
1533 - The ‘Buggery Act’ is 
passed, aimed as a weapon 
against the monasteries. It 
sets the death penalty for 
sodomy and makes it a matter 
for the civil law not the 
Church. What was a sin is 
now established as a crime. 
(This law survives until 1828.) 

1538-40 - The Dissolution of 
the Monasteries takes place. 
Many monks are accused of 
sodomy, but this is also in 
wider context of accusations 
of sexual activity between 
monks and nuns 

1540 - Lord 
Hungerford is 
executed under 
the Buggery Act, 
aside from this, it 
is used rarely. 

1590’s - Christopher 
Marlowe and Richard 
Barnfield (and 
Shakespeare to an extent) 
publish plays and poems 
which discuss 
homosexual desire. 

1603 - James I comes 
to the throne, his 
relationships with his 
favourites Robert Carr 
and George Villiers, 
Duke of Buckingham, 
lead to rumours about 
his court, which also 
implicate Sir Francis 
Bacon. 

1606 - Sir Edward Coke 
describes sodomy as 
following on from other sins 
like pride, excess of diet and 
idleness, it is part of a wider 
web of bad behaviour that 
could be practiced by anyone. 

1610 - Thomas Dekker and John 
Middleton publish their play The 
Roaring Girl a lightly fictionalised 
account of the adventures of ‘Moll 
Cutpurse’ or Mary Frith, who 
conducted her career as a 
musician, fencer and occasional 
thief while wearing men’s clothing 
and reusing to behave in ways 
thought appropriate to a woman. 

1620-25 - Cross-
dressing becomes 
fashionable for women 
in London, leading to a 
moral panic. James I 
instructs to clergy to 
warn people against it. 

16th-17th century - The 
vibrant theatre scene 
increasingly becomes 
associated with homosexual 
activity. 

1660’s - John Wilmot, 
Earl of Rochester and 
Margaret Cavendish 
write plays dealing 
with same-sex love. 

1684 - Aristotle’s 
Masterpiece confirms the 
widely-held view that men 
and women were 
physiologically identical, 
but women were just 
‘inverted’ men. 

1691 - Establishment of 
the Society for the 
Reformation of Manners. 
A new crime ‘assault with 
intent to commit 
unnatural crimes’ is 
added to the law books. 

1690’s - The Society for 
the Reformation of 
Manners begins to raid 
‘molly houses’ and to 
operate ‘stings’ trying 
to entrap people. 

1702 - Queen Anne ascends to 
the throne, the latter part of 
her reign is characterised by 
competition between her two 
female favourites Sarah 
Churchill and Abigail Masham. 
Pamphlets circulate rumours 

Early Modern attitudes to gender and sexuality:  

1) The early modern period sees the beginning of legal 
persecution, how important a change do you think this was?  

2) What sort of people could avoid the stricter legal situation, why 
do you think this was the case?  

3) Why do you think people were so worried about women cross-
dressing during this period?  

4) Could we use modern terminology (i.e. gay, lesbian, trans etc) 
to describe any of the people mentioned in this mind-map? 
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