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How Did the Prominence of Syphilis in the 16th and 17th Centuries Affect the 
Presentation of Sex Workers in John Marston's The Dutch Courtesan? 

Jean Squires 

Variously described as 'a sexually transmitted disease that threatened the social fabric of 
Europe', a 'physically and socially corrosive disease' and 'the quintessential disease of 
Renaissance Europe', syphilis rose to great prominence in the 16th and 17th Centuries, 
leaving behind it a vast literary legacy.1 This 'chorus of literary responses' to the disease 
'reached a [...] crescendo on the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage', in light of which I will be 
examining Marston's The Dutch Courtesan, written around 1604, just after James I took the 
crown.2 My specific focus will be the ways in which I believe the ubiquitous potency of this 
venereal disease impacted upon the depictions of sex workers, primarily the eponymous 
Dutch Courtesan, Franceschina. I will explore how the play interacts with each stage of the 
disease, from initial infection, to development of symptoms, and finally to the possibility of 
eventual death. Due to its sexually transmitted nature, the connection between the disease 
and prostitution was strong, a fact reflected in Henry VIII's closure of the public stews in 1546 
during the height of the epidemic.3 I argue that Marston projects the 'enormous cultural 
paranoia' that surrounded the disease onto his characters, in particular making 'full use of the 
symbolic possibilities of courtesans'.4 I will argue this is a play itself infected with syphilis.  

Associations between syphilis and foreignness were paramount in Jacobean England, 
although the question of where syphilis originated from and how it was first spread to Europe 
remains unresolved.5 The most common theory is that Columbus' sailors acquired the disease 
whilst exploring the Americas, and that these Spaniards then spread the disease further 
across Europe during the siege of Naples in the mid-1490s, although this theory has not been 
conclusively proven.6 Nevertheless, due to its many associations with various geographical 
locations, syphilis took on a plethora of different names in the early modern period, all 
seemingly placing the blame for the root of the disease at another nation's doorstep; the 
'French disease', 'Disease of Naples', 'venereal lues' and 'Mobus Gallicus' to name a few.7 
Furthermore, doctors advertising themselves as capable of treating the disease 'bragged 
about exotic foreign training' or 'cast themselves as worldly, well-travelled physicians', 
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3 Kevin Siena, 'Pollution, Promiscuity, and the Pox: English Venereology and the Early Modern Medical 
Discourse on Social and Sexual Danger', Journal of the History of Sexuality, 8:4 (1998), 553-574 (p.559). 
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evidence which strengthens the bond between syphilis and exoticism.8 These alien 
associations present syphilis as an invading force, and as the new and unknown 'other' 
infecting England and its stage from distant lands. Franceschina is tied to these notions of 
foreignness on two counts, firstly, that she is 'Dutch', and secondly, that her name plays on 
the Italian word for French, 'francese'.9 Thus Marston is conceivably using his courtesan as 
the metaphorical and microcosmic embodiment of the foreign disease pervading his play.  

This symbolism continues once both Franceschina and the disease she represents have 
reached Britain's shores. Although it is never stated explicitly that Franceschina is syphilitic, 
the many portrayals of her and her fellow sex-worker, Mary Faugh, as corruptive and 
inherently evil are arguably simply metaphors for them being diseased. Horwich describes 
Mary as 'the guiding spirit of [Franceschina's] trickery [...], who expounds with great facility 
throughout the play on the ease with which men may be duped'; a view reflected in the line 
'[c]heaters and bawds go together like washing and wringing'.10 Cocledemoy 'consort[s]' with 
Mary Faugh when stealing Mulligrub's goblets, and further, when they escape through the 
window with the stolen goods, it is Mary who goes first and Cocledemoy who 'with his heels 
forward, follows'.11 Cocledemoy moreover labels Mary as the 'ungodly fire that burnt Diana's 
temple', casting her as the legendary Greek arsonist Herostratus, who burnt down the temple 
of Diana, the goddess of chastity.12 What these examples show is that Mary Faugh is 
presented as a destructive and perhaps coercive force, who either leads others into scandal 
or involves herself in misdeed.  

Franceschina is also implicated in many supposedly evil-inducing events. She is repeatedly 
linked to the devil, labelled as a 'fair devil' by Freevill, who also comments to his friend 
Malheureux that, due to the fact they both desire Franceschina, 'Diaboli virtus in lumbis est 
(the strength of the devil is in our loins)'.13 This infection-like image suggesting she has 
devilishly 'got inside' the men who admire her is heightened by Malheureux's belief that '[w]hen 
woman's in the heart, in the soul hell', and further through the description of her as the 'source 
of devils', whose hellish qualities have successfully embedded themselves in Freevill, shown 
when he himself is called an '[u]nprosperous divel!'.14 More examples of how Franceschina is 
presented as a contagious entity are Malheureux's assertion that his lust for her has 'stain[ed] 
[his] 'haviour', and further in her manipulation and infiltration of his narrative, displayed in the 
stichomythia in the dialogue when she convinces him to murder Freevill; 'Malheureux: Then 
he-/ Franceschina: Must -/ Malheureux: Die - '.15 Additionally, all the male characters who 
engage in wrongdoing have been involved with either Franceschina or Mary Faugh, as cliental, 
business partners or admirers. Cocledemoy, Freevill, Mulligrub and Malheureux all take part 
in deception, Cocledemoy and Freevill's disguises even resulting respectively in Mulligrub and 
Malheureux being sentenced to death. Therefore, I argue that Marston's characterisation of a 
prostitute in the wake of syphilis' campaign of terror in 16th Century Britain is determinably 
focussed on ideas of spreading malice and causation of misconduct. 

The early modern rationale for women such as courtesans being the main source of the curse 
of the French Pox is that these 'loose' women were being punished for their lack of morality. 
The disease is portrayed as a punishment throughout the play, from Franceschina wishing 
'[g]ran grincome [syphilis]' and 'hot Neapolitan poc' upon Freevill, to Mulligrub declaring a 'pox 

                                                           
8 Kevin Siena., 'The "Foul Disease" and Privacy: The Effect of Veneral Disease and Patient Demand on the 
Medical Marketplace in Early Modern London', Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 75:2 (2001), 199-224 
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9 Neil Rhodes, 'Marston's Common Ground' (February 2013)<http://www.dutchcourtesan.co.uk/marstons-
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Courtesan (London, A&C Black: 1997), p.69. 
11 Marston, The Dutch Courtesan, p.8. 
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15 Ibid., p.42. 
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on Cocledemoy', cementing the sense that, as in other plays of the 17th Century, the pox was 
'intentionally and surreptitiously spread', particularly for 'purposes of misanthropic 
vengeance'.16 This cultural view of syphilis as retribution meant that it was a perfect piece of 
'evidence' for the establishments of the time (particularly the church and the government) to 
use as proof of the dangerous and sinful nature of extra-marital sex, as it was simple to claim 
the disease was a sanction decreed by God. 17 Perhaps Marston, too, was using syphilis as a 
metaphor for moral corruption, and there is a possibility his play would have been used, as 
much contemporary medical literature was, to 'support proscriptive attitudes towards female 
sexuality'. 18  

Marston's courtesan does, ultimately, end the performance being lead away '[t]o the extremest 
whip and jail', presenting a bleak future and a clear judgment.19 This link between prostitutes, 
syphilis and the whip is also present in Francis Herring's 1604 'modest defence of the caueat 
giuen to the wearers of impoisoned amulets, as preseruatiues from the plague', in which he 
describes the 'French Disease' as 'Flagellum diuinum scortatorum'.20 This translates roughly 
to 'scourge scortator'; the OED defines 'scourge' as 'a thing or person that is an instrument of 
divine chastisement', a 'cause of (usually, widespread) calamity', and further as a whip-like 
'offshoot or vine' when following the Latin flagellum, with examples of these definitions in use 
from the 16th and 17th Centuries.21 The definition of 'scortator' presents only two examples of 
use, both from the 17th Century, and in which the word is used to mean one who associates 
with 'whores', or a 'whoremonger'.22 What this example shows is that the pox was viewed by 
some as a powerfully malicious force in early modern England, one inextricably linked with 
sex-workers, and perhaps that Marston's characterisation of Franceschina as both a wrathful 
deliverer and satanic victim of divine punishment was informed by such opinions.  

The sense that Marston's sex-workers are infected by the pox is heightened by the many 
instances of syphilitic imagery to describe them. Cocledemoy calls Mary Faugh a 'worshipful, 
rotten, rough-bellied bawd', where the use of the words 'rotten' and 'rough' echo the many 
examples throughout the text in which prostitutes are described within the semantic field of 
uncleanliness and decay.23 Additionally, she is referred to as a 'blue-toothed patroness' and 
as 'smooth-gummed', taking her connection with syphilis out of the realm of innuendo and into 
that of recognisable symptoms, as '[o]verdosing with mercury ', a common early modern 
treatment for the disease, 'could lead to such toxic side effects as [...] the loosening and loss 
of teeth'.24 Franceschina is similarly implied to have lost her teeth, Cocledemoy noting her 'old 
lady's gums', and her evident concerns for her physical wellbeing are signalled in her cry of 
'Vat sall become of mine poor flesh now?'.25 Moreover, when explaining to the crowd at the 
ball why he and Malheureux are fighting, Freevill states that '[a]n ulcer long time lurking now 
is burst'.26 This description also employs syphilitic imagery, arguably casting Franceschina 
herself as the ulcer that infects the two friends, as Malheureux's desire for her is the cause of 
this faked scuffle. Thus, not only is it suggested that Franceschina has the pox, but also that 
she, yet again, embodies it, reflecting the presentation in 'early modern venereological 
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26 Ibid., p.72. 



How Did the Prominence of Syphilis in the 16th and 17th Centuries Affect the Presentation of 
Sex Workers in John Marston's The Dutch Courtesan? 

206 

INNERVATE Leading student work in English studies, Volume 11 (2018-19), pp. 203 - 210 

literature' of 'female biology as pathological and dirty'.27 These ideas are certainly present in 
both Daniel Sennert's and Nicholas de Blegny's 1673 writings on women infected with syphilis. 
Sennert details how 'the Pocky Steams of the diseased woman do often imprint their malignity 
on the genitals of the healthy play-fellow', and de Blegny notes how 'the mixture and corruption 
of the seeds of divers persons received and contained in the wombs of publick women' are 
what cause syphilitic symptoms.28 Marston arguably mirrors these unpleasant pictures of 
women, particularly 'publick women', as the deceptive incubators of this corrosive disease.  

The effect of venereal disease on the presentation of sex workers is perhaps best understood 
when looking at how they are juxtaposed with 'chaste' women. In fact, the 'fabulae 
argumentum' of the entire play states that '[t]he difference betwixt the love of a Curtezan, and 
a wife, is the full scope of the Play', falling in line with the idea that city comedies are 'often 
organized around the contrast between licit and illicit love'.29 This contrast is linguistically 
realised by Marston through a 'dialogue [...] between the common and the pure, the public and 
the private'.30 Franceschina is described by Sir Lionel as a 'common woman', linking to 
Freevill's and Malheureux's condemnation of 'the ulhealthful loins of common loves' and '[t]he 
common bosom, of a money-creature', respectively.31 Conversely, the virtuous and virginal 
Beatrice is thought of by Freevill as '[f]ull of loved sweetness and clear cheerfulness', linking 
her instead with the 'chaste, reserved privateness' Malheureux so reveres.32 These ideas are 
explored further in the use of words such as 'safe', 'safer', 'wise, 'private' and 'only' in the 
exchanges between Freevill and Beatrice, Freevill further asserting  that he holds the 'modest 
pleasure of a lawful bed' and dearly as his 'health'.33 The link between 'health' and the much-
lauded concept of virginity is arguably a nod towards the sexual safety of virginity, Marston 
perhaps not only valuing Beatrice for what Ostovich calls 'her absence of sexual knowledge', 
but also for her absence of disease.34   

Marston's women are repeatedly ostracised and dehumanised during The Dutch Courtesan, 
a fate reflecting that of those identified as having syphilis in early modern England. The idea 
that Marston's other characters feel Franceschina is a corrupted and disgusting woman they 
wish to push aside is linguistically presented through men such as Freevill naming her a 
'creature', and moreover comparing prostitutes to 'roast meat' and 'a carcass three months 
dead'.35 Cocledemoy also animalises sex-workers as 'punk[s]' and 'polecat[s]', Franceschina 
acknowledging this portrayal of herself in her questioning of Freevill, '[d]o you take me to be a 
beast?'.36 This repeated belittling of the central character reflects cultural critic Anna Foa's 
belief that syphilis 'has been made to function not only as social control of sexual impulses but 
as an instrument of social aggression, a means of taking revenge on the cultural Other'.37 The 
sense that Franceschina is a 'cultural Other' is also unquestionable. She exists predominantly 
on the fringes of the community she meddles with, and the constantly shifting and 

                                                           
27 Siena, 'Pollution, Promiscuity and the Pox', p.557. 
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it produces . . . Explicated by Natural principles with Motions, Actions and Effects of Mercury, trans. Walter 
1676), p3. quoted in Siena, 'Pollution, Promiscuity and the Pox', pp.559,562. 
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unrecognisable conglomeration of Dutch and English she speaks forms a clearly alienating 
force for the audience and those who surround her on stage. 

If a person was infected, once symptoms had visibly occurred, they experienced the 'powerful 
stigma attached to sexually transmitted diseases', revealed plainly in colloquial Jacobean 
terms for syphilis such as the 'foul disease' and the 'secret disease'.38 This stigma was further 
felt most keenly by the women who suffered, no doubt because of the 'repulsive external 
appearance' caused by the pox and the fact that they were, as seen in Sennert and de Blegny's 
writings above, viewed by many as solely to blame for the spread of the disease.39 The 
supposition that it was specifically the diseased women who were 'deceptive and dangerous' 
spreaders of the pox, and that men were their unwitting 'victims' is undoubtedly present in 
Marston's work, chiefly in the translation of Malheureux's name being akin to 'bad luck'. In his 
analysis of the text, Peter Kirwan further portrays Franceschina's purposeful and mediated 
nature, asserting 'she shapes the conditions of the environment that receives the city wits and 
exercises an unusual amount of agency in determining the fates of men'.40 The 16th Century 
English surgeon William Clowes also parrots the view of prostitutes as 'filthy creatures' who 
wilfully spread the pox to the 'rouges, and vagabondes' who frequent the 'lew alehouses' they 
work in.41 This cultural disgust with those carrying the disease meant some went as far as to 
question whether those infected should even be treated, as it was viewed as 'the rewar[d] of 
immoral behaviour'.42 Therefore, through his depiction of Franceschina as an inhuman 
outsider, Marston arguably perpetuates the commonplace view that casting-out sex-workers 
was the only way to avoid the disease they carry and punish them for their mal-intent. 

Marston's characterisation of Franceschina's relationship to madness powerfully corresponds 
to late stage symptoms of syphilis, further demonstrating the centrality of the disease to a 
meaningful comprehension of the text. The symptoms of 'mood swings', 'emotional troubles', 
and 'personality changes' are reflected in the accusations Franceschina is both '[d]evilishly 
mad' and 'grown mad for the loss of her man'.43 Freevill also claims that the 'use' of prostitutes 
'takes away sense', and Franceschina seemingly affirms this when saying of Freevill '[d]e man 
does rave'.44 Marston also establishes many ties between the ideas of sex and death, the 
latter being the final danger of a syphilitic life. Following on from typical narratives of 'lust' as 
a 'most deadly sin', Marston also regularly features characters speaking of  the inevitable 'end' 
that will meet sex-workers, Malheureux discussing concepts of a 'worthy end' and a 'sensual 
end', Freevill linking Franceschina with a 'devilish end', and Cocledemoy declaring that 
prostitutes must both 'live well' and 'die well'.45 Furthermore, Franceschina is described as a 
'cockatrice', an animal which can kill at a glance, and Malheureux states that sleeping with her 
would be 'dangerous' with a 'cost so heavy', and further that 'lov[ing] a whore' is like landing 
at a 'fatal shore'.46 Thus, the real-life perils of engaging with prostitutes in Jacobean England 
may have pushed Marston to create a highly deadly and menacing courtesan.  

There can be little doubt that the social views surrounding syphilis in early modern England 
permeated Marston's work. Franceschina is the character through which these ideologies are 
most notably channelled; she is the malignant foreign invader, a harbourer and distributer of 
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sin and corruption, and a symbol of what must be contained to maintain societal order. In the 
same way that Marston's discussion of disease is 'symptomatic of the prevailing belief systems 
that constitute [his] social moment', it can also be seen as 'reproducing and extending these 
beliefs, and re-construing the disease's meaning with each act of articulation', thus Marston 
creates associations between sex-workers and disease in his play as much as he parrots 
them.47 It is hard to say whether Marston himself is attempting to present this play as a didactic 
narrative warning against the perils of immoral activity, or, as those in power in Jacobean 
England did, use 'the pox as a useful image with which to buttress their moral stance'.48 What 
we can say is that Franceschina ends the action in complete despair, whereas the men around 
her (Freevill, Malheureux, Cocledemoy, and even Mulligrub) are ultimately absolved of all 
wrong-doing. It cannot be argued that this oppression of promiscuous or unmarried women is 
solely the fault of venereal disease; however, infections such as syphilis took the danger of 
engaging with them out of the sphere of spiritual and into that of tangible and bodily. This 
meant that the image of the syphilitic femme fatale provided a perhaps unique opportunity for 
scientific and spiritual causal explanations of disease to coexist peacefully. The evidentially 
sexually-transmitted nature of the disease allowed the reason for who contracted the disease 
to be both religious and scientific, and thus the concept of the syphilitic sex-worker was 
perhaps even operative in the rise to hegemony of scientific explanations of disease, as the 
scientific narratives did not contradict the religious ones. Syphilis' powerful fusion of corporeal 
and spiritual jeopardy intensified the fear and hatred of sex-workers, thus heightening the 
perception of venereal infections as distinctly female afflictions, and hardening society against 
those who seemed to have been delivered divine punishment in the form of this virulent 
disease.   
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