe
drewon OId English documents from Kanthis county history, the
Perambulation of Kenpublished in 1576. Seventeergéntury Kent
antiquariesincluding William Somner of Canterburlgad also use®Id
EnglishKent sources in their work.Elizabethidentified firmly with these
traditions and m the Preface to thdomily she emphasisetatChristianty had
been received in England from the Roman Church when it was ‘a sound and
uncorrupt Branch of the Catholick Church’ ahéreafter th&nglish Church
had been pure in its faith and discipline ‘for some Ages’. After a long ‘night of
Ignoran@ and Superstition’ vas ‘revived and restored’ by the Reformation.
She concluded thahe reformed Church in England ‘is no new Church, but the
same it was before the Roman Church was corrupted’.

She also made a particular studytid Textus Roffensjan early twelfth
century manuscriptollectionproduced for Rochester cathedrahtaining
documents irOld English and Latin. She transcribed the Old Englsrenth
century laws promulgated by the Kentish kings Aethelbert, Hlothere, Eadric and
Withraal, as well as Aethelbert'supposedoundation chartefor the Cathedral
church of St Andrew’$rom theTextus This was designedsa presentation
copyfor Robert Harleywhom she described as the greatest patron of learning

‘In this natian’ and itnow residesin the Harleian collection in the British



Library.*® Harley, his wife and childrehad subscribato theHomily and as
Lord Treasurein 1714 heauthorisedhe payment o£100to Elizabeth from
QueenAnnein support of a ma ambitious project to flish all of Aelfric’s
homilies*! Elizabeth also published a lengthy letter to her uncle ensibede
Testimones of Learned Men in Favour of the Intended Edition of the Saxon
Homilies(1713) as an inducement to subscribergiH@new venture.

Charles Estob nowsupporédhis niece’s studieprobably becausef the
encouragemerghe had received fronotablescholars at the two universities of
Cambridge and Oxfordn 1715shepublishedher last work.The Rudinents of
Grammar for the Englistsaxon Tonge, which was the firsOld English
grammar to be published in English her continuing search for eminent
female patronage, Elizabatledicated this work to therincess of Wales asking
her to accept it as ‘the humble Tribute of a Fematethe prefacehe
extensivelyanalysed the similarities between Old Enghebrd formsandmore
recentliterature liberally citing Chaucer, Sydney, andnimnas well as
contemporarypoets amongster sourceé’ Despite Elizabeth’sarlyrenown,
the death obothher lrotherandHickesin 1715suddenlyended her scholarly
careerFinding herself in debt, Elizabeth left London daikrran agirls’
schoolin Evesham, but she lost contact with feemerintellectual associateé
Many of her papers wemrdsolost duringthis upheaval, but her later
correspondence with George Ballard survives in the Bodleian Libtary

From 1739 Elizabethwvas employed as a governess by Harley’s
granddaughter, Margaret, Duchess of Portlandsaedied in 1756 Before
takingup her post witlihe duchess’s familyElizabeth wrée toherdescribing
her educational methods and lamentimgy much the education of our youth,
especially that of the females is neglectétér concerns about the state of
women'’s education expressed here were strongly influenced by the educational
programmes developed by the seventeertituryclergy for their female

relatives.Shethusensuredher employethat she would instil the ‘principles of



religion and virtue’ in her daughters and would teach them to read, write and
speak in English, instructing them in the rules of English grammar, ‘etymology
etc’. Then she would acquaint them with the histories of ‘our own and other
countreys and otherusefull and good books, as shall be thought prigper

their improvemeti. Elizabeth considered this to tee ‘material’ part of

education and ‘the most lasting’, which would cultivate and improve the minds
of her chargesand she compared it with the vogue for hiring a dancing master,
a French master or a boarding school mistress, ‘who know little of the matter’
of educatiori”

In her brief autobiograph¥lizabeth decribed herself as the first woman
to have studied Old English ‘since it was spakad the fact that relatively few
men understood the language meantiti@gtmale critics of fenale learning
would have been unqualified tomment orherwork. She was concerned
thoughthat heresearchemto an ‘obsolete’ tongue would be dismissadply
as a worthless endeavanmdwrote toThoresbyto ask him to defend the
Homily ‘against the censure of the criticK§Her acceptance by the leading
male scholars in the field was facilitateartly by her brother’'s promotion of
her studiesHer interests in early Church History and the laws of the first
Christiankings of Kentwere also entirely compatible with the clergy’s
emphasis on the suitability of religion as the basis of the reading and writing
practices of their female relatives. Her writi@lgoremained firmly within the
Anglican, orthodox tradition that she would have encountered amongst the
clergy in Canterbury Cathedral in the 16908l thushe endorsed the
‘Venerable Hierarchy’ of bishops. In the preface toloenily, sheargued that
the ‘Polity and Discipline of the English Saxon Church’ was settled in
episcopag and had continued in succession without interruption ‘to these
times’*’ Elizabeth’s access to madponsorshiglso rested on the broader entry
of women such as Mary Astetito the intellectual and publishirgycles ofthe

late seventeenth andrBaeeighteenth centurieéstell’'s own publications



includedthe very populaA Serious Proposal to the Ladi@694), in which she
argued fotthe institution éa female college of learning anaised crucial
issues about the nature and importance of femaleagidn

More typcally, howeverwomen from clerical families wemncouraged
to think of their writing practices largely as privatemily-basedexercises and,
unlike SpeghandElstob, very few of them published their writings during their
own lifetimesin the Stuart period. As a result, it is difficult to establish the
social, religious and intellectual networks in which more than a few of them
participatedIn particular, it is hard to identify whether these wordeweloped
netwaks of female suppothrough their writing practiceass Elstob didThe
relative invisibility of the reading and writing practicesnadst womerfrom
clerical familiesshould nothoweverlead us to ignore the clerical home as a
key focus forfemaleliteracyin the seventeenth centuihe importance which
the clergy attached to the education of their daughters and other female relatives
was howevergconditioned by the fact that even at the end of the seventeenth
centuryclerical familiesretained a dubious moral stafos some In 1697 ina
sermonin St Paul’'s Cathedrazeorge Stanhope, th&icar of Lewisham in
Kentandfuturedeanof Canterburysaid‘l need not say, how much the Clergy
and their Families stand like the common mark for Censure and Detrd@tion’.
The clergythus guided and managed the reading and writing habits of women
within their families in order to makéem highy receptive tgatriarchal codes
of conductAs aresult there is an inevitable emphasis in these women’s
surviving manuscripts and printagrks onreligious reading and writing
Elizabeth Elstob emerged from this milieu as an exceptional schatawne
whose body of work and educational methods were nevertheless gronnded i
religiouslearning anenquiry. Thdife-long religiouseducation tatwomen
receivedn clergy homeproduced a new social classliérate womenwho
could draw ortheirreading and writing practices to demonstaatesxceptional

knowledge anduthorityabout religion More widely itenabledhe clergy to



depicttheir wives and daughteessrespectablenodelsof bothfemale piety and
deferencavithin the early modern patriarchal familjhesedevelopmergall
played a significanpartin the construdon of the social identity of thelerical
family andhelped to makéhe presence of wives and daughters in clergy
households key defining characteristic séventeentkcentury English

Protestantism
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