
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2007

"He Cannot Be a Gentleman Which Loveth
Not Hawking and Hunting": Reading Early
Modern English Hunting Treatises as
Courtesy Books
Karen A. Kaiser Lee

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

"HE CANNOT BE A GENTLEMAN WHICH LOVETH NOT HAWKING AND

HUNTING":  READING EARLY MODERN ENGLISH HUNTING

TREATISES AS COURTESY BOOKS

By

KAREN A. KAISER LEE

A Thesis submitted to the
Department of English

in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

Master of Arts 

Degree Awarded:
Spring Semester, 2007 



The members of the Committee approve the Thesis of Karen A. Kaiser Lee defended on 

August 24, 2006.

Bruce T. Boehrer 

Professor Directing Thesis

Daniel Vitkus

Committee Member

Nancy Bradley Warren

Committee Member

Approved: 

Kathleen Blake Yancey, Acting Chair, Department of English

The Office of Graduate Studies has verified and approved the above named committee 

members.

ii



This thesis is dedicated to my mother, Margaret K. Kaiser, who has wholeheartedly 

championed my decision to continue my studies. 

iii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to acknowledge the members of her thesis committee for their guidance and 

support: Director, Dr. Bruce Boehrer, Dr. Daniel Vitkus, and Dr. Nancy Bradley Warren, 

who were all especially tolerant of shifting deadlines and some very rough drafts.

Also I would like to acknowledge the unstinting assistance of my husband, Jeffrey S. Lee, 

who has been incredibly supportive of my ambitions to enter academia and who provided 

invaluable assistance in the preparation of this work. 

iv



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract ......................................................................................................v

 Introduction ................................................................................................1

Chapter 1 Hunting Regulations and the Social, Economic and Political

Changes of Early Modern England..............................................8

Chapter 2 Early Modern Courtesy Books, Sprezzatura, and Sport.............. 17

Chapter 3 “Imperfections In My Venery”: Middle-Class Hunting In The 

Roaring Girl And The Shoemaker’s Holiday.............................. 25

Chapter 4 Early Modern Hunting Treatises..................................................34

Conclusions ......................................................................................................48

References ......................................................................................................53

Biographical Sketch............................................................................................. 57

v



ABSTRACT

The nobility of the Renaissance era enjoyed an elaborate form of hunting, called  par 

force, which involved many horses,  dogs,  and huntsmen and offered many opportunities for 

social  display.  Par  force hunting  came with  a  set  of  ritualized  actions  and  its  own unique 

vocabulary. English monarchs, especially James I, instituted regulations on who could participate 

based  on  social  status.  As  the  higher  social  echelons  became more  permeable,  and  hunting 

remained the recreation of choice for those of elevated status, this turned the sport into a skill 

necessary for those new to the court. This study looks at early modern English hunting manuals 

to examine how they functioned as courtesy literature for those newly admitted to higher levels 

of  society,  examining  the  rhetorical  and  instructional  techniques  employed  in  early  modern 

English hunting treatises to ascertain similarities between to two types of books.
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INTRODUCTION

But before I proceed any further, I will tell you what Hunting is, and from the true 

definition thereof, make your way more easy and plain into the hidden Art of the same. 

–Gervase Markham, Country Contentments (1611)

Primitive artists living in Tasili-n-Ajjer (a group of mountains in the eastern 

Sahara) working about four thousand years ago painted the surrounding rocks with 

scenes from their daily lives. One of these paintings depicts a hunter, brandishing a lance 

and attended by three curly-tailed canines, who have cornered a wild ox (Thurston 13). 

There is a good deal of evidence to suggest that early species of canine became 

domesticated as a result of a partnership between species for the purpose of securing 

sustenance. Somehow the relationship transformed from canines stealing from human 

campfires to canines and humans teaming up to hunt together and share the spoils of the 

hunt for mutual sustenance.

In classical Greece, hunting was making another transition.  While it was still for 

many people an essential means to secure sustenance, the activity of hunting itself was 

also gradually becoming thought of as a recreational activity that doubled as training for 

combat. The historian Xenophon (431-354 B.C.E.) in his work On Hunting described 

how to hunt hare and other game with the aid of dogs; he noted that hunting “makes the 

body healthy, improves the sight and hearing, and keeps men from growing old; and it 
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affords the best training for war” (12.1).  

Castiglione echoes this sentiment when recommending proper activities in the 

influential early Italian Renaissance courtesy manual The Courtier (1528): 

There bee also manye other exercises, the whiche thoughe they depende 

not throughlye upon armes, yet have they a greate agreemente with them, 

and have in them muche manlye activitie. And of them me thinke 

huntynge is one of the chiefest. For it hath a certaine lykenesse with 

warre, and is truelye a pastime for great men, and fitte for one lyvying in 

courte (Hoby 48-49).  

The basic methods of hunting changed little from the time of Xenophon to the 

medieval period. Nets or other traps were set to snare smaller animals, while hunting for 

more sizeable game was conducted with a larger hunting party consisting of hounds, 

huntsmen, and hunters on horseback. Scent hounds (lymers, an ancestor to modern-day 

bloodhounds) were used to track the prey, greyhounds and other sight hounds pursued the 

quarry when it was in sight, and larger, sturdier dogs similar to mastiffs helped pull down 

the prey. The huntsman and his assistants, who were employed by the nobleman chiefly 

to help conduct hunting, coordinated the activity of the hunting dogs. 

It was this form of hunting, called par force de chiens (“by strength of dogs”), 

which grew to become a prestigious activity for the elite, with many opportunities for 

social display. By the Middle Ages par force hunting had become a leisure pursuit for the 

nobility of Europe. While the food provided by the hunt was a welcome addition to the 

table, it was becoming more of a supplement to domesticated food production, as 

opposed to earlier, pre-agricultural cultures, when hunting provided the majority of the 

foodstuffs. Venison brought from the hunt was considered a prized gift, prestigious to 

give or to receive.  The Par force hunt had a set of prescribed, ritualized actions for each 

stage of the hunt from the seeking of potential game to the breaking up of the slain 

animal.  An elaborate system of taxonomy for hunting terms evolved as well. Monarchs, 

especially in England, instituted regulations specifying who could participate in the hunt 
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and where hunting could take place.  Immense hunting parks stocked with deer and other 

types of game were created on royal properties. Poaching was considered a serious 

offense against the king and was punishable by fees, imprisonment, or, in a few cases, 

death. 

Hunting remained a social as well as physical outlet for royalty and nobility under 

the Tudor and Stuart dynasties. Henry VIII was an avid hunter; the lands freed by his 

dissolution of the English monasteries made possible the creation of large parks for 

hunting. Elizabeth I also enjoyed the sport, participating in bow and stable hunting (a 

form of hunting where deer are driven en masse in front of the hunters), while James I 

especially relished hunting par force. 

The increased regulation of hunting that began in the late medieval era continued 

into the early modern period.  At James I’s instigation, Parliament increased the 

regulations on what sort of person could legally participate in the hunt (with the privilege 

tied to social class) with a series of laws between 1603 and 1610. Yet during this time, 

movement between social strata was becoming more possible, for a variety of reasons, 

such as increased economic opportunities for those outside the aristocracy and an 

increased availability of honors and titles. Therefore more people were able to meet the 

legal requirements and so would be eligible to participate in the hunt. 

As the higher social echelons became more permeable, and hunting remained the 

recreation of choice for those of elevated status, this turned the sport into a skill 

necessary for those new to the court, that is the nouveaux riches of the era. Hunting took 

on a social function similar to the sport of golf today. Business people find that games of 

golf with colleagues turn into important  settings for making social and business 

connections. Golf is a sport that takes place in certain places (golf courses, country 

clubs); it has its own language (birdies, bogeys, par); it requires specialized, usually 

expensive equipment and often assistance (golf clubs, golf carts, and caddies). Thus the 

setting, requirements for participation and the challenging nature of the sport give it a 

definite air of exclusivity. Hunting in early modern England in many respects was the 
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same.  Hunting took place in hunting parks owned by members of the aristocracy; it had 

many specialized terms; it called for packs of dogs and horses, and the huntsmen 

necessary to take care of them. 

Thus economic and social shifts created a new class of those who were upwardly 

mobile, people who had money and were being admitted to higher ranks, but who did not 

have the advantages of being raised in the surroundings of the elite. As such, they would 

not have participated in the hunt in their youth or had much familiarity with the activities 

of the sport. These social newcomers would not be familiar with the requirements and 

traditions of the sport were in danger of appearing ignorant, ill-bred and ill-mannered. An 

example of those who were in this situation can be seen in Act 4, Scene 2, of 

Shakespeare’s  Love’s Labors Lost (1598), where Holofernes, Sir Nathaniel and Dull 

dispute the correct term for the deer that the Princess has just slain. Holofernes calls it a 

deer, and Nathaniel corrects him: 

NATHANIEL. Truly, Master Holofernes, the epithets are sweetly varied, 

like a scholar at the least: but, sir, I assure ye it was a buck of the first 

head.

HOLOFERNES. Sir Nathaniel, haud credo. 

DULL. 'Twas not a old grey doe; 'twas a pricket. (4.2.1-20)  

Dull mishears “haud credo” (“I do not think so”) as “old grey doe”; since he is a 

constable his mistake is easier to overlook than that of Nathaniel or Holofernes, who as a 

scholar and a knight/curate working in the surroundings of court ought to have a grasp of 

hunting terminology. Wordplay and comic misunderstandings are not unusual in 

Shakespeare; in this particular scene, Shakespeare also mocks the pedantic practice of 

stressing terminology over skill (Semenza 45). The confusion over hunting terminology 

illustrates how a lack of knowledge about the sport exposed parvenus to social risks.

While the hunting literature of the medieval and early modern period has been 
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documented (such D.H. Madden’s 1969 work A Chapter of Medieval History: The 

Fathers of the Literature of Field Sport and Horses, Edward Berry’s 2001 book 

Shakespeare and the Hunt, and Roger B. Manning’s 1993 book Hunters and Poachers), 

work that places early modern English hunting treatises along with the courtesy books of 

the period would help to give these works a greater context. This study looks at early 

modern English hunting manuals to examine how they functioned as courtesy literature 

for those newly admitted to higher levels of society. It studies the various rhetorical and 

instructional techniques employed in early modern English hunting treatises.  In 

particular, this work examines the writings of two prolific writers on the subject, George 

Gascoigne and Gervase Markham, whose attempts to gain favorable positions at court 

were largely unsuccessful. 

The examination of these treatises begins by reviewing the various shifts in the 

political, social, and economic arenas that allowed upward mobility and admitted 

newcomers to the social surroundings usually associated with the aristocracy. With an 

understanding of the changes taking place in English society, the second chapter looks at 

early modern English courtesy manuals, the influence that The Courtier exerted on them, 

and the concept of sprezzatura and how this concept, as understood by the English, 

influenced the sport of hunting.

Before engaging the hunting treatises themselves, Chapter 3 briefly touches on 

early modern English literary artifacts relating to the hunt. The literary elements in this 

chapter include a short review of the connotations that the word “venery” carried in the 

early modern period, and a look at hunting as depicted in The Roaring Girl and The 

Shoemaker’s Holiday to ascertain shifts in attitudes toward hunting taking place at that 

time by looking at scenes that reveal middle class notions about hunting.  This 

examination of hunting in an early modern literary context is meant to provide evidence 

that there was a tension between the idea that hunting, according to its adherents was a 

wholesome, beneficial activity, and the view (disputed by the writers of hunting manuals) 

that hunting is symbolic of indulgence and carnality.
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The fourth chapter turns to the early modern English hunting treatises and 

describes how they functioned as courtesy books, why and for whom they were written, 

and how they were meant to influence both the court and those who wished to join it. 

George Gascoigne and Gervase Markham, two authors of hunting treatises, are 

themselves representative of this conflict. As younger sons of gentlemen, they had to 

struggle to find places at court.  

At one level these treatises appear to have evolved from late medieval 

commonplace books. They discuss mundane topics like the day-to-day management of 

the hounds’ kennel, share various folk remedies for sick dogs, and describe many other 

daily duties that in all likelihood would  have been carried out by the huntsmen employed 

by the aristocratic hunter. Yet attention in these texts is also paid to the superficial 

elements of the hunt, which engage the interest of those who wished to style themselves 

as polished members of the elite.  These treatises are addressed to “all noblemen and 

gentlemen,” they discuss the formal social situations of the hunt,  they assign rank to 

falcons, prey, and hounds, et cetera. The attention to both the mundane workings of the 

hunt as well as the courtly aspects of the sport reveals that early modern hunting 

instruction books were on the boundaries between the more practical values of ambitious 

members of the bourgeois who had typically worked to achieve their status and the 

status-focused nature of the aristocracy who wished to preserve their prestige.  

6



CHAPTER 1:

HUNTING REGULATIONS AND THE SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 

CHANGES IN EARLY MODERN ENGLAND

The shifts in society that become more apparent in the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

eras had their genesis in fifteenth-century England.  Changes in the economic and social 

climate began to break down parts of the strict demarcation between the nobility and the 

wealthy; it was now more possible to acquire power by acquiring large sums of money, 

as opposed to via family connections or the hereditary control of feudal land holdings. 

Lawrence Stone characterizes these changes as a shift in “the role of the various social 

classes within a static framework” (4).  Fissures began to appear in the façade of 

established notions of the social hierarchy. To justify these new deviations from the 

hierarchy’s status quo, the outward trappings of the elite were often grafted onto the 

social newcomers. Titles or creative genealogies were given to these social newcomers to 

explain their  arrivals. The parvenus desired to emulate the upper classes, whose chief 

defining feature was a surplus of leisure time filled with entertainments like hunting. The 

arrival of these parvenus precipitated an increased regulation of hunting, which was 

analogous to sumptuary laws regulating the sort of clothing one could wear based on 

social status1 – both of which embodied the aristocracy’s anxieties over encroachment 

from outside their ranks.  The reaction to this increased regulation was a surge of 

popularity in both hunting and poaching (illegal hunting) within the ranks of both 

gentlemen and the aristocracy. 

As the England’s international wool trade grew, it brought an unprecedented level 
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of wealth and, by extension, power to the entrepreneurial and merchant guilds of London. 

At the same time, the War of the Roses decimated the aristocracy, while the relatively 

swift growth in the level of  literacy in the lower rungs of the social ladder also 

contributed to the aristocracy’s loss of power. Stone cautions that these changes did not 

bring about a huge alteration to England’s social framework:

The social structure itself should be regarded as a continuum with 

bottlenecks, or alternatively as a stepped pyramid or lozenge. Short of a 

major revolution and the confiscation and redistribution of land and 

capital, social mobility may alter the shape of the figure, may broaden or 

narrow some of the steps; but except over a long period of time it is 

unlikely either to eliminate the existing steps or to create new ones (Stone 

23).

While no new steps were added to the social strata, in late Tudor England it was 

more  possible for upward social mobility than before; the higher number of new entrants 

into the higher rungs of society was a challenge to the commonly held view that there 

was order in the world. In the late Middle Ages, an orderly system of rank was assumed 

to exist within society,  corresponding to the God-given, natural order in the animal and 

spiritual realms.  Sir John Fortescue’s fifteenth-century work on the law of nature 

illustrates the concept:

In this order angel is set over angel, rank upon rank in the kingdom of 

heaven; man is set over man, beast over beast, bird over bird, and fish 

over fish, on the earth in the air and in the sea: so that there is no worm 

that crawls upon the ground, no bird that flies on high, no fish that swims 

in the depths which the chain of this order does not bind in most 

harmonious concord. Hell alone, inhabited by none but sinners, asserts its 

claim to escape the embraces of this order. . . there is no creature which 

does not differ in some respect from all other creatures and by which it is 
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in some respect superior or inferior to all the rest. (Fortescue quoted in 

Tillyard 26-27)

The notion that only Hell escaped the chain of being suggests how any deviation 

from this concept must have been considered abhorrent.  However, while the chain of 

being may have been a deeply ingrained idea that was accepted in the Elizabethan age as 

unwritten cosmic law (as Tillyard asserts), upward mobility was achievable and was 

made more possible with the economic and social changes ushered in with the dawning 

of capitalism. There was a considerable amount of mutability within the supposedly static 

great chain of being. “The ideal of a society in which every man had his place and stayed 

in it was breaking down under a combination of material and ideological pressures” 

(Stone 21).

Since deviations from the established hierarchy were so objectionable, these 

changes were garbed in mangled medieval paradigms; “because of this crushing burden 

of belief in the need for social stability,” Stone writes, “all change had to be interpreted 

as the maintenance of tradition” (16). In the case of newly made men, they were 

camouflaged by the granting of titles and the fabricating of genealogies (Stone 16).  As a 

part of this move to reinterpret changes in status (and to help raise money for the 

monarchy), titles were also available for those who had the funds.  

Upon his accession in 1603, James I reversed Elizabeth I’s penurious distribution 

of honors and by the end of 1604 there were 1,161 new knights of the realm (Stone 41). 

His decree demanding that men worth ₤40 a year present themselves for a knighthood 

resulted in a throng of men who were the sons of yeomen, shepherds, and London pedlars 

- “a scum of such as it would make a man sick to think of them” in the words of one 

witness to the spectacle (Stone 16).2 Then the sale of titles began in earnest:

In 1615, however, there occurred a radical change of policy, to a system of 

direct cash sale of titles by the Crown, and the granting of nominations as 

rewards for courtiers. . . The pressure to use the sale of titles as rewards 

for the hungry Villiers family, as compensation for the outgoing 
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politicians, and as means to raise ready cash was therefore almost 

irresistible. . . James at last took the plunge and consented to a direct sale 

of peerages as the only means of raising ready cash. ‘Baronies were wont 

to be given by entaile, but now they go by bargain and sale’ observed the 

wits in the aisles of Saint Paul’s. (Stone 51)

Along with these newly available aristocratic titles, another key social marker for 

the elite in early modern England was the possession  of “financial independence, the 

capacity to live idly without the necessity of undertaking manual, mechanic, or even 

professional tasks. . . and [the] willingness to adopt the way of life and the system of 

values which prevailed among the landed classes” (Stone 29).  In Ben Jonson’s comedy 

Epicene (1616), Truewit declares that a man of quality should do “nothing; or that which, 

when ‘tis done, is as idle. Hearken after the next horse race or hunting match” (1.1.32-

33). As the bourgeois accumulated the wealth that permitted leisure, they desired the 

trappings of the aristocracy, and hunting had been established by the medieval period as 

one such elite adornment. Since one needed to adopt this socially imposed idleness, 

hunting was adopted as a favored leisure activity for the parvenu. 

 Hunting as a pastime legally reserved for the elite has its origins in the forest 

laws imposed by the Normans after the Conquest.  While the Saxon kings did possess 

tracts of land throughout the country specifically reserved for them, “the introduction of a 

special forest law designed to protect the animals important to the king’s sport, thus 

creating the districts known as royal forests, remained for the more authoritarian 

Normans to establish” (Young 2).  The rules associated with the protection of the king’s 

deer restricted the use of lands within the boundaries of these royal forests; landowners 

were prohibited from clearing their woods or clearing land for  agricultural use without 

first gaining permission from royal officials (Young 4-5).   King John (1166-1260) 

enacted even more rigorous hunting regulations. He broadened the forest laws restricting 

hunting to include small game, a hardship on the lower classes. John’s misuse of the 

forest laws was a chief cause of unrest during his reign. One of the stipulations of the 
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Magna Carta was an amelioration of the forest laws, forcing John to release “all the lands 

that had been added to the royal forests for the last generation” and to reduce the severe 

penalties for forest law transgressions (Bergman 162).

After the changes enacted with Magna Carta, hunting laws allowed hunting for all 

so long as it took place outside the royal forests and parks. In 1390 Richard II restricted 

hunting with a law that declared priests or clerks whose preferment was worth less than 

ten pounds a year, as well as workers, laymen, and artificers whose land was worth less 

than forty shillings a year, would be penalized with one year’s imprisonment for hunting; 

not only were the king’s deer protected by this regulation, but hares and conies (or any 

other “gentlemen’s game”) were forbidden to the lower classes; this effectively united the 

king and landed gentry in protecting their status and entitlement against intrusions from 

below (Young 169). 

This struggle between the established aristocracy and the other classes continues 

to manifest within the sphere of hunting throughout the late medieval and early modern 

periods.   Hunting laws often raised the ire of the lower classes.  The leader of a popular 

uprising, Wat Tyler called for the removal of all restrictions on hunting parks and royal 

forests in order that “‘poor as well as rich might take wild beasts and hunt the hare in the 

field,’” and the insurrections of 1549 were connected to large-scale slaughter of deer in 

hunting parks, an indication of the resentment these regulations caused (Manning 17). 

Like King John, James I also sought to tighten hunting laws. At the same time 

that he was selling and granting titles with more generosity than had been seen with 

Elizabeth I, James I was also establishing stricter regulations on who was permitted to 

hunt.  “It is not fit that clowns should have these sports,” he opined (Thomas 49). At his 

instigation, Parliament passed a series of changes to the game laws from 1603-1610. 

These changes increased the amount of land or goods that one needed to possess in order 

to be allowed to hunt and were made to keep hunting within the aristocracy and higher 

gentry (Berry 13). 

These statutes limiting participation in hunting to only those in certain social 
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classes function like sumptuary laws; they are another attempt to make the hierarchy 

visible as well as to control entrance into the elite class, another factor that would 

encourage those of the elite to join together to enforce against upstarts trying to infringe 

on privileges they were not entitled to. 

The Tudors were especially interested in this sort of social regulation. In addition to 

restrictions on apparel, they also went so far as to regulate feasts; in 1573 livery 

companies were prohibited from presenting overly extravagant feasts, and in 1517 it was 

decreed that the number of courses served at feasts was to be congruent with the most 

distinguished personage in attendance – nine courses if a cardinal was to dine, six if a 

lord of Parliament, and so forth (Whigham 157).  

Sumptuary laws, like hunting regulations and similar laws enforcing similar 

privileges of the hierarchy, were burdensome to administer.  At the end of Elizabeth’s 

reign, transgressing sumptuary laws to boost one’s social standing was so customary that 

the House of Commons asserted that these statutes could not be enforced, and were 

onerous besides;  the Parliament of 1604 expunged earlier sumptuary laws, and no new 

acts were dispensed (Whigham 169). “For the prince to guard the privilege of this 

[aristocratic] class was to guard his own preeminence. But the system became 

problematic when there was a good deal of change in sumptuary habits of persons 

moving within and into the elite” (Whigham 161). Yet James persisted in entreating 

Parliament for additional regulations on hunting, transferring royal anxiety about people 

dressing or eating above their station to worries about people participating in activities 

above their station. The emphasis in prosecutions for hunting offenses under James and 

Charles I was on the amplification of royal game privilege (Manning 1).  These increased 

hunting regulations led to an increase in poaching.

Hunting was not the only sport that was governed by legislation. Henry VIII 

passed two acts, in 1511 and 1541, specifying that men be trained and equipped in the 

shooting of longbows (Sim 160). This was in part a reflection of concern that English 

bowmanship might become a lost art; a great deal of the strength of the English army 
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came from archers, though as weaponry was evolving the importance of archers was 

gradually diminishing. It was also connected to the aristocratic class desiring to prop up 

their social standing by utilizing medieval era symbols of their power – jousting enjoyed 

a renewal in popularity in the sixteenth century as well (Manning 35). Meanwhile tennis 

and bowls were reserved by statute only for those whose income was over ₤100 a year 

(Stone 18). 

One of the reasons hunting was so important to the aristocracy was that the sport 

was considered an important form of hospitality. The ability to offer one’s influential 

guests a day of hunting was an essential token of upper-class status, and gifts of venison 

were a sign that the recipient was held in esteem. A loss of hunting privileges, indeed the 

loss of deer themselves, could be crippling to one’s social  standing. The Earl of 

Middlesex, Richard Dowdeswell, learned this with great difficulty in 1642 after bungling 

relations with both his gentlemen neighbors and area farmers, who joined forces to 

destroy the earl’s hunting stock and property in his hunting chase, in the Severn valley, 

Corse Lawn.  The earl maintained an extensive network of connections through gifts of 

venison.  Deteriorating relationships between the earl and his neighbors of both high and 

low estate over hunting and forest privileges led to this violent uprising, and not the 

impending English Civil War, as some historians have assumed.3

The incursion against the Earl of Essex’s hunting property was led by a group of 

gentlemen, and reflects the concept that poaching became a sort of symbolic warfare 

practiced between court factions. This trend started during the Wars of the Roses, and has 

ties to the ancient idea (going back at least to Xenophon) that hunting was an excellent 

training exercise to prepare for war. In Elizabeth I’s time there were several documented 

incidents of poaching disputes between aristocratic rivals. Elizabeth and Leicester 

encroached upon the deer park of Henry, Lord Berkeley in 1572; Berkeley’s brother-in-

law had lately been put to death for treason, so this hunting foray in which his deer were 

destroyed was a signal from the monarch that further defiance would be similarly treated 

(Manning 136). In response to this, as well as a family rivalry over disputed inheritance 
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claims, there was a poaching war between Lord Berkeley’s gamekeepers and the 

followers of Sir Thomas Throckmorton, who acted as Leicester’s allies and collaborators 

(Manning 136).  

Similarly, poaching was an attractive alternative to dueling, which was also 

prohibited by law. A hunting raid also could serve as a disguised form of challenge to 

duel, symbolizing “that the victim was being called out to settle some point of honour” 

(Manning 43).  Poaching became a fashionable way for the idle rich to prove their 

manhood, a way to practice war in a time of peace, and “an excusable naughtiness in a 

warrior aristocracy” (Manning 55). Poachers often wore armor; the militaristic customs 

(hunting horns, parading of the slain deer) echoed the bellicose character of the 

enterprise. Having a run-in with the park’s gamekeeper was “half the fun of breaking into 

a deer park” (Manning 39).

With new fluctuations in the social structure, tensions over class privileges were 

bound to emerge. One location where these tensions materialized was the sport of 

hunting, which was steadily becoming an activity apportioned to the aristocracy since the 

medieval period. As hunting regulations became more restrictive, poaching became an 

attractive, exciting activity for aspiring gentlemen and an aristocracy that were trained for 

war but were not actually participating in military action. 
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CHAPTER 2

EARLY MODERN COURTESY BOOKS, SPREZZATURA, AND SPORT

English scholar Roger Ascham (1515-1568) noted that reading The Courtier 

“would do a yong ientleman more good, I wisse, than three years trauell abroade spent in 

Italie” (Molinaro 262).  Courtesy books of the early modern period, with their 

discussions of what qualities a perfect courtier ought to possess, “offer a re-examination 

of the complex, sometimes conflictual, relationship between the individual and society” 

(Richards 2).  With the changes taking place in the social structure, as well as the 

consolidation of power under the prince that the courtier  served, this was especially true 

in Elizabethan England.  While there was an upsurge of interest and attention paid to the 

courtesy books during this time, the popularity of these treatises can also be traced in late 

medieval England.  The sort of sports considered proper for those seeking success at 

court are discussed at length in these texts, and hunting is frequently advocated as a 

proper leisure pursuit for those in this position.  Skill in the proper sort of sports can be 

linked to the Italian notion of sprezzatura; the demonstration of this idea was a crucial 

affectation in courtly life. The ability to participate in the hunt was an excellent way for 

the aspiring courtier to demonstrate mastery of this concept as it was understood by the 

English.

The successful, new professional class of the late medieval period in England 

began to seek status symbols that were normally the purview of the aristocracy, such as 

expensive garments, heraldry and family crests, estates in the country, and aristocratic 

forms of self-display. In his essay examining William Caxton’s  The Book of Courtesy (c. 

1477), Mark Addison Amos argues that late medieval courtesy literature became a mode 
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of self-display that the upwardly-mobile merchant class attempted to appropriate, and 

was a site of the symbolic struggle between the powerful commoners of the city and their 

rivals, the aristocracy. These courtesy books explicate a type of display that is at the same 

time “group-dependent and individually enacted”, and during this time there was “an 

explosion in the production of and consumption of conduct literature” (Amos 24-25). 

The didactic nature of the courtesy texts give modern readers a glimpse of  “shared and 

conflicting interests and reading practices of those at the border of gentility, the nobility, 

and the urban elite” (Amos 25).  According to Amos:  

Ostensibly aimed at educating gentle youths and the newly arrived 

courtier in aristocratic comportment, manuals of noble behavior sought to 

concretize an abstract class superiority into recognizable and practical 

actions in an effort to distinguish the noble from the common. . . Textual 

presentations of these behaviors of privilege, however, make that program 

in noble education available for appropriation by the powerful common 

lay readership. The appeal of an aristocratic education for those seeking to 

enhance their class status is clear, for it would convey to the new elite the 

honor code of a community with which their own was becoming 

increasingly consonant, so it is unsurprising that historical and literary 

evidence argues that these encodings of aristocratic noriture were eagerly 

sought after and appropriated by the urban elite. (Amos 29-30)

Medieval conduct books tended to focus on suggestions for good manners and 

comportment, and while some sixteenth-century conduct books are obviously patterned 

after these exemplars, most of the conduct books of the sixteenth century, rather than 

listing specific manners to either affect or avoid, tended to “describe the conduct proper 

to a variety of situations and interlocutors” (Richards 20). “The changing social 

conditions of the time required not only moral advice but also much more practical 

instruction. The middle-class merchant or yeoman might well find that his increased 

wealth opened his social horizons, so that he and his children could mix in circles 
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hitherto closed to them” (Sim 132). While The Courtier gives scant notice to those in 

rank below the aristocracy, Stefano Guazzo’s Civile Conversation (1581) only bars 

laborers, who are at the lowest rung of the social ladder (Richards 35). This move 

towards more inclusiveness is indicative of the courtesy text authors’ acknowledgment of 

the possibility of upward mobility. 

Yet this acknowledgment does not mean that the aristocracy feels no anxiety 

about potential invasion of the higher classes from below. Those who are socially inferior 

to the elite are treated to a type of modesty-as-display from Guazzo: “the more loftie we 

are placed, the more lowly wee ought to humble our selves: which is in deed, the way to 

ryse higher”. This self-deprecation is intended to inspire honor and esteem from those 

who are lower in rank. For “yeomen ought to know their degree, and by a certaine kinde 

of humilitie to shew themselves inferiours to Gentlemen in doing them reverence: 

Assuring themselves, that as by fancy presumption they make themselves hated, so by 

lowly humilitie, they make themselves loved of Gentlemen” (Whigham 103-104).

Courtesy books were also changing to reflect the educational theories and 

practices of the time. English grammar schools of the era were focused on developing 

“wise, pious and eloquent” students who were knowledgeable about their country’s 

history and culture (Mack 11). Readings were selected primarily from the Latin and 

Greek classics for their moral messages. Among the various rhetorical strategies taught 

was the practice of keeping notebooks of unusual or challenging words, and material 

from other works that could be quoted or reused in the students’ writings.  Peter Mack 

notes that the conduct manuals of the era: 

provide moral lessons, sometimes in the form of narratives, sometimes of 

axioms, which rest on the accumulated experience of a nation or 

civilisation. At the same time the education of the political élite, which is 

the aim of the conduct manual, provides the justification for collecting 

records and composing histories. . . The mind-set formed by the conduct 

manual selects events worthy to be recorded and provides the teaching 
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which the narrated events illustrate and confirm 

(Mack 174).

Elizabethan histories, conduct manuals, and romances, then, can be categorized as 

genres possessing both moral instruction and information suitable for re-use in other 

works. The histories, conduct books and romances have six characteristics in common, 

all employing “moral stories, ethical sentences, techniques of amplification, speeches and 

letters, debate, and shared themes” (Mack 135). These characteristics are conducive to 

the practice of maintaining a commonplace book so that important phrases, sentences, 

and smaller passages can be noted from readings and kept for reuse.  This is reflected in 

the compositions of the hunting treatises, many of which appear to have been written as 

an assembly of axioms and translations from earlier treatises added to personal 

observations from the authors.

Count Baldassare Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano (The Courtier) was first printed in 

1528, though it was not published in English until Sir Thomas Hoby’s translation was 

issued in 1561. Hoby’s edition (The Courtyer of Count Baldessar Castilio divided into 

foure bookes)

includes marginalia that serve as an index, along with a list of “the chief conditions and 

qualities in a courtier” and “the chief counditions and qualityes in a waytyng 

Gentylwoman”; these additions transform the work into a “prescriptive text” which was 

the sort of work that Castiglione wished to refrain from creating (Richards 63).  These 

notes and glosses are also in keeping with the rhetorical strategies of the English 

educational traditions of the day.   Elizabethan era schools taught students to record 

information that could be repurposed for use in speeches or written works, for it was 

believed that “...only those with a knowledge of the axioms and the stories are entitled to 

participate in debate, and these materials, although they admit of some contradictions, are 

selected to conform with the interests of the  élite” (Mack 174).  Hoby’s additions to The 

Courtier were meant to help his readers more readily access the book’s key information. 

He acknowleged that “Englishemen are muche inferiour to well most all other Nations . . 
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. shall we perchaunce in time become as famous in Englande, as the learned men of other 

nations have ben and presently are” (Hoby 6-7).

Though The Courtier expresses the belief that one must be born with skill and 

grace ―  Castiglione declares through the Count that “it be (in maner) in a proverbe that 

Grace is not to be learned ” (Hoby 52) ― the book also stresses that particular skills 

necessary for courtly life may be developed, noting “they that are not by nature so 

perfectly furnished, with studye and diligence maye polishe and correct a great part of the 

defaultes of nature” (39).  The idea that one could study and then effortlessly emulate the 

appearance of skill is related to a concept called sprezzatura, a sort of cultivated 

nonchalance that conceals any effort. The importance of “the appearance of athleticism 

as opposed to any actual skill” was passed on to English courtesy books, starting with Sir 

Thomas Elyot’s 1531 work The Boke Named the Governour (Semenza 37).  Elyot 

classifies sports in a hierarchical manner based on their associations with the different 

classes, recommending hunting, hawking, and horseback riding while condemning 

activities like football, which he declares to contain “violence and fury”; the only 

difference between the roughness encountered in hunting, wrestling, and other sports 

approved for the elite and football is that of “social or class bias” (Semenza 38).  James I 

also condemned football in Basilikon Doron (1598).  This association of hunting with the 

elite promoted the sport as a suitable way to cultivate courtliness and sprezzatura.

Sprezzatura also indicates a stylistic dismissal of substance. For example, 

Castiglione wrote that courtiers ought to have a goodly amount of martial ability, but not 

“so perfect a knowledge of things and other qualities that is requisite in a Captaine” 

(Hoby 42-43). Hunting, with its pretenses to military training, served as a perfect pursuit 

for those who only needed to appear as if they were well-prepared to wage war.  The 

sport was considered more honorable than warfare as it was carried out in the sixteenth 

century, where the emphasis was on “siege warfare and massed infantry tactics” rather 

than “single combat and small skirmishes” (Manning 37).

English readers of Hoby’s translation of Il Cortegiano in the sixteenth century 
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would not have been introduced to the subtleties of the concept of sprezzatura.  Hoby 

translates the word sprezzatura as “recklessnesse” rather than the more accurate “studied 

carelessness”, which has led a language scholar to characterize Hoby’s translations of 

certain key words as flawed (Molinaro 263). The prevailing definition of the word 

“reckless” in the mid-sixteenth century was the one modern readers are most familiar 

with: “Of persons: Careless, heedless...lacking in prudence or caution...careless in respect 

of some duty or task...characterized or distinguished by negligent carelessness of 

heedless rashness” (Oxford English Dictionary).  Shakespeare’s usage of the word in 

Two Gentlemen of Verona — “More to be reueng’d on Eglamoure, Then for the loue of 

reck-less Siluia” (V.ii.52) — is cited as an example of a rarer meaning of the word, 

“having no care of consideration for oneself or another”.  Hoby’s decision to translate 

sprezzatura as “reckless,” as well as other word choices (Hoby’s rendering “affettazione” 

as “curiousness” or “curiositie,” for example), may have helped to create an English 

courtier that was  “less the scholar and more the man of action” (Mattheissen qtd. in 

Molinaro 264).   

A “reckless” man of action could, with a particularly spectacular display of skill 

at hunting, gain the attention of one’s social superiors, and perhaps gain opportunities for 

advancement. On one occasion when Queen Elizabeth was enjoying a stag hunt in her 

royal park of Oatlands in Surrey, the park’s keeper, John Nichols, undertook a feat of 

daring. He jumped onto the back of the pursued stag from horseback and, armed with a 

sword, turned to animal toward the Queen, and as they drew near her, he stabbed the stag 

in the neck so that it fell dead at her feet (Manning 8). Hunting and husbandry treatise 

author Gervase Markham in 1600 performed  for Elizabeth “several gallant feats on a 

horse before the gate, leaping down and kissing his sword, then mounting swiftly on the 

saddle, and passing a lance with much skill” (Best xii).  This idea of the reckless courtier 

continues with the hypermasculinity of James I’s court.  Hunting was a pastime almost 

obsessively pursued by James and his inner circle of courtiers, to the point that his 

counselors were concerned about the amount of time he spent in pursuit of the sport – 
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James defended his recreation by writing to his Privy Council that even the “strongest 

bodies” needed frequent exercise and open air (Berry 22).

The Courtier shares James’ preoccupation with leisure time activities.  More than 

three-quarters of the text is concerned with “sportes” (Whigham 89). What seems like a 

disproportional emphasis on recreation indicates acknowledgment of the idea that those 

at court were always on display, even when they were participating in leisure activities. 

“The evidence suggests that courtiers were indeed so serious as to be continually and 

resolutely purposeful in their pastimes. They played because play was in fact work, play 

would take them to the top or keep them there” (Whigham 92). Since having to attend the 

monarch would dictate the courtiers’ recreational pursuits, the monarch owned the 

courtiers’ leisure time, much like a modern business executive expecting his associates to 

spend weekends with him on golfing expeditions. Not only was recreation a form of 

labor and a mode of self-promotion, it also demonstrated the status of the individual. 

Since a chief indicator of high social status was idleness, there needed to be justification 

for how the ideal courtier ought to spend his free time.  The courtesy manuals’ 

recommendation of hunting as a proper activity provides an endorsement of the sport for 

the ideal and the aspiring courtier.

Courtesy books had become a commodity of status by the late medieval period in 

England, a trend which continued into the early modern period. These texts were a means 

for a social aspirant to acquire the skills, knowledge and manners needed for success, 

much as one would purchase an expensive set of clothing to wear to court. As hunting 

was a favorite activity for the nobility, it was tied closely to the court and the aristocracy; 

those seeking access to the court would need to understand the sport, which had evolved 

into an elaborate activity with its own language and peculiar set of rules and rituals. 

Hunting treatises enjoyed a great deal of popularity at the same time that courtesy books 

did, and examination of them reveals some of the same rhetorical techniques appear in 

both types of works. 
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CHAPTER 3

“IMPERFECTIONS IN MY VENERY”: MIDDLE-CLASS HUNTING IN 

THE ROARING GIRL AND THE SHOEMAKER’S HOLIDAY

Hunting is either depicted or discussed with some frequency in Elizabethan and 

Jacobean drama. Berry notes that Merry Wives of Windsor (1597) contains many 

mentions of chaotic hunting; the play culminates with the wives tricking Falstaff being 

into dressing as Herne the Hunter (a legendary hunter of England4). The hunting scene in 

Act 2, Scene 3 of Titus Andronicus (c.1590-93) shifts from animals as prey to Lavinia 

and Bassianus becoming the prey for Alarbus, Demetrius, and Chiron. In As You Like It, 

(c.1599-1600), the exiled Duke Senior and his attendant lords survive by hunting in the 

Forest of Arden; their nobility contrasts with the shepherds, who were socially lower and 

lacked the social standing to participate in the hunt.

In this chapter I examine two plays that are not usually included in discussions on 

hunting and early modern drama. Thomas Dekker and Thomas Middleton’s The Roaring 

Girl (1611), and  Thomas Dekker’s The Shoemaker’s Holiday (1600); both feature 

hunting scenes that stand in contrast to the aristocratic par force hunting usually depicted 

in the drama of the time, especially in the works of Shakespeare.  This deviation from the 

more traditional way hunting is shown on stage is worth examining. The hunting in these 

two plays reveals ambivalence about the  pretensions associated with the sport.  An 

examination of the hunting found in The Roaring Girl  and The Shoemaker’s Holiday 

also uncovers middle class attitudes towards hunting, as well as their attitudes toward the 

aristocracy. 

The word “venery” is a synonym for “hunting” used with more frequency in the 

early modern era than it is today. The Oxford English Dictionary cites the earliest use of 

this word (from the Old French verb venerie, to hunt) to mean “the practice or sport of 
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hunting beasts of game [or] the chase” as dated to 1320.  An alternate meaning for this 

word, the pursuit of sexual pleasure or sexual desire, derives from the name of the 

Roman love goddess, Venus, and dates to 1497.  Early modern playwrights, who seem to 

have been unable to resist opportunities to pun,  frequently played with this double 

meaning.  The O.E.D. cites an additional meaning of the word venery, “a source of great 

enjoyment,” citing a usage of Thomas Middleton’s in 1602. This alternate definition 

seems to have been limited in use to the Jacobean era, and it too was subject to a slippage 

in meaning towards the sexual.  The Roaring Girl employs the more innocent meaning in 

the title of the Dedicatory Epistle, “To the Comic Play-readers, Venery and Laughter”. 

Though later in the same Epistle the double meaning peeks through ― “And for venery 

you shall find enough . . . For Venus, being a woman, passes through the play in doublet 

and breeches: a brave disguise and a safe one, if the statute untie not her codpiece point!” 

(14-18)  

In contrast to the usual sexual connotations that the word “venery” conjured, 

George Gascoigne explains that hunters will avoid lustful behavior by spending time and 

energy on the sport in his poem “In Commendation of Hawking”  at the beginning of The 

Booke of Faulconrie or Hauking (1575).  Here Gascoigne invokes images of the chaste 

huntress of Grecian myth, Diana:

When other games do foster faults, and breede but base delights

No idle thought can harbor well within the Falconers braine

For though his sportes right pleasant be, yet are they mixt with paine.

The toile he takes to find the fowle, his greedy lust to slay

The fowle once found cuts off conceits, & driues il thoughts away.

He lures, he leapes, he calles, he cries, he ioyes, he waxeth sad,

and frames his moode, according as his hawke doth well or bad.

Dame Venus harbors not in holtes, no Cupide haunts the hilles,

Diana dwelles in open place, with bow hir game she killes. (Bi-Bii)

There is tension evident between the bawdy word play that “venery” invoked in early 
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modern English drama and the idea expressed in hunting treatises and conduct books that 

hunting was an idyllic, wholesome way to combat idleness during leisure time.  Even 

Gascoigne acknowledges this tension by mentioning Venus, who was infamously 

involved with the hunter Adonis5, and then dismissing her in favor of Diana, whose 

chastity often made her a favored symbol of Elizabeth.  

The affluent aristocratic and gentry city dwellers of the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

periods  had enough spare time so that they were able to spend their leisure hours in 

various pursuits.  Hunting had long been associated with prestige and was an especially 

popular activity.  Location was important to the pursuit of elite leisure.  The innovation 

of private coaches in the late sixteenth century (Thomas 247) made made it easy for the 

gentry to take jaunts into the country for a day of hunting, with an easy return to the more 

fashionable city.  The popularity and ease of access to places to hunt may be one 

explanation for the presence of a surprising number of hunting references in Middleton 

and Dekker’s city comedy, The Roaring Girl.

Scholars examining The Roaring Girl are typically interested in the cross-dressing 

main character, Moll Cutpurse.  Moll was based on an historical figure (Mary Firth), and 

the way she is depicted in this play as an independent person who refuses to stay within 

the confines of the gender roles prescribed to her by society have held forth a great deal 

of material of interest to some scholars6, while others have examined the symbolism of 

the counterfeit items, such as coins and Moll as a “counterfeit” male1, that are present in 

the play.  Yet fowling, typically a more middlebrow pursuit, is featured in The Roaring 

Girl as opposed to the more status-oriented par force deer hunt that more often appears in 

early modern drama. The presence of this sort of hunt is intriguing and has yet to be 

examined.  Why would the playwrights choose fowling over par force?  One reason is 

that by choosing the “everyman’s” form of hunting, the authors are depicting the 

shopkeepers as men who are comfortable with their social standing, and have little 

interest in social aspirations.

1 See Valerie Forman’s essay, “Marked Angels: Counterfeits, Commodities, and The Roaring Girl”, 

Renaissance Quarterly, 54:4.2 (Winter 2001), 1531-1560.

24



 Besides the usual jokes and puns about venery employed in The Roaring Girl, 

Scene 3 ends with the shopkeepers going duck hunting.  This sort of hunting scene offers 

a glimpse into the sort of hunting that more of the populace probably enjoyed, as opposed 

to the legally restricted  par force hunt.  Masters Gallipot and Tiltyard reenter the action 

toward the end of the scene  accompanied by water spaniels and calling for the shops to 

be closed up for the rest of the day.  They and their wives are going to Hoxton for the 

afternoon, though the wives do not show much enthusiasm for the idea (Mistress Tiltyard 

is “not ready” and Mistress Openwork has “no joy” of her life). “Push!” Gallipot 

exclaims, “Let your boy lead his water spaniel along, and we’ll show you the bravest 

sport at Parlous Pond” (3.429-430).  Falconry and fowling were forms of hunting usually 

held in less esteem compared to the par force hunt; however, they would have been 

appropriate forms of the sport for shopkeepers to indulge in, especially in the minds of 

aristocrats.  James I’s hunting regulations were not concerned with fowling; instead they 

were much more concerned with regulating the pursuit of deer, James’ favorite prey.  The 

Game Laws of 1603 and 1605 restricted hunting privileges to only the greater gentry 

(Manning 60).  In Basilikon Doron (1599), James wrote on hawking that “I condemne it 

not, but I must praise it more sparingly; because it neither resembleth the warres so neare 

as hunting dooth, in making a man hardy, and skillfully ridden in all groundes” (122).

One of the gallants in The Roaring Girl is named Goshawk, a hunting bird 

characterized as “ill-natured and difficult to man,” but prized for its ability to take low-

flying birds and ground game (Cummins 193).  As falconry was held to be less noble 

than the par force hunt, then the character named for a bird of prey must also be wanting 

in some way. Goshawk finds his inability to woo women in a subtle fashion an 

“imperfection in [his] venery,” (3.38),  a reference which also mocks the medieval 

tradition that associates falconry with romance.  The falcon’s hunting flight was thought 

to be evocative of the hunt of love, and in some legends the birds were said to deliver 

messages between lovers (Cummins 229-230 footnote).

In addition to the live water spaniels called for in the stage directions at the end of 
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Scene 3, two characters are described as water spaniels. Trapdoor declares that “for 

fetching, no water spaniel is like me” (2.220), and Mistress Openwork describes 

Goshawk’s persistent wooing of her thus – “this water spaniel dives after no duck but 

me: his hope is having me at Brentford to make me cry quack!” (9.39-41)  A “fawning 

spaniel” was at the time a common symbol for a false, flattering friend, and the mention 

of spaniels would bring to mind the proverb “the more a spaniel is beaten the fonder he 

is” (Jackson 261).  

Spaniels, when considered within the ranks of early modern dogs, also bring up 

issues of social class. John Caius in his 1576 treatise Of English Dogs offers this 

somewhat tedious description of the water spaniel:

That kinde of Dogge whose seruice is required in fowling vpon the water, 

partly through a naturall towardnesse, and partly by diligent teaching. . 

.This kinde of dogge is properly called, Aquaticus, a water spaniel because 

he frequenteth and hath vsuall recourse to the water where all his game & 

exercise lyeth, namely waterfowles, which are taken by the helpe & 

seruice of them, in their kind. . . We vse them also to bring vs our boultes 

& arrowes out of the water, (missing our marcke) . . . (12)

Caius’ work focuses on ranking English dogs by class, and the ranking of the types of 

dogs is determined by the sorts of tasks they perform. Therefore in Caius’ estimation, 

spaniels ranked below the hounds that participated in the chase; dogs that pursue prey are 

given precedence over those that “take the bird”,  just as prosperous shopkeepers would 

rank in status beneath the gentry and aristocracy, the social classes that were permitted to 

hunt in more prestigious ways.  

Having the shopkeepers engage in the less prestigious hunting of fowl reinforces 

their social standing as outside of the elite.  The shopkeepers are successful, but they put 

on no pretensions and make no attempt to participate in a par force stag hunt.  Instead, 

they happily go fowling with their water spaniels. However, this is problematic, since the 

bulk of the action of the scene features the gallants and their attempts to seduce the 
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shopkeepers’ wives.  Thus the duck hunting at the end of this scene is also meant to 

evoke the slang term for prostitutes – “Wild fowl” (The Roaring Girl  6.244 footnote). 

Thomas Dekker’s The Shoemaker’s Holiday is typically studied for its economic 

and class issues as well as notions about festivals and holidays7. Yet the hunting scene 

contained in this play says much about attitudes toward the sport.  The play contains a 

hunting scene which contrasts the lofty language that a courtier might use to describe the 

chase with the more practical way that the middle class used to confront the hunt and its 

aftermath. Scene 5 is a very brief, establishing for the audience that the hunters, Hammon 

and Warner, have lost sight of the deer they were pursuing: “This way with wing’ed feet 

he fled from death, Whilst the pursuing hounds, scenting his steps, Find out his highway 

to destruction” (5 2-4). In the following scene, we learn what fate befell the prey:

The deer came running into the barn through the orchard, and over the 

pale. I wot well I looked as pale as a new cheese to see him. But ‘Whip!’ 

says Goodman Pinclose; up with his flail, and our Nick with a pong, and 

down he fell, and they upon him, and I upon them. By my troth, we had 

such sport, and in the end we ended him; his throat we cut, flayed him, 

unhorned him, and my Lord Mayor shall eat of him anon when he comes. 

(6 3-10)

When Hammon and Warner arrive in pursuit, Sibyl and Rose conceal what 

happened to the deer.  They do this to avoid any legal penalties that might arise from 

their violation of  the hunting regulations at the time. Aristocrats as well as gentlemen 

often gave gifts of venison “to reinforce social ties and obligations” (Manning 10). The 

rest of the scene invokes flirtatious banter with the usual puns on “dear” and “deer,” 

“hart” and “heart” - very similar to the word play invoked by the word “venery”, though 

“deer” and “heart” are less overtly sexual in tone.

The treatment of the deer once it stumbles onto the farm demonstrates the more 

practical view of deer-as-dinner, not deer as a near-mythic animal to be nobly pursued. 

There is also an inversion of the ceremonial unmaking of the deer that occurs at the end 
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of the par force hunt.  At the end of an aristocratic hunt, the hart was sliced up in 

ritualistic fashion, with the cuts made in a prescribed order, certain portion of the meat 

awarded to the hounds, and the hart’s head was borne on a spear in a procession8.  This 

stands in stark contrast to the demise of the deer in The Shoemaker’s Holiday: “his throat 

we cut, flayed him, unhorned him” (8-9), which is a less symbolically imbued but 

imminently more practical approach to the task at hand.  

David Bevington notes that The Shoemaker’s Holiday  is a type of revisionist 

history created “in favor of an emergent class” (487).  This emergent class was made up 

of ambitious merchants and yeomen who would not have been permitted to hunt by the 

ruling class; the shopkeepers in The Roaring Girl are the sort of people James I wanted to 

restrict hunting from when he petitioned Parliament for changes to hunting laws.  A 

series of changes from 1603-1610 increased the requirements successively, so that 

eventually to qualify for hunting privileges one had to possess goods or chattels worth 

£400, freehold ownership of land worth £40 a year, or copyhold ownership of land worth 

£80 (Berry 13).  The hunting in these two plays represents a less idealized view of the 

sport.  While The Roaring Girl shows middle class alternatives to the ritualized par force 

hunt, The Shoemaker’s Holiday presents the imagery of noble hunting with mockery and 

inversion.

Many of those in the rising middle class were not so pragmatic about accepting 

the type of hunting alloted them.  In Every Man In His Humour (1601) Ben Jonson 

ridicules those with pretensions about the sport.  Stephano wants to obtain a book “of the 

sciences of hawking and hunting,” for he has bought a hawk and “lack[s] nothing but a 

book to

keep it by”: 

Nay looke you now, you are angrie vncle, why you know, if a man have 

not skill in hawking and hunting now adaies, I will not give a rush for him; 

he is for no gentlemans company, and (by Gods will) I scorne it aye, so I 

do, to be a consort for euerie hum-drum; hang them scroiles, there is 
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nothing in them in the world, what do you talke of it? a gentleman must 

shew himselfe like a gentleman (1.1).

It is these books of hawking and hunting that the next chapter will focus on in earnest.
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CHAPTER 4

EARLY MODERN HUNTING TREATISES

He cannot be a gentleman that loveth not hawking and hunting. 

— Tudor era proverb

In England there was an “explosion in the production of and consumption of 

conduct literature” in the late medieval period (Amos 24-25).  The shifts taking place 

within the social structure of England continued to encourage the burgeoning interest in 

these texts into the early modern era, with the information for the parvenu taking new 

forms.  One such type of text is the hunting treatise.  That hunting was becoming even 

more popular as James I was also attempting to impose social regulations on the sport 

demonstrates that hunting was the locus of class-based anxiety.  Hunting manuals, 

ostensibly written for the nobles and gentlemen who held the privilege of participation in 

the sport, were being consumed by those who were ineligible to hunt.

A number of English hunting practices that persisted into the early modern 

version of the sport were drawn from older French hunting customs. For example, the 

honor of making the first cut into the slain stag customarily went to the highest ranking 

person present.  This is shown in a woodcut illustration in The Noble Art of Venery,  

(1575), where Elizabeth I is depicted accepting a knife to make the ceremonial first cut 

into the fallen deer. Many of these traditions were introduced after the Norman Conquest, 

“when the French language and French hunting customs became established on English 

soil” (Baillie-Grohman xiii).  These customs typically accorded more privileges to those 

with higher social standing.  By also restricting access to hunting in large sections of 

forests, such hunting customs and rules were also a means to enforce the power and 

prestige of the ruling class.  These conventions of the hunt were preserved in England by 

the influence of the the 1389 work  Le Livre de Chasse (The Book of the Hunt) by the 
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Comte de Foix, Gaston Phébus. who was an avid hunter.  Though the original text has 

apparently been lost, there are 44 copies of Le Livre de Chasse extant that were created in 

the 15th and 16th centuries. 

Though he makes it clear that he prefers the more prestigious par force hunt, 

Phébus also devotes chapters to the lower orders of hunting, such as snares and other 

types of trapping, which he felt lacked both honor and grace.  The use of nets and similar 

devices to hunt animals was also associated with the lower classes of society; when 

explaining how to make snares he opines that “game traps are the work of villains, 

peasants and other commoners in dire need of fresh meat” (Gaston of Foix 84).  While 

attempting to give a comprehensive description of hunting,  he was also aware of the 

social stratifications of the styles of hunting and worked to enforce them, while at the 

same time  also acknowledging that hunting was a beneficial pastime for all: 

“wherefore I counsel all matter of folk of what estate or condition that they 

may be, that they love hounds and hunting and the pleasure of hunting 

beasts of one kind or another, or hawking. For to be idle and to have no 

pleasure in either hounds or hawks is no good token . . . he [Phébus] never 

saw a man that loved the work and pleasure of hounds and hawks, that had 

not many good qualities in him; for that comes to him of great nobleness 

and gentleness of heart of whatever estate the man may be, whether he be a 

great lord or  a little one, or a poor man or a rich one” (Edward of Norwich 

12-13).  

Perhaps, though Phébus might be loath to admit it, it was also true in late medieval 

France as it was in early modern England that ultimately “there is no significant 

difference between the methods used in hunting deer employed by gentlemen and by 

those of inferior social rank.  Although a clear aristocratic preference for deer-hunting 

can be detected, gentlemen did not hesitate to use greyhounds to course hare and even 

rabbits if no better prey were available” (Manning 20).

One of the reasons that Le Livre de Chasse  became influential in England was 
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because it was translated by Edward, the second Duke of York, in the early years of the 

fifteenth century. This work was completed while he was imprisoned in Pevensey Castle 

due to his participation in his sister’s plot to assassinate the king, Henry IV.  Edward’s 

translation, entitled The Master of Game, included an additional five chapters in which he 

detailed English hunting practices like bow and stable hunting.  These additional chapters 

allow a glimpse into post-Norman Conquest changes in the sport. While it was not 

printed in the early modern period, The Master of Game was well-known and widely 

circulated in manuscript form (Madden 211). 

These two treatises became the basis for much of the information that is presented 

in the early modern English hunting manuals, thus preserving and continuing the 

traditions of medieval hunting.  The third source of  hunting information inherited by 

early modern hunters was The Boke of St. Albans.  From the time of its first publication 

in 1486 to 1616, the Boke of St. Albans was reprinted, in whole and in part, no fewer than 

22 times (Madden 210-211).  The Boke of St. Albans is also notable because it quite 

possibly represents the first time an English woman’s work was printed. Little is known 

of its author, Juliana Berners (sometimes rendered Barnes or Bernes) who is described in 

the second edition of the work by printer Wynkin de Worde as “one sometime school 

master of Saint Alban’s.”  In the seventeenth century William Burton identified her as 

“the daughter of Sir James Berners, of Berners-Roding, in Essex, Knight, and Sister to 

Richard Lord Berners . . . Lady Prioresse of Sopwell Nunnery neere St. Albons” (Finke 

118). The 1486 edition of  The Boke of St. Albans consists of four parts: the first is a 

treatise on falconry; the second on hunting; and the third and fourth on armory.  The 

colophon of the hunting chapter (entitled “The Book of Hunting”) states “Explicit Dam 

Julyans Barnes in her boke of hunting” (f iiii), and this  has led modern scholars to name 

her the author of just this particular treatise and not the entire book (Finke 122).  Rachel 

Hands speculates that “the content of the treatise, however, is, in style if not in subject-

matter, just such as a woman might have been expected to have assembled in a 

commonplace book – semi-practical, mnemonic, and with an air of proverbial wisdom” 
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(Hands lix).   

The notion of a hunting text as a sort of commonplace book, especially a text as 

influential as The Boke of St. Albans, is important to consider when examining the early 

modern English hunting treatises, which tend to resemble a patchwork-like assemblage of 

information taken from earlier works on hunting, the authors’ experiences with the sport, 

and popular folklore.  The early modern treatise authors readily admitted extensively 

borrowing the information they presented.  For example, Gervase Markham published his 

own edition of the Boke of St. Albans in 1595.  The title page of Markham’s version, The 

Gentlemans Academie, or, the Booke of S. Albans, describes the publication as 

“containing three most exact and excellent books: the first of hawking, the second of all 

the proper terms of hunting, and the last of Armory: all compiled by Juliana Barnes, in 

the year from the incarnation of Christ 1486. And now reduced into a better method, by 

G.M.”  George Gascoigne wrote in the dedicatory epistle to The Booke of Faulconrie or 

Hauking (1575) that “the deuice is none of mine, but a collection out of sundry Authors, 

as well Italians, as French, from whom I have gathered some chiefe points of Falconrie” 

(A iii).  While Thomas Cokayne claimed that his 1591 A Short Treatise of Hunting 

consisted of his “owne experience in hunting” (A 2),  he starts the text by noting he will 

be using the “tearmes” and “measures” devised by  “Sir Tristram, one of King Arthures 

Knights” (A 3).9

The practice of keeping commonplace books, as discussed in Chapter 2, was one 

method taught to students by Elizabethan-era English grammar schools; maintaining a 

notebook of useful information that could be utilized later in their own written works was 

a practice that encouraged the collection of sayings, quotations and other material.  It 

would also, in an age where copyright laws were nonexistent, encourage writers to 

borrow freely from other sources of information on their chosen topic.  This points out 

another instance where hunting manuals reflect ongoing societal pressures felt by the 

newly mobile class.  As economic metamorphoses were allowing those outside the 

aristocracy to procure wealth and power, those who were on the border between nobility 
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and gentlemen were driven to succeed.  

Hunting author Gervase Markham was a prolific composer of books on animal 

husbandry and housewifery.  He produced so many works on the veterinary sciences  that 

he apparently became a bit of a nuisance to the printing industry; in 1617 he was enjoined 

by the Stationers to sign a document that stated:  “Memorandum, that I Gervase 

Markham of London. gent., do promise hereafter never to write any more book or books 

to be printed of the diseases or cures of any cattle, as horse, ox, cow, sheep, swine, goats, 

etc.” (Best xiv).  Gervase Markham admitted that his books on husbandry were for the 

most part based on the knowledge of others: “I am only but a public notary who records 

the most true and infallible experience of the best knowing husbands in this land” (Best 

ix).

Markham and George Gascoigne, two authors of the more well-known early 

modern hunting treatises, both had problems with money and both struggled to find 

places for themselves as successful courtiers.  Markham was born in 1568, the third son 

of Robert Markham, an eminent courtier, politician, and soldier. The Markhams’ familial 

circumstances were in descent, partly due to Markham’s brother squandering the family’s 

funds and partly because the family was allied with the Earl of Essex.  Markham’s work 

Country Contentments, first published in 1615, consisted of two books: Book i, The 

Husbandman’s Recreation, which discussed the various aspects of horsemanship, 

hunting, and other sports; and Book ii, The English Housewife, which provided 

instruction for the domestic maintenance of the household. 

Michael Best characterizes Markham as someone who “believed in the old, chivalrous 

virtues, particularly in the ideal of an orderly hierarchical society led by an aristocracy 

that was noble in action as well as in birth; yet he was fascinated by new ways of doing 

things, and was a natural though unscientific experimenter” (Best xi).  

George Gascoigne’s The Noble Art of Venery (1575) is one of the early modern 

treatises that draw extensive sections of their material from Le Livre de Chasse. 

Gascoigne was born around 1539, the son of Sir John Gascoigne, a farmer and 
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landowner. Gascoigne first went to court on the occasion of Elizabeth I’s coronation, and 

after that he tried for the rest of his life to become a successful courtier – apparently 

without much success. A series of lawsuits brought against him by various family 

members soon put a strain on his finances, and he wound up in debtor’s prison. To 

ameliorate the situation, he volunteered to serve in the Netherlands in 1571 and spent 

several years in military service.  In 1573 Gascoigne published a collection of his works, 

A Hundreth Sundry Flowres, which included poems, a wedding masque, tragedy, and a 

comedy.  At his death in 1577, he was still attempting to ingratiate himself with 

Elizabeth’s court.  

Hunting treatises which were written by authors who sought to make places for 

themselves at court reflect the conflicts and tensions the authors felt.  Yet these class 

tensions were present in earlier works on the topic.  The Boke of St. Albans contains lists 

that instruct readers on the many terms for “companies of beasts and fowls” at the end of 

the section on hunting: “A leash of Greyhounds”, “a litter of whelps”, “a pride of lions”, 

“a bevy of roes”, “a brood of hens”, “a gaggle of geese”, “a flight of doves”.  Mixed in 

with terms for companies of animals are terms for companies of people, such as “a 

fellowship of yeomen,” “an eloquence of lawyers”, “ a school of clerks”, “a fighting of 

beggars”, “a bevy of ladies”, “a rout of knights”, “a state of princes”.   As many of these 

collective nouns listed are neither beasts of venery nor the chase, these lists of terms can 

be seen as serving two purposes: to create a polished courtier capable of using proper 

vocabulary, and to reinforce class notions of rank. 

The Boke of St. Albans’ preoccupation with rank and lists continued in the section 

detailing falconry.  This includes a detailed list of what sort of bird is suitable for each 

rank in the nobility; emperor, king, prince, duke, earl, baron, knight, squire, lady, all have 

their own type of falcon assigned to them.  This concern over social order and placement 

was passed on to the following generation of hunting treatises.  Not only did the early 

modern hunting treatise authors transmit and thus preserve the notions of class and 

hunting contained in the earlier books, they also added their own opinions and anxieties. 
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One way this was accomplished is the acceptance and repetition of the notion of rank and 

class within the animal world.  In the early modern period, the widespread popularity of 

“analogy and correspondence made it normal to discern in the natural world a mirror 

image of human social and political organization” (Thomas 61). Hunting treatises reflect 

this tendency; certain prey animals are preferred over others.  The stag, for example,  had 

long been considered the most prestigious of prey, so Markham was parroting the status 

quo when he described the stag in Country Contentments as “the most princely and royal 

Chase of all Chases, and for whom indeed, this Art of hunting was first found out, he is 

of all Beasts the goodliest, stateliest, and most manly” (30). While foxes and badgers 

were classified as pests and were therefore: 

chases of a great deale less use or cunning than any of the former [prey 

discussed] . . . and indeed very few Dogs but will hunt them with all 

eagernesse . . .the chase is profitable & pleasant for the time, in so much 

as there are not so many defaults, but a continuing sport, yet no so much 

desired as the rest, because there is not so much art and cunning (Country 

Contentments 35).  

Dogs were also ranked, and hunting dogs were considered the highest of their 

species. Of English Dogs, written in 1576 by Johannes Caius, is devoted to the 

classification and stratification of dogs based on the primary duties of each breed.  While 

not directly a hunting treatise, his work reflects similar notions of the worth of hunting 

animals that are also found in the hunting texts.  His canine caste system reflects an 

obsession with rank, order, and social class in England, and emphasizes the precedence 

that hunting is accorded. The best sort of dog, according to Caius, is the noble kind, 

chiefly used for hunting. Even within the classification of hunting dogs, the dogs that 

“chase beasts” are given precedence over those that “take the bird”. Next were the dogs 

that Caius still considered noble, yet they were troublesome to the author as they were 

“sought for to satisfie the delicatenesse of daintie dames, and wanton womens wills, 

instrumentes of folly for them to play and dally withall ” (Caius D iii). Next in rank came 

36



the shepherd’s dog, the butcher’s dog, and other assorted dogs associated with the 

working class. Lowest in rank were the dogs who worked in the kitchen as turnspits, 

mongrels who were taught to dance to music, and dogs that had bred with wolves, foxes, 

or bears. 

In these treatises’ classifications of animals we are able to see degrees of status, in 

the prey and in the hounds, ultimately reflecting concern over status within human 

society.  This attention to creating a hierarchy of  animals also has a correlation with the 

concept of the great chain of being.

The peculiar vocabulary of the hunter remained rooted in the language of the past 

throughout the early modern period.  In his introduction to The Gentleman’s Academy, 

Markham acknowledges the difficulty of the archaic vocabulary of hunting: 

Therefore I humbly craue pardon of the precise and iudicial Reader, if 

sometimes I use the words of the ancient Authour, in such plaine and 

homely English, as that time affoorded, not being so regardful, nor tying 

myself so strictly to deliuer any thing in the proper and peculiar wordes 

and terms of arte, which for the loue I beare to antiquitie, and to the honest 

simplicitie of those former times, I obserue as well beseming the subject, 

& no whit disgracefull to the worke, our tong being not of such puritie 

then, as at this day the Poets of our age haue raised it to . . .

(A iii – iiii).

By maintaining the older terminology, Markham identifies with and upholds the 

status quo of the dominant class that had maintained control of the sport for centuries. 

The elaborate terminology used in hunting was also another way to restrict access to the 

sport.  Like heraldry, another pursuit that parvenus viewed as a means of obtaining social 

betterment, hunting retained many archaic terms.  Since athletic skill could theoretically 

be obtained by anyone (or mimicked, by way of sprezzatura), there was a need for the 

elite to impose a need for additional skills that were less easily obtained, requiring more 
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in the way of education and less in the way of physical ability.  Employing older 

language or traditional terms during the social situation of the hunt would demonstrate 

that the participant was a bona fide member of the elite, familiar with the specific 

terminology long in use in the sport.  Familiarity with the complicated lexicon that had 

grown around many sports was at least as important as skill itself.  Ascham noted in his 

archery treatise, Toxophilus (1544) that “saying is one steppe nearer perfectnesse than 

doying” (Semenza 45).  This is another way in which the hunting treatises function as 

courtesy books, by explaining the complicated language of hunting to those new to the 

sport, much as the courtesy books explicate the behaviors necessary for the ideal courtier. 

Early modern English hunting was an opportunity to display both knowledge 

about the hunt and courtly manners, so ideally the host of a hunting party would want to 

provide the perfect setting for a meal in the woods with his fellow hunters.  Gascoigne’s 

main original contribution to The Noble Art of Venerie (which is largely made up of 

material ostensibly translated from Gaston Phoebus) is his poetry on the subject; here he 

explains where and how to set up the assembly of hunters when a prince or other 

honorable person is present: 

Who list (by me) to learne, Assembly for to make,

For Keyser, King, or comely Queene, for Lord or Ladies sake:

Or where, and in what sort should prepared be,

Marke well my words, and thanke me then, for thankes I crave in fee.

The place should first be pight, on pleasant gladsome greene,

Yet under shade of stately trees, where little sunne is seene:

And neare some fountaine spring, whose christall running streames

May helpe to coole the parching heate, ycaughte by Phœbus beames.

The place appointed thus, it neither shall be clad,

With Arras nor with Tapystrey, such paletey were too bad . . . 

That done: he spreads his cloth, upon the grassy banks,

And sets to show his dainty drinks, to win his Prince’s thanks.
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Then comes the captain Cook, with many a warlike wight,

Which armor bring and weapons both, with hunger for to fight...(92-93)  

His introduction in verse form describes the true nobility of the sport, hammering 

home the point that hunting is only suited for the elite:

But let these few suffice, it is a Noble sport,

To recreate the minds of Men, in good and godly sport,

A sport for Noble Peers, a sport for gentle bloods,

The pain I leave for servants such, as beat the bushy woods

To make their masters’ sport. Then let the Lords rejoice,

Let gentlemen behold the glee, and take thereof the choice.

For my part (being one) I must needs say my mind,

That Hunting was ordained first, for Men of Noble kind.

And unto them that therefore, I recommend the same,

As exercise that best becomes, their worthy noble name (4-5).

Justifications for the sport of hunting have appeared in works on the subject since 

Xenophon’s On Hunting.  By the early modern era, there were some new sorts of 

criticism voiced about hunting. There were those who argued that it consumed too much 

of the time and resources of young gentlemen (Manning 16).  Others were concerned that 

hunting parties were ruinous to destitute farmers; “In 1604 Archbishop Hutton told 

Robert Cecil that he would like to see ‘less wasting of the treasure of the realm and more 

moderation in the lawful exercise of hunting, both that poor men’s corn may be less 

spoiled and other of his majesty’s subjects more spared’” (Thomas 160). James I may 

well have been aware of this opinion as he felt it necessary to justify the large amount of 

time he spent hunting; in 1605 he told his council that he had decided to go “sometimes 

to places distant from this city and our houses nearest to it, with some small company to 

attend us in our sports and private journeys, only used for preservation of our health” 

(Semenza 88).  Early modern hunting treatise authors trotted out justifications on the 

sport as old as Xenophon’s, arguing that hunting prepared the next generation for war 
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and kept the mind from idleness. 

In Country Contentments, Markham explains how to manage those men who have 

been hired to take care of the hunting hounds.  While his ideal audience, the elite, ought 

to know how to supervise staff, his inclusion indicates that Markham anticipates at least 

some of his readers are either new to this sort of thing.  His detailed descriptions of diet 

and veterinary care for the hounds also points to an acknowledgment that for lack of 

funds a portion of his readership might actually have to do the work themselves.

Perhaps the most telling omission of all on the part of the early modern hunting 

treatises is a lack of vivid description of the actual act of hunting. Markham gives a great 

deal of information on how to select hunting hounds for the quality of sounds they make 

while at the hunt, and he discusses how to care for the hounds; but the following is his 

summation of the act of stag hunting: 

You shall first cast off your [hounds], neere [the stag’s] place of lodging, 

and after they have hunted him about a ring or two, you shall cast in the 

rest of your hounds, and being in full cry and main chase, you shall give 

him comfort both with horne and voyce, then as soone as you can 

possibly, you shall get sight of the deer, and take what especiall notes or 

markes you can from him, so that as much as possible you may know him 

from any other deere, then at every default, as soone as the hounds are in 

cry againe, you shall make into the hunted deere and view him, and if you 

find it to be a fresh deer, you shall rate the dogs, and bring them backe to 

the default, and there make them cast about again, until they have 

undertaken the first hunted deer, then give them comfort . . .and so 

continue the chase till you have either set up the deere or slaine him . . . 

(Country Contentments 32)

 Gascoigne’s hunting poems describe the social standing of hunting and specify what to 

serve at the hunting picnic. But none of these texts give the reader a real glimpse into 

what the pursuit was like, the thrill of the action of the sport. Rather, they spend time 
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explaining how to carry out the activities surrounding the hunt.  This represents an 

acknowledgment that hunting has become much less about the actual act of pursuing and 

bringing down prey, and far more about the social aspects surrounding the hunt.  Early 

modern hunting, with its aristocratic parks filled with tame deer, its ritualized actions, its 

own language and social regulation, had become an artificial  activity more concerned 

with display of wealth and status, more engaged in the building up or propping up of the 

social status of the participants.  The early modern English hunting manuals are not so 

much manuals that explain actual hunting as they are texts that instruct readers on the 

activities surrounding the hunt, more like courtesy treatises and less like hunting 

treatises. 

41



CONCLUSIONS

Elizabeth’s palace Nonsuch contained a park that held a platform made from 

growing shrubbery, creating an arbor from which she could sit or stand to shoot at deer. 

Often deer were driven in front of Elizabeth for her to shoot at while court musicians 

performed.  Early modern hunting as it was practiced by the aristocracy was imbued with 

an elaborate system of specialized language and prescribed ritualized steps for those 

participating in the higher forms of the hunt, but it was also becoming almost a parody of 

the act. Courtesy manuals recommended hunting as an ideal activity for those who 

wished to succeed at court.  What was in vogue at court tended to pass down into the 

middle class, who were also keenly interested in texts that explicated a variety of skills 

and activities. Additionally, as there were increased opportunities for upward mobility, 

those able to improve their social standing were quite interested in getting involved with 

hunting.  In England a series of hunting treatises were published that discussed aspects of 

the sport that one would encounter while hunting with the elite, explicated the obscure 

hunting jargon in use – these texts began to function as a form of courtesy book for 

parvenus.

Hunting’s popularity with the English monarchy reached its zenith in the 

Jacobean period. James I’s zeal for the sport was well known and stood in stark contrast 

to his pacific foreign policy strategy. Hunting was typically understood to be a chief 

recreation for heads of state, explained as a necessary escape from the burden of 

administrating the nation’s affairs; James I, however, tended to hunt so much that he 

neglected his duties. While rapidly increasing the number of knighthoods and other titles 

to raise badly needed funds, James also initiated further restrictions on who was eligible 

to participate in the hunt – the strict property qualifications included in his Game Laws 

denied the sport to a great deal of the parochial gentry (Manning 38). This is indicative of 

a deep-seated anxiety towards changes that were taking place in the class structure, 

changes which James himself initiated, as well as a concern with preserving the 
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hereditary privileges of the aristocracy.

Titles were for sale in James I’s reign, and some yeomen may have been able to 

boost their sons into gentleman status by arranging an advantageous marriage or sending 

them to the Inns of Court or university (Schmidt 10).  Yet there were also attempts made 

by the nobility and gentry to close off opportunities for advancement in a series of 

intensifying moves that reached its peak intensity in 1640; a movement Stone 

characterizes as “the hardening of the lines of social cleavage itself” that culminated in a 

“frank revival of snobbery” in the waning years of Charles I’s reign – “‘the privileges of 

generous blood are more to be cared for than heretofore’” was the pronouncement from 

one writer in 1634 (Stone 19). Eventually the practice of selling titles was stopped in 

1640 (Stone 19).

The English Civil War (1642-1651) was especially hard on the sport of hunting, 

as well as the royal and aristocratic hunting parks. These hunting parks were laid waste, 

the deer were released and the trees were torn down for firewood and timber; after 

Charles I’s execution, Parliament began to sell off Crown lands in an attempt to pay 

down the national deficit. While some property was reserved for public utilization, the 

majority was targeted for sale. Hyde Park was divided into five sections and sold to three 

owners, Sedgwick, Higham, Marleybone, and Oatlands Parks, the Lancaster Great Park 

in Sussex – ninety-three parks were sold at this time (Lasdun 50).  

 At end of the Civil War many of the confiscated royalist and Crown parks were 

returned to their previous owners. Hunting, which had lost its appeal during the 

Interregnum,  made something of a comeback. The aristocratic hunting parks were 

refurbished and were now shaped to include rides which were cut through the landscape, 

paths cut as broad and wide as possible, converging at various places to aid riders who 

happened to get separated from the rest of the hunting party, another instance of hunting 

becoming more theatrical and more under the control of the aristocrats who participated 

in the sport.  After the Civil War “though it lingered on at court, the hunt, like the 

monarchy itself, had lost much of its royal potency. Formerly a ritual of kingship, the 
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hunt became increasingly a sport of the squirearchy” (Berry 224).  

Attitudes were gradually turning against hunting, even before the English Civil 

War. Because hunting was popular with the monarchy, and while it was still successfully 

packaged as ridding the countryside of vermin and training young men for war, it was 

difficult for the clergy to censure. Puritans felt it was squandering of money and time; 

arch-conservative Philip Stubbes felt hunting simply for sport was altogether flagitious 

(Thomas 161). While there were churchmen and Puritans who indulged in the activity, a 

feeling of sympathy toward animals was beginning to grow.  Some perceived that 

hunting could cause men to turn savage, that they could “become altogether addicted to 

slaughter and carnage, which is wholly dishonourable” or could be made “fierce, cruel 

and great devourers” (Thomas 162). 

While the hunting of rabbits, once considered a middlebrow pursuit, was 

declining in acceptance (a sign of a new concern for the welfare of animals), the fox did 

not benefit from this movement, which still maintained the negative connotations given 

to the animal by medieval society, and was considered a menace to farming interests 

besides. Fox hunting gained in status steadily in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

unprotected by anti-hunting sympathies that were gaining momentum.  As the practice of 

enclosure of lands increased with a series of laws passed between 1760 and 1840, fox 

hunting became more accepted by the aristocracy (par force hunting was more difficult 

to practice with the fences resulting from enclosure); images of the modern fox hunt, 

with riders in aristocratic fitted red jackets, mounted on horseback and riding through the 

rolling English countryside, still represent class privilege and hunting to many people.

From the late Tudor to the Jacobean  periods, the sport of hunting had grown from 

aristocratic pursuit to a mere symbol of status; under the weight of all the symbolism 

attached to it, the sport began to collapse onto itself and lose its noble aura of prestige. 

The many hunting manuals published, with explications of the convoluted language and 

contrived actions of the hunt, made hunting more accessible to the rising classes and thus 

less desirable for the nobility.  The pursuit that in Basilikon Doron (1594) James I urged 
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his son to consider “but ordayned for you, in enabling you for your office, for the which 

ye are ordayned” (122), declined in stature to became “a sport of the squirearchy” (Berry 

224), a decline that eventually Oscar Wilde would notice, leading him to remark that 

hunting was “the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable”.
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End Notes

1 For instance, late Tudor era sumptuary laws dictated that no one below the degree of an earl could 

wear purple silk, cloth of gold, silver tissue, or sable fur; no one under the rank of baron could wear 

material woven or embroidered with gold or silver; and so on. For a discussion of sumptuary laws of 

the period, as well as figures that break down the specific clothing regulations of the time, see the 

fifth chapter in Whigham’s Ambition and  Privilege: The Social Tropes of Elizabethan Courtesy 

Theory.

2 According to Stone, James knighted 46 men at once before taking breakfast at Belvoir on his way 

south to his coronation. Among those who seem unlikely candidates for the honor circa-1617 were 

the husband of the queen’s laundress, an ex-convict, and the Earl of Montgomery’s barber. One 

account has James treating the knighting ceremony as a joke, dubbing a Scottish gentleman with a 

difficult to pronounce name by saying “Prithee rise up and call thyself Sir what thou wilt” (Stone 

41-42)

3 See Dan Beaver’s essay, “The Great Deer Massacre: Animals, Honor, and Communication in Early 

Modern England.”   

4 Merry Wives of Windsor is thought to contain the earliest reference to this mythological figure:

There is an old tale goes that Herne the Hunter,

Sometime a keeper here in Windsor Forest, 

Doth all the wintertime, at still midnight, 

Walk round about an oak, with great ragg'd horns; 

And there he blasts the tree, and takes the cattle, 

And makes milchkine yield blood, and shakes a chain 

In a most hideous and dreadful manner. 

You have heard of such a spirit, and well you know 

The superstitious idleheaded eld 

Received and did deliver to our age, 

This tale of Herne the Hunter for a truth. (4.2 26-36)

5 For a detailed description of the hunting references in Shakespeare’s poem, see Berry’s Shakespeare 

and the Hunt.

6 For a thorough discussion see Stephen Orgel’s Impersonations: The Performance of Gender in  

Shakespeare’s England (Cambridge University Press, 1996).
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End Notes

7 Such as Peter Mortenson’s “The Economics of Joy in The Shoemaker’s Holiday”, Studies in English 

Literature 1500-1900, 16:2 (Spring 1976), 241-252; Allison A. Chapman’s “Whose Saint Crispin’s 

Day Is It? Shoemaking, Holiday Making, and the Politics of Memory in Early Modern England”, 

Renaissance Quarterly 54:4.2 (Winter 2001) 1467-1495; and Marta Straznicky’s “The End(s) of 

Discord in The Shoemaker’s Holiday”, Studies in English Drama 1500-1900, 36:2 (Spring 1996), 

257-372.

8 Cummins gives a thorough description of the ritual of the hunt in Chapter 2.

9 The introduction to this facsimile edition notes that the original publisher also borrowed the 

woodcut illustrations originally appearing in The Noble Art of Venery (viii).
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