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                THE LADY IS A CATHOLIC:
   LADY LOVELL’S REPLY TO SIR EDWARD HOBY
   The first decade of James I’s reign saw a wave of high-profile
   clerical conversions to the Church of Rome. Among the best-known cases
   are those of James Wadsworth, who travelled to Spain with Sir Charles
   Cornwallis’s embassy in 1605, where, as William Bedell’s biographer
   Alexander Clogie disgustedly recalled, he was ‘cheated out of his
   religion by the Jesuits and turned apostate’; Theophilus Higgons, a
   member of Christ Church, Oxford, who converted in 1607; his friend and
   Oxford contemporary Humphrey Leech, who followed him in 1609 and later
   joined the Society of Jesus; and Benjamin Carier, a royal chaplain and
   prebendary of Canterbury, who converted in 1613.1 The work of Michael
   Questier has taught us that religious conversion was by no means an
   uncommon phenomenon in early modern England; yet these cases had the
   potential to inflict serious damage on the Jacobean church, not only
   because they threatened to neutralise the propaganda advantages to be
   gained from Roman Catholic converts to the Church of England such as
   Marc’Antonio de Dominis, but also because they drew unwelcome
   attention to doctrinal divisions within the Church of England over
   such issues as anti-popery and the theology of grace.2
   Not surprisingly, therefore, all these cases provoked heated polemical
   exchanges between the converts and their former co-religionists.
   Wadsworth sought to justify his conversion in private correspondence
   with Joseph Hall and William Bedell, some of which later appeared in
   print, while Higgons, Leech and Carier all published pamphlets in
   their own defence, which were then answered by Protestant
   controversialists.3 Higgons’s pamphlet, The First Motive of T.H.
   Maister of Arts, and lately Minister, to suspect the integritie of his
   Religion (1609), was answered by Sir Edward Hoby in A Letter to Mr
   T.H. late Minister, now fugitive, in answer to his First Motive
   (1609), to which Higgons responded in a second pamphlet, The Apology
   of Theophilus Higgons lately Minister, now Catholique (1609). It would
   be easy to regard these pamphlets as little more than a ritual
   exchange of well-worn arguments, written not with any expectation of
   persuading or converting one’s opponents, but simply to save face and
   deny the other side the satisfaction of having the last word. In
   Higgons’s case, however, the controversy ended dramatically with an
   unqualified victory for the Protestant cause. On 3 March 1611, Higgons
   stood in the pulpit at Paul’s Cross, where, ‘with great learning in
   his discourse, and aboundance of teares in his contrition’, he
   renounced his former errors and was reconciled to the Church of
   England. According to the newswriter John Sanford, ‘the Papists, of
   whom many were present, were scandalized, and had a purpose to have
   scattered divers of his books (which containe an Answer to Sir Edward
   Hobbie) among the people at the Crosse; but my lord of London having
   notice of it, recovered the books into his owne hands, and so defeated
   them.’4
   Reports of Higgons’s sermon, which lasted for four hours and was
   attended, according to Sanford, by ‘an armie of hearers’, can be found
   in many contemporary diaries and newsletters. By 9 April 1611 the news
   had even reached Italy, where one English Catholic correspondent
   reported that ‘Mr Higgins (our Oxford minister) .. is fallen back
   again’ and ‘become an arrant relaps’; another Catholic source claimed
   that Higgons had been bribed by Sir Edward Hoby with the offer of a
   ‘fatt benefice’.5 One of the fullest accounts of the sermon occurs in
   a letter from the diplomat George Calvert to the English ambassador in
   Paris, Sir Thomas Edmondes. Writing only a few days after the event,
   Calvert reported to Edmondes the news of
   a famous conversion of a revolted Minister of our Church, Mr
   Theophilus Higgins, who, your Lordship may remember, fledd from
   England to Brusselles some 3. or 4. yeares synce, and was undertaken
   by Sir Edward Hobby to be encountered withall, who writt an
   AntiHiggins, answered afterward as I take it in part or in whole by my
   Lady Lovell. This Mr Higgins upon Sunday last the day of my arrivall,
   preached at Paules Crosse his penitentiall sermon, where were present
   my Lo. Tresorer, and diverse other Lords of the Councell besides an
   infinite multitude of all sorts of people.6
   Calvert’s account includes an intriguing reference to a third
   participant in the debate, ‘my Lady Lovell’. The lady in question can
   readily be identified as Mary Lovell, a prominent figure among the
   English Catholic exiles in the Low Countries; but Calvert’s passing
   remark sheds no light on her contribution to the debate. Why should
   she have chosen to intervene in the polemical exchange between Higgons
   and Hoby? What was the nature of her reply to Hoby, and what led
   Calvert to identify her as the author?
   Some of these questions can now be answered, thanks to the discovery
   of a manuscript ‘copie of a letter written by a Catholique lady to Syr
   Edward Hoby’, evidently the tract referred to in Calvert’s letter to
   Edmondes. It is printed for the first time as an appendix to this
   article. If it is indeed, as it purports to be, ‘by a Catholique
   lady’, then it is of considerable interest as one of the very few
   surviving works of Catholic controversy to have been written by a
   woman. The role of women in sustaining the English Catholic community
   has, of course, long been recognised – ‘on few points in the early
   history of English Catholicism’, as John Bossy remarked in 1975, ‘is
   there such a unanimous convergence of evidence as on the importance of
   the part played in it by women’ – but it was very unusual for women to
   take an active part in public controversy.7 Elizabeth Cary, Lady
   Falkland, many of whose works are concerned indirectly or implicitly
   with issues of religious allegiance, wrote only one original work of
   religious controversy, and that for private circulation, in answer to
   her son Lucius Cary’s Discourse of Infallibility. Her sole public
   intervention in the religious disputes of the time was her translation
   of Cardinal du Perron’s Replique à la response du Roy de la Grand
   Bretagne; and as her modern editors have pointed out, it is surely
   significant that she chose to appear in public ‘not as an original
   author but rather as a humble translator serving a male theological
   authority’.8 By contrast, the Letter to Sir Edward Hoby is notable for
   its defiant assertion of female authorship: and, as we shall see, the
   question of a woman’s right to participate in theological debate, far
   from being incidental to the work, is one of its central themes.
   The work’s supposed author, Mary, Lady Lovell (1573–1628), is well
   known to historians of the English Catholic diaspora, and has been
   described by Peter Guilday, in his history of the English Catholic
   community in the Low Countries, as ‘one of the most interesting
   characters among the exiles’.9 She was born Jane Roper, daughter of
   Sir John Roper of Eltham, Kent (created 1st baron Teynham in 1616),
   and thus came from a family with a distinguished Catholic heritage;
   her great-aunt Margaret Roper was the daughter of Sir Thomas More. By
   the late sixteenth century the Ropers were part of a small and
   beleaguered group of recusant gentry in Kent, but they were connected
   by marriage to a number of prominent Catholic families in other parts
   of England: Jane’s sister Elizabeth married George Vaux, son of
   William, 3rd Lord Vaux of Harrowden, while her nephew John Roper, 3rd
   baron Teynham, married Mary Petre, daughter of William, 2nd Lord
   Petre.10 Jane herself married Sir Robert Lovell of Merton Abbey,
   Surrey, and had two daughters: Christina, who later became a nun at
   the English Benedictine convent in Brussels, and Elizabeth, who
   married Thomas Manners, 1st Earl of Rutland.11 The Norfolk members of
   the Lovell family, headed by Sir Robert Lovell of Beachamwell, were
   recusants of long standing, and while the connection between the
   Norfolk and Surrey branches of the family is unclear, it seems likely
   that Jane’s husband also had Catholic sympathies.12
   In 1605 Lady Lovell, now widowed, was questioned by the authorities on
   suspicion of involvement in the Gunpowder Plot. While there is no
   evidence that she was directly implicated in the Plot, it is clear
   that her house at Highgate had been used as a regular meeting-place
   for Catholic gentry, including two of the plotters, Robert Catesby and
   Sir Everard Digby, on their way to and from London. Examined on 19
   November 1605, she admitted that ‘Mr Catesbye hath bene longe of her
   acquayntaunce, and came unto her a little after Mydsomer last, and
   another gentleman with him, whose name she hath forgotten’, and that
   Digby had visited her house several times in the company of Sir Oliver
   Manners and Lord Vaux. However, she insisted that ‘she knoweth none of
   those of the late conspiracye named unto her; and that she never had
   any pryvate speach at all with Mr Catesbye; and that with Sir Evered
   Digbye she never had any familiaritye, but that by occasion of
   weather, and being overtaken with the night, was the first occasion of
   his lyinge at hir house’.13 Nothing was ever proved against her, but
   in a letter to Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, she complained that
   the Privy Council had placed her under house arrest and argued that
   ‘in this time of others disgrases’ her imprisonment would inevitably
   ‘in the vulger opinnion bringe an imputacion upon me of giltines’. She
   petitioned Cecil to release her from house arrest and allow her to
   move to London, ‘that I may howld the privilege of a poore gentlewoman
   not to be subject to every base counstable to examin serch and
   apprehend my frends that com to me’.14
   Cecil evidently granted her request, as her next letter is written
   from London. However, she was still being harassed by the authorities:
   ‘a pursuivant of my lord of caunterberys’, she wrote indignantly to
   Cecil, ‘presuming upon a warrant granted him by his lord for ordinary
   serch about the towne went to my house at highgate .. wher they bracke
   open my doores and coffers and puld asunder the locks to every plase
   and brake in to my closett and tooke away all my picturs and boocks’.
   On the same day, her lodgings in London were searched and various
   items confiscated, including a Rheims Testament and other books, ‘a
   picture of crist’, ‘a tablet of gould that had but the name of Jesus
   inamilled upon it’, and ‘a vestment of crimson sattin’. She had
   protested to the Archbishop, ‘but I perseved by his slite and
   respectles answer hee was possest with many untruths against me
   pretending that I had preests in my house’. The allegation that she
   had been harbouring priests may not, in fact, have been so far from
   the truth, as her reply was uncharacteristically equivocal and perhaps
   deliberately evasive: ‘how impossible it is to have any preast either
   ther or heere being in a protestants house I leve it to your lordships
   better judgment’. A report submitted to Cecil on 20 November 1605
   alleged that a Jesuit, Fr Joseph Pullen, had been residing in Lady
   Lovell’s house; and the discovery of a vestment among her possessions
   is certainly suggestive, although she claimed that it had been ‘given
   me long sithenc by sum frends that ar ded’, and that her intention had
   been ‘haveing noe use of itt to brek itt’, presumably for use in
   embroidery.15
   By 1606 Lady Lovell had plainly had enough, and wrote again to Cecil
   requesting permission to leave the country, on the grounds that her
   physicians feared she had breast cancer and had advised her to visit
   Spa for treatment. ‘I have of longe time complained as my phissicion
   doctor Tuner knows of a paine in won of my brests which growing every
   day more extreeme it is doubted will breede unto a cancer if not
   prevented by sum speedie remedy and the phisicions howlding the spaue
   for the most sertin cure of this infirmitye my humble sute is unto
   your lordship and the rest of the lords of the councill thatt I may
   have leve to goe thither for healp and that your honors will bee
   plesed to grant me lisence to stay ther sum yeeres, for as this
   disease is long in breeding, soe commonly the cure therof is
   lingering’. Spa, near Liège, was a well-known resort of English
   Catholics, and one suspects that Lady Lovell’s decision to emigrate
   was motivated more by religious considerations than by ill-health.16
   She had already hinted in an earlier letter to Cecil that she might be
   ‘inforst to leve my howse alltogether which would be noe small greefe
   and trouble to me haveing setled my self and my children heere’, and
   her request that her children might travel with her may be construed
   as a tacit admission that she was intending to settle permanently on
   the Continent: ‘my humble request is that dureing the time limitted
   for my stay in that plase I may have my children ther with me being
   young the one eight yeeres the other five, to bee bredd under min own
   eie which being their mother can not butt bee more tenderly carefull
   of them then any other to whoos charge I should comend them’.17
   Her request was granted, but then a new difficulty presented itself
   when it seemed that she might be required to take the Oath of
   Allegiance before being allowed to leave the country. ‘I am putt into
   some fere’, she wrote to Cecil, ‘by a rumor spredd abraud of an oth to
   bee offred all such as pass the seas out of ingland disagreeing with a
   catholick’. Although the Pope had not yet forbidden English Catholics
   to take the Oath, Lady Lovell (perhaps acting on the advice of a
   Jesuit confessor) was already determined to refuse it; ‘for to deale
   truely and confidently with your lordship .. I am resolved to undergoe
   any misery that may bee imposed upon me, rather then doe that thing
   which a religious and catholicke conscience can not justifie’. She
   asked Cecil to exempt her from taking the Oath ‘that I may pass
   freely’, sweetening the request with a gift (‘a trifle of my own
   work’), possibly a piece of needlework.18 However, Cecil refused to
   accept the gift, and Lady Lovell’s next letter apologises for having
   offended him – ‘if I had advised my self that this mocion for the
   avoyding this othe might hath been distastfull to your lordship I
   would have forborne it’ – concluding that ‘if my speedy goeing will
   not prevent itt, I must have pacience to stay’.19 Nevertheless, she
   was out of the country by July 1606, when Jean Beaulieu wrote from
   Brussels to the English diplomat William Trumbull that ‘we have here
   within this sevenight a newe English Ladie, called my ladie Lovell, a
   widowe, daughter to Sir John Roper, coming nowe, as I take it, out of
   France; she hath a gentlewoman or two with her, and some of her
   maydes, which doe not a little encrease the nomber and fame of the
   Englishwoemen in this Countrie.’20
   Cecil’s generosity towards Lady Lovell, first in securing her release
   from house arrest and then in granting her permission to leave the
   country, requires some explanation. At a personal level, he may have
   been following the example of the late Earl of Essex in seeking to
   create a broad-based and religiously diverse network of patronage from
   which Catholics were not excluded. As Pauline Croft has argued, he
   also sought to lock Catholic gentry families into ‘a structure of
   political loyalties conspicuously tied to the crown’, most notably in
   1611 when Catholics were encouraged to demonstrate their loyalty by
   purchasing baronetcies.21 There were, of course, limits to this
   conciliatory policy, and it is clear from Lady Lovell’s letters to him
   that he was not prepared to waive the Oath of Allegiance merely for
   her benefit; her reference to ‘my speedy goeing’ implies that she only
   avoided the Oath by leaving the country before it had been generally
   introduced. Nevertheless, her subsequent letters are profuse in their
   expressions of gratitude towards him: ‘your lordship hath hetherto
   justly deserved the title of a gracious Patron to me and mine’, she
   wrote in 1608, recalling that it was ‘cheefely by your favourable aide
   I was assisted for my coming into thes parts with my children’. She
   was even bold enough, or tactless enough, to hint that she would be
   praying for Cecil’s conversion: ‘there resteth nothing that I see
   wherein I may so fittly serve your lordship as in my unworthy praiers
   to god for you, to whom I will often offer up thos excellent parts of
   your minde and with as ernest piticion as I would make for the comfort
   of my own soule that his devine majesty will plese to dispose of them
   for your lordships true happines in etternitye’.
   Upon arrival in the Netherlands, Lady Lovell established her household
   at Brussels, where her relative Sir William Roper was also residing.22
   Writing to Cecil in August 1606, she explained that she was unable to
   go to Spa on account of ‘the distemperature of the water .. by
   occasion of continuall Raines faulen in thes parts .. wherfore I have
   thought itt convenyent to deferr my goeing till the sezon bee fitter
   and in the mene time to remayne in brissells’. Her ingenuous admission
   that ‘sum times I frequent the church and exercise my Conscienc heere
   in this catholick countrye’ can hardly have come as a surprise to
   Cecil, but she insisted that ‘in any thinge els disagreeing with the
   duty of a subject I hope never justly to bee Taxed being a true
   wittnes of the loyallty of min own hart toward my princ and country’.
   Her movements over the next two years are largely undocumented, but
   there are occasional reports of her in dispatches to and from the
   English diplomats in the Spanish Netherlands. In April 1608, for
   example, the English merchant John Brownlow reported to Trumbull that
   he had been commissioned by a fellow-countryman to seek out ‘two of
   the best Imbroderers’ in Antwerp, and had duly done so, only to find
   that the best, ‘uppon whom I cheefly depended’, was unavailable, ‘for
   that he ys in worke with my lady Lovell at Bruxells, and hath yet half
   a yeares worke with her’.23 Lady Lovell, it seems, was living in
   considerable state: as, indeed, one may deduce from her earlier
   correspondence with Cecil, in which she requested permission to travel
   with a retinue of eight servants, ‘finding upon better advising my
   self that six is too few for me and my children’.
   In August 1608, however, it emerged that Lady Lovell had entered the
   English Benedictine convent at Brussels. The news was greeted with
   general astonishment – Beaulieu wrote to Trumbull that ‘my lady
   Lovells holy and strange resolution .. hath not a little amazed us’ –
   as it was by no means clear what would become of her children. Sir
   Thomas Edmondes’s comments on the affair, in his regular weekly
   dispatch to Cecil, reflected the widespread assumption that she had
   fallen under the malign influence of the Jesuits:
   The Lady Lovell (the most passyonate besotted poore woman that ever
   was with the opinyon of the Jesuittes) did the last weeke render her
   self Religious amongst the Nunnes of this Towne. Shee hath left good
   portions to her twoe yong daughters, and recommended them to the
   protection of the Infanta, but she desyreth that they may be also made
   Nunnes, which the Jesuittes no doubt will labor by all the meanes they
   may, to be lykewise Masters of their portions.24
   The same dispatch contained a letter from Lady Lovell herself (now
   signing herself ‘Mary Lovell’), in which she admitted that her
   daughters would be left ‘exposed to the world and such injuries as by
   the waunt of a mothers protection may bee offred them’, but declared
   that she had been called by ‘a more powrefull object then the love of
   any mortall creture’, namely the desire ‘to imbrace intirely in my
   sowle the devine love of my savior crist’.25 Edmondes was clearly
   unimpressed, noting on 21 September that while the Jesuits had
   ‘stryven to grace the resolution of the Ladie Lovell for rendring of
   herself Religious; yett fewe others here doe approve the same’.26
   The doubters were to be proved right, for only seven months later
   Edmondes was writing to Cecil with the news that Lady Lovell, now
   ‘very much distracted’ and ‘almost desperate’, was planning to leave
   the convent. Again, Edmondes reported the news with a strong
   anti-Jesuit gloss:
   The Ladie Lovell is very much distracted whether she should resolve to
   persever in the course of a Nunne, into the which she hath putt
   herself, for that she doth not onely very ill brooke the severities of
   that lyfe, but also the disagreements which have bin betweene her and
   the Abbesse, for seeking to reclayme her haultie humors, So as poore
   woeman fynding so much discontentment in that lyfe, wherein the
   Jesuittes did lastly out of necessitie embarque her, after the
   spending of a great part of her meanes for the making of rich
   ornaments for their Church; In recompence whereof they bare her in
   hand to putt her in good place about the Infanta, or at least to
   procure her a good pention; She is become almost desperate, and the
   Jesuittes are noe lesse troubled to keepe her from relenting to avoyd
   the giving of scandall, and that it may not appeare howe they have
   abused her. But howesoever they may prevayle with her, both she and
   they are much condemned, for that her humors, and their misleadings,
   have made her to abandonne the care of her Children.27
   On 2 August 1609, almost precisely a year after Lady Lovell had
   entered the convent, Edmondes reported the ignominous end of the
   story: ‘The Lady Lovell is nowe setting up of House againe in the
   Towne. having forsaken her Cloyster; for the which her fantasticall
   humors she is generally descryed.’28 This reputation for headstrong
   and unreasonable behaviour would dog Lady Lovell for the rest of her
   life: in 1616 Archbishop Abbot described her as ‘a person humerous and
   inconstant, not onely as she is a woman but as shee is that woman, the
   Lady Lovell’.
   The autobiography of another English Benedictine nun, Dame Lucy
   Knatchbull, sheds a little more light on this episode. She entered the
   Brussels convent as a postulant in 1604, but left in 1609 when it
   appeared that the abbess, Dame Joanna Berkeley, was intending to place
   the convent under the jurisdiction of the Anglo-Benedictine President,
   a move which would have terminated the Jesuits’ spiritual direction of
   the house. Rather than submit to this, several of the nuns proposed to
   establish a new Benedictine convent in close proximity to one of the
   English Jesuit colleges at Liége, Louvain or St Omer, where they would
   be free to select Jesuit spiritual directors and confessors. However,
   ‘we had not been long out of the House but it was very evident that
   all our business would come to nothing; for which I was extremely
   grieved .. We were near six months in hand with this business; and for
   the most part all that which was done in it was so very contrary to my
   liking that it caused me greatly to be afflicted.’ The last straw, as
   far as Dame Lucy was concerned, was a proposal that they should become
   Carmelites and ‘found a House for English of that Order’, a suggestion
   which, as she later recalled, was ‘worse to me than all the rest’.
   Eventually she and another of the sisters, Dame Magdalene Digby,
   decided to return to Brussels, and so ‘parted from Louvain without
   acquainting any creature with our pretext’. They were received back
   into the convent at Brussels and were duly clothed as novices on 29
   December 1609, ‘with promise both on their parts and ours that all
   former unkindnesses should be forgotten’.29
   It is not clear who had come up with the plan to found a new convent;
   Dame Lucy’s account says merely that the organisers were ‘some Persons
   whose judgment I knew no reason to suspect’. Given her known views,
   however, it seems very likely that Lady Lovell was one of the prime
   movers in the project. She was certainly one of the proponents of the
   scheme to found an English Carmelite convent, and was still trying to
   buy a house for this purpose at Liége as late as 1617, when Trumbull
   reported that ‘the Lady Lovell is gone to Leege with a resolute
   purpose, there to erect a Monastery of Englishe Terresian Nunns; over
   whome, shee is to be the Pryoresse’. She was insistent that any new
   foundation should be under the spiritual direction of the Jesuits, and
   may have been attracted to the Carmelite order because its
   constitutions made explicit provision for the free choice of spiritual
   directors and confessors. She was also closely associated with Fr
   William Baldwin, who was instrumental in securing the readmittance of
   Lucy Knatchbull and Magdalene Digby to the Brussels convent after
   their return from Louvain. The following year, when Baldwin was
   arrested in England on suspicion of involvement in the Gunpowder Plot,
   Lady Lovell wrote to Cecil to assure him that ‘I have myself hard that
   good father swere by his preasthod that hee never knew of thos pouder
   tresons either in or out of confession’; while Edmondes reported to
   Trumbull, with sardonic amusement, that among the incriminating items
   discovered in Baldwin’s possession had been ‘sundrie love letters from
   the lady lovell to him’.
   There is thus a chain of circumstantial evidence linking Lady Lovell
   with the project to found a new convent; and it is reasonable to
   conclude that her abrupt departure from the Brussels convent probably
   had less to do with the personality traits unflatteringly attributed
   to her by Edmondes – inability to cope with the austerities of the
   religious life; unwillingness to submit to authority; and general
   infirmity of purpose – than with the long-running disputes between the
   Jesuits and the other religious orders. In May 1609, Edmondes reported
   that the Pope, ‘not knowing what to determyne in the complaints of the
   continuall dissentions betweene the English Jesuitts and the
   Benedicteins’, had threatened to ‘revoke both the Orders out of
   England’ unless they came to an agreement.30 Similar disputes would
   later perplex Lady Lovell’s efforts to establish an English Carmelite
   house at Antwerp: having failed to persuade Lady Lovell to relax her
   insistence on Jesuit spiritual direction, the Carmelites sought to
   discourage English Catholic families from sending their daughters to
   the convent, and Lady Lovell was forced to go over to England in an
   attempt to recruit more novices.31 Nevertheless, while Edmondes’s
   estimate of her character may not be entirely fair, there are other
   indications that Lady Lovell may not have been an easy person to get
   on with. In November 1609 her daughter Christina entered the convent
   at Brussels against her mother’s wishes; and when the continuing
   uncertainty over the spiritual direction of the Brussels convent led
   to another walkout in January 1624 – this time resulting in the
   successful foundation of a new English Benedictine house at Ghent –
   Lady Lovell was not invited to participate.
   We can now begin to see why Calvert, writing in March 1611, should
   have assumed that Lady Lovell was responsible for the Letter to Sir
   Edward Hoby. Her religious sympathies were well known; her activities
   had been closely monitored by the English diplomats in the Low
   Countries; her letters to Cecil showed that she was a capable and
   prolific writer; and her reputation for ‘fantasticall’ behaviour made
   it plausible to suppose that she might have engaged in religious
   controversy and polemic. For all these reasons, Lady Lovell would have
   seemed an obvious candidate for the authorship of a work supposedly by
   a ‘Catholique lady’, especially one written in support of a Catholic
   convert living in exile on the Continent. However, this does not
   explain why she should have been drawn into the exchange between
   Higgons and Hoby; and to answer this question, we must turn to a
   detailed examination of the Letter itself and the pamphlet by Hoby to
   which it was replying.
   As a layman rather than a trained theologian, Hoby sat relatively
   lightly to the conventional modes of academic debate, and A Letter to
   Mr T.H. is notable for the highly personal nature of its attack on
   Higgons, which evidently disconcerted some readers; one Catholic
   reader commented that Hoby would ‘gaine no great commendacion’ for it.32
   Hoby’s polemical strategy was to suggest that since the theological
   reasons for converting to Catholicism were so weak, Higgons must have
   converted for purely opportunistic reasons. He drew attention to the
   fact that Higgons had got married shortly before his conversion,
   cruelly suggesting that ‘the yoke of wedlocke being somewhat
   burthensom to your shoulders, was an inducement to make you cast off
   the Plough’, and that Higgons had fled the country in order to escape
   his wife and his creditors. ‘Into what a pitifull straight (poore
   soule) were you then driven? Was there no other way to repaire your
   ruinous fortunes, but by giving a bill of divorce unto that faith,
   whereunto you were first united?’ He warned Higgons that, as a married
   man, he would never be fully trusted by his co-religionists. ‘Reason
   likewise may tell you, they will never hold him a fit Churchman, whom
   they know to bee a womans man. Were there no other rub but this, yet
   mee thinks your mariage should lay an impossibilitie to the charge of
   your groundlesse hopes.’ He twisted the knife by including a letter
   from Higgons’s father lamenting his son’s conversion and also
   suggesting that ‘his Poperie came from the discontentment, by his
   unhappie mariage’.33
   Issues of gender thus loomed large in Hoby’s pamphet, particularly in
   the mock-dedication, ‘To all Romish Collapsed Ladies, of Great
   Britanie’; ‘collapsed’ in this context meaning ‘lapsed’ or fallen away
   from the Church of England, but with obvious connotations of moral or
   sexual frailty. Hoby declared that since the Roman Catholic ladies of
   Britain were in constant correspondence with the English seminary at
   St Omers, they were the best messengers to convey copies of his
   pamphlet overseas. He went on to inquire why women should be so
   susceptible to Catholicism, concluding that it was partly because of
   the weakness of their intellect and the ‘eagerness’ of their
   affections, and partly because the Jesuits used them as ‘fit
   instruments .. to serve their turn’ in order to infiltrate households
   where ‘they themselves can have no accesse’. This was a familiar theme
   in anti-Catholic polemic: a contemporary sermon similarly declared
   that when Jesuits sought to make converts, they ‘turne all their witts
   principally to insinuate into great women, beginning with them first,
   and by them gaining their husbands too, and their children, and
   tenants, and many of the country round around them .. And this is one
   maine cause why so many of our Gentry and others are become Papists:
   the wife was first inspired with an Ignatian fire, and ergo the
   husband must be mad for company.’34 As the remedy for this danger,
   Hoby exhorted his female readers to submit to their husbands’
   authority, and not to ‘trouble your selves about the Antiquitie of our
   Church, which you are no lesse unable to conceive, than unwilling to
   beleeve’.
   Hoby’s object was, of course, to equate religious and social disorder,
   by suggesting that women who were unstable in their religion were also
   likely to be unstable in their marital obedience, and to link the
   whole phenomenon of religious conversion with feminine weakness and
   extravagance. Higgons responded with a dedicatory epistle of his own,
   ‘To the Right Honorable and Truly Vertuous, the Ladies Catholique of
   great Britany’, in which he denounced ‘the project of this Knight’ in
   seeking ‘to defame your Religion in your Persons’; a project which, he
   gallantly declared, was doomed to failure, ‘since the generall
   esteeme, which you have gayned by the integrity of your lives, hath
   made you incapable of his wrongs’. Higgons drew on an alternative set
   of stereotypes in order to argue that the natural innocence, virtue
   and charity of women made them particularly well suited to arbitrate
   in the dispute between Hoby and himself. ‘In which regard, I appeale
   unto you (religious, and prudent Ladies) and assigne you (with your
   favourable leave) to be my Judges in this triall; since my Cause is
   honest, and your selves are just .. They that are guiltlesse seek no
   colourable defence; for Innocency is hir owne eloquence, being easily
   sustayned by hir inward, and proper strength’. The distinction being
   drawn here – again, a very familiar one to students of contemporary
   religious polemic – was between the honest woman in the plain garb of
   truth, and the harlot dressed in the cosmetic disguises of
   rhetoric,’painted with eloquence’ and ‘adorned with invention’.35
   The Letter to Sir Edward Hoby was probably composed in the summer of
   1609; it must have been written soon after the publication of Hoby’s
   pamphlet in June of that year, and probably before the publication of
   Higgons’s reply in December, to which it makes no reference. It makes
   little attempt to engage with the theological substance of the debate,
   but consists simply of a point-by-point rebuttal of Hoby’s dedication,
   beginning with his use of the term ‘collapsed ladies’ and ending with
   his closing subscription, ‘From my house in the Blackfriars’, to which
   the writer tartly retorts: ‘And thus we leave you with your house in
   Black-friers’. Occasionally a certain sly humour creeps in. The Letter
   takes exception to Hoby’s description of Catholic ladies as ‘going a
   whoring with [their] owne inventions’, and remarks that it would be
   equally insulting to ‘your creedit, and the reputation of your
   virtuous Lady’ for ‘one of us, upon the newes of any promotion that
   befell you, to tell you (according to the Scripture phrase) how glad
   we were that your horne was exalted’. It seems fairly clear that this
   is an allusion to the sexual gossip surrounding Hoby, which resurfaced
   in 1611 in the form of allegations that he had been cuckolded by his
   wife. In the same letter in which he reported Higgons’s recantation
   sermon, Calvert passed on a titillating anecdote about the birth of
   Hoby’s son, alleging that ‘as soone as the midwife brought him his
   sonne to see him’, Hoby had declared: ‘it was a goodly child god
   blesse him, and wonderfull like the father whosoever he were’. The
   author of the Letter, whoever he or she may have been, was evidently
   well-informed about Jacobean court gossip.
   At first glance, the Letter may seem to be a relatively
   unsophisticated work, which responds to Hoby’s charges by flatly
   contradicting them or turning them back on himself. On further
   examination, however, it proves to be far more subtle and ambiguous,
   particularly in the way it upholds the right of women to judge matters
   of theology for themselves. Section 7 begins in deceptively disarming
   fashion, by admitting the intellectual inferiority of women: ‘If you
   had contented yourself to put weomen only in mind of their weakness
   and incapacity .. we would not much have contended with you therein.
   We willingly grant that in respect of the weaknes of our sex we are
   lesse able to judg of difficulties in religion than men’. This is then
   neatly turned against Hoby, with the argument that women’s
   intellectual incapacity obliges them to submit to the guidance of the
   Catholic church and priesthood. The following section, however, draws
   attention to the ‘extraordinary gifts of minde and nature’ possessed
   by some Catholic women; and section 10 goes further still, asserting
   that in some respects women are actually more capable than men of
   reaching the right decision in matters of religion. Women ‘perhapps
   have not the streingth and courage which some men have to hazard their
   soules for worldly respects’, and are therefore less likely to be
   swayed by ambition or self-interest; they ‘aime at nothing els but the
   good of their soules’, and are therefore less fearful of taking
   spiritual advice from a Catholic priest.
   There are similar ambiguities in the Letter’s discussion of marital
   obedience. The writer rejects any suggestion that a Catholic woman
   married to a Protestant husband is guilty of disobedience, and
   declares that recusancy is no hindrance to ‘the duty we owe to our
   husbands’. ‘We denie that such as have wives of their religion are to
   be placed in the nomber of those who cannot rule their wives’; on the
   contrary, ‘we may boldly say that noe men doe find more happie
   agreement in their mariag than such as have wives of our belife’. This
   appears to present no challenge to the norms of patriarchal authority
   and wifely submission; yet a crucial passage in section 12 upholds the
   principle that wives may disobey their husbands in matters of
   conscience. Hoby, quoting 1 Cor. 14: 35, had urged his female readers
   ‘to aske (not to grieve) your husbands at home’, but the writer of the
   Letter retorts that St Paul never intended his words to be taken as a
   demand for blind obedience. ‘And yet you wold have us (forsooth)
   credit our husbands upon their bare words without farther inquireing,
   as though St Paul in willing us to aske our husbands advise in some
   things, wold have every one of us frame our resolution in religion
   after our husbands humours.’ The Letter also drops a strong hint that
   Catholic wives should seek to bring about the conversion of Protestant
   husbands, declaring in section 10 that there is nothing culpable in
   the behaviour of Catholic priests who ‘make use of woemen of qualitie,
   witt, and worth, to further the conversion of their husbands and
   freinds to whom they cannot have the like accesse’.
   The Letter is also remarkably subtle in its anti-Protestant polemic,
   particularly in the way it draws attention to doctrinal divisions
   within the Church of England. Section 5 comments mockingly on the
   apocalyptic speculations of Protestant ministers who ‘talke much of a
   beast with seaven heads, besyds hornes, which sometymes they make
   specked and sometymes scarlet’, and who identify the Whore of Babylon
   as the papal Antichrist. In section 9, however, there is a reference
   to other Protestant divines whose learning – and, by implication,
   their rejection of the apocalyptic tradition – causes them to be
   widely regarded as popish sympathisers. ‘The ministers them selves who
   in the reputation of your owne Church are esteemed the most juditious
   and learned, can hardly avoyd the suspition to be inclined to us, or
   at lest declining from you, howsoever they be interessed by the
   function they live by, to mak another shew’. This foreshadows later
   attempts by Catholic controversialists to drive a wedge between
   puritans and conformists. The writer of the Letter was not the only
   Catholic writer to suggest that the most learned and respected
   Protestant divines were Catholic in all but name: Elizabeth Cary
   claimed that her conversion to Catholicism had been prompted by
   reading Richard Hooker’s Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, while
   Sylvester Norris later described Hooker as ‘this learned Protestant
   (whose calamity is the more to be deplored, in that retayning divers
   Catholike grounds, he forbare to build a fayth answereable thereto)’.
   The emergence of a new strain of anti-puritan (and, later, Laudian)
   churchmanship in the early Stuart Church of England made this
   polemical tactic increasingly effective.
   We come now to the question of authorship. The fact that the Letter
   purports to be by a ‘Catholique Lady’ does not necessarily mean that
   it is by a woman’s hand, as there are many examples in this period of
   male-authored texts written in a female persona. Sometimes a text was
   attributed to a woman in order to enhance its value as religious
   propaganda, as in the case of the ballad ‘I am a woman poor and
   blind’, supposedly by the Protestant martyr Anne Askew; at other
   times, the use of a female persona had an ironic or satirical purpose,
   as in Vincent Canes’s dialogue The Reclaimed Papist (1655), where the
   theological arguments put into the mouth of one of the female
   participants, sarcastically characterised as ‘a witty woman’, are
   deliberately absurd and self-contradictory.36 However, the Letter is
   not obviously a work of propaganda or satire, and there are good
   reasons to take the attribution seriously. It is remarkably outspoken
   in its defence of female autonomy and freedom of conscience, at a time
   when many writers were uncertain of the extent to which a wife’s
   conscience was in her husband’s keeping, and when most discussions of
   this subject were, in the words of one recent scholar, ‘full of
   half-articulated contradictions’.37 Moreover, while the work is far
   from being naive or unsophisticated, the sentence construction is
   loose and disorderly in a manner which seems to indicate an
   unpractised writer, and which is certainly not dissimilar to Lady
   Lovell’s surviving letters.
   What, then, of the attribution to Lady Lovell? This is more
   problematic. Against it is the fact that Lady Lovell, as we have seen,
   was almost certainly a cradle Catholic, whereas the author of the
   Letter writes as a Catholic convert on behalf of other converts,
   informing Hoby that there had been a time ‘when we were of your
   profession’ and ‘frequented your churches’, but that ‘we left your
   books, your sermons, and your churches, and addressed ourselves to
   such as could direct us better’. This is not an insuperable objection
   to Lady Lovell’s authorship, as she may simply be adopting the persona
   of a ‘collapsed lady’ in order to answer Hoby’s polemic more
   effectively, but it should encourage us to keep an open mind on the
   question of authorship. In favour of the attribution. however, is the
   fact that the writer implicitly accepts Hoby’s allegation of a
   particular attachment to the Jesuits. Hoby states that he has heard
   from a unnamed Catholic source ‘how great those Jesuites are in your
   books’, remarking that ‘had I no other thing to write, these tidings
   would yet have set my pen on worke’. The writer of the Letter does not
   deny this, but declares that ‘we honour their Society as a blessed
   order that God has raised for the good of his church’, that ‘we
   reverence the persons of many learned and virtuous men of their
   number’, and that ‘some of us may justly for special causes be devoted
   to them’, though others ‘have the like devotion’ to other religious
   orders. This acknowledgement of a ‘special devotion’ to the Society of
   Jesus concurs with Lady Lovell’s preference for Jesuit spiritual
   direction.
   Moreover, there are several passages in the Hoby/Higgons exchange
   which could be interpreted as alluding specifically to Lady Lovell. It
   may not be coincidental, for example, that Edmondes’s reference to
   Lady Lovell’s ‘fantasticall humors’ echoes a remark of Hoby’s only a
   few months earlier: ‘it is unpossible you should be so inconsiderate,
   as to buy a fantasticall, I will not say, a fanaticall humour, at so
   high a rate’. Was Hoby alluding to the reports of Lady Lovell’s
   immoderate expenditure on ornaments for the Jesuit church in Brussels?
   Even more suggestive is a passage in Higgons’s epistle to ‘the Ladies
   Catholique of great Britany’, declaring that ‘I (with your Mary) have
   chosen the better part, to speake good of you, and not evill; as also,
   therein, I sustayn the truer part, because your selves are not evill,
   but good’. It is possible to read this merely as a reference to the
   Gospel story of Martha and Mary, but when we recall that Lady Lovell
   had taken the name Mary on entering the English convent at Brussels
   the previous year, it does not seem implausible to suppose that a
   personal compliment may be intended here. Indeed, Higgons’s remark can
   even be read as an allusion to the Letter itself, another work which
   had chosen ‘to speake good .. and not evill’ of the Catholic ladies of
   England. There is thus a compelling case to be made for Lady Lovell’s
   authorship, though in the absence of conclusive evidence it must
   remain conjectural. Other manuscripts of the Letter, if they exist,
   may help to settle the matter.
   Our final glimpse of Lady Lovell comes from her will, written shortly
   before her death on 12 November 1628. She left the income from her
   property on the Mont-de-Piêté in Bruges to the poor of that city, on
   condition that ‘if our country becom catholick’ then the money was to
   be ‘imployed in our own land for the poore catholiks’. Her house in
   Bruges was given to the English Jesuits at Ghent, with the stipulation
   that if they sold the property, the proceeds should be reinvested and
   the income used to employ one of the Jesuit fathers ‘to wright against
   heretiks’. The English Carmelite convent in Ghent received an annuity
   of 200 florins, ‘a booke of curious picturs to keepe perpetually’ and
   a jewel described as a ‘lamn of gret perll under the claus of a lion
   and a tiger’; in return, they were asked to provide ‘two singing
   masses for me and my housband and children .. and three simple masses
   every yeere’, and to recite the De Profundis every day. Other bequests
   included ‘an antipendom of whight sattin, wraught with cullerd silks
   and a border imbraudery with gould’, given to the Jesuits at Ghent; ‘a
   vaile for the challis, of whight sattin wraught curiously with cullerd
   silks and gould’, given to the Rector of the English College; and ‘a
   vaile of purple taffety wraught all with silver’, given to the
   Carmelites at Bruges.38 (Add final sentence on the current whereabouts
   of the convents founded by Lady Lovell.)
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