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Emilia Bassano-Lanier’s Preface explains her motivations… read more 

 

SA L V E   D E V S   

REX  IVDÆORVM.  
Written by Mistris Aemilia Lanyer,  

Wife to Captaine Alfonso Lanyer Seruant to the Kings Majestie. 

 

 
Judith slaying Holofernes 

 

PREFACE 

Often have I heard that it is the property of some women not only to emulate the 

virtues and perfections of the rest, but also by all their powers of ill-speaking to 

eclipse the brightness of their deserved fame; now contrary to this custom, which men 

I hope unjustly lay to their charge, I have written this small volume for the general use 

of all virtuous ladies and gentlewomen of this kingdom and in commendation of some 

particular persons of our own sex, such as are so well known that I dare undertake 

fame dares not to call any better. And this I have done to make known to the world 

that all women deserve not to be blamed, though some forgetting they are women 

themselves, and in danger to be condemned by the words of their own mouths, fall 
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into so great an error, as to speak unadvisedly against the rest of their sex, which if it 

be true, I am persuaded they can show their own imperfection in nothing more;  

and therefore could wish (for their own ease, modesties and credit) they would refer 

such points of folly to be practised by evil-disposed men, who-forgetting they were 

born of woman, nourished of women, and that if it were not by the means of women 

they would be quite extinguished out of the world, and a final end of them all, do like 

vipers deface the wombs wherein they were bred, only to give way and utterance to 

their want of discretion and goodness. Such as these were they that dishonoured 

Christ, his apostles and prophets, putting them to shameful deaths.  

Therefore we are not to regard any imputations, that they undeservedly lay upon us, 

nor otherwise than to make use of them to our own benefits, as spurs to virtue, making 

us fly all occasions that may colour their unjust speeches to pass current, especially 

as they have tempted the patience of God himself, who gave power to wise and 

virtuous women to bring down their pride and arrogance. 

As was cruel Cesarius by the discrete counsel of noble Deborah, judge and prophetess 

of Israel, and resolution of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite, wicked Haman, by the 

divine prayers and prudent proceedings of beautiful Hester, blasphemous Holofernes, 

by the invincible courage, rare wisdom and confident carriage of Judith; and the 

unjust judges by the wisdom of chaste Susanna, with many others which for brevity’s 

sake I will omit. Also in respect it pleased our and Saviour Jesus Christ, without the 

assistance of man, being free from original and all other sins, from the time of his 

conception to the hour of his death, to be begotten of a woman, born of a woman,  

nourished of a woman, obedient to a woman, and that He healed women, pardoned 

women, comforted women, yea, even when he was in his greatest agony and bloody 

sweat, going to be crucified, and also in the last hour of his death, took care to dispose 

of a woman, after his resurrection, appeared first to a woman, sent a woman to declare 

his most glorious resurrection to the rest of his disciples.  

Many other examples I could allege of diverse faithful and virtuous women, who have 

in all ages not only been confessors, but also endured most cruel martyrdom for their 

faith in Jesus Christ. All which is sufficient to enforce all good Christians and 

honourable minded men to speak reverently of our sex, and especially of all virtuous 

and good women. To the modest censures of both which I refer these my imperfect 

endeavours, knowing that according to their own excellent dispositions they will 

rather cherish, nourish, and increase the spark of virtue where they find it, by their 

favourable and best interpretations, than quench it by wrong constructions. To whom I 

wish with all increase of virtue, and desire their best opinions. [“bolding” added]. 

Notes Vipers brood : It was thought that at birth the viper’s young bit through the side of the 

mother in order to be born, killing her. Cf John the Baptist Matthew 3:7 

John 19:26 Jesus asked John to care for his mother. 
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Cover Painting by the Italian Artemisia Gentileschi 1620. Artemisa was raped by a fellow 

painter in 1610, when aged 17. She painted scenes of Judith slaying Holofernes in 1614, 

1620,1625, 1640 Susanna and the Elders in 1610, 1622, 1630, 1649, 1650, Salome with the 

Head of Saint John the Baptist in 1610, Cleopatra in 1611, 1633, Jael and Sisera in 1620, 

Esther before Ahasuerus in 1613, 1628, Judith and her Maidservant in 1613 and 1620, and 

Conversion of Mary Magdalene in c1615 ie all themes referred to by Emilia Lanier. 

Paul Kauffman 25 April 2018 

Comment by Mark O’Connor 25 April 2018 

Hi Paul. I hadn’t previous read Lanier’s preface in modern spelling. I think many will find 
that this makes it much more accessible.  
  
Who has done the job of modernising it? If yourself, take a bow. If someone else, I 
think you should identify and acknowledge them as creators of this modernised text. 
  
When explaining this, you might also explain that you have bolded some passages, and 
what was your purpose in doing so.  {to clarify her statement]  
  
I think the modernisation will make it easier to most readers to read the piece and see 
its overall thrust. Also to understand that certain sentences either have words missing 
or are genuinely hard to follow, at least for someone more used to modern English 
grammar. For instance: 

As was cruel Cesarius by the discrete counsel of noble Deborah, judge and 

prophetess of Israel, and [by the?] resolution of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite,. ..  

  
Also in respect it pleased our [lord?] and Saviour Jesus Christ 

and also in the last hour of his death, took care to dispose of a woman, [i.e. put Mary 

into the keeping of John—not dispose in the modern sense. Cf. The unexpected use 

of “refer” in “they would refer such points of folly to be practised by evil-disposed 

men”] 

sufficient to enforce all good Christians and honourable minded men to speak 

reverently of our sex, and especially of all virtuous and good women. To the modest 

censures of both [of] which  [she really means those who fall into one or both of 

these two categories] I refer these my imperfect endeavours, 

In fact, it becomes easier for anyone not an expert in MSS of the period to notice that 
though she writes with verve, she tends to create complex syntactical patterns whose 
intended structure is clearly signalled at the start  but is not followed through.  She was 
clearly no stickler for grammar, provided her meaning and her emotions came through 
clearly. 
For instance the fierce and telling criticisms of those  “who-forgetting they were born of 

woman, nourished of women,” etc are suspended inside a 155 sentence of such 

grammatical complexity that one might imagine  these words referred to “some 

forgetting they are women themselves, and in danger to be condemned by the words of 

their own mouths.”  It is easier to realise, when the passage is presented in modern 

spelling (and modern punctuation?) that there is a way to read the sentence in such a way 

that this attack does refer specifically (and more appropriately) to the “evil-disposed 

men” who are tucked away in a subordinate clause. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susanna_and_the_Elders_(Artemisia_Gentileschi)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salome
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_the_Baptist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jael
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sisera
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Esther
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahasuerus
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Notes: 

Emilia approvingly, in both the Preface and in her major poems, cites precedents from 

the Old Testament. She praises Deborah, the victorious Jewish military leader and Jael, 

who killed the general Sisera by driving a tent peg through his head. Emilia also praises 

the Jewish heroine Judith who cut off the head of their enemy Holofernes. Readers 

would know how Judith avoided being violated: 

                      “her [Judith’s] beauty made his [the enemy’s] soul her captive, with a sword 

she cut off his head”. 

Judith then escapes from the tent and compound of the enemy.  

“And chastity was joined to her virtue, so that she knew no man all the days of her 

life, after the death of Manasses her husband”. (Book of Judith 16. 11, 27). 

Emilia also invokes chaste Susanna, whom two old men falsely accuse of adultery until 

a young Daniel proves they are liars, and they are put to death (Black J. 2015: 529).  
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