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Elizabeth Oakes Smith (1806-1893), poet, novelist, playwright and crusader for
women’s rights, enjoyed a remarkable career. Headstrong and passionate, Oakes Smith
never wavered in her battle to prove that women deserved the same rights and privileges
as men. Still, her radical ideas about women'’s equality conflicted with her much more
conservative Puritan background, a dilemma that caused her deep emotional stress. A
dutiful daughter, a loyal wife, and devoted mother, Oakes Smith was also a forthright
newspaper columnist, a critically acclaimed writer of poetry and fiction, and the first
woman to lecture on the Lyceum Circuit. While her intellectual inguiries and artistic
pursuits often dovetailed neatly with a life committed to domestic responsibilities, the
combination produced an internal strife that Oakes Smith struggled in vain to resolve.
These tensions arise in her fiction time and again as Oakes Smith attempted to create
female characters who could behave independently, free from the constraints of cultural
obligations.

In her plays, poetry and novels, Oakes Smith consistently attempted to define and
maintain female subjectivity; however, her texts sometimes contradict and even subvert
her desire to grant women the freedom to think, do, and say as they please. Nowhere is
the thwarted effort for subjectivity better articulated than in her play, Old New York, or
Democracy in 1689 (1853). Set in colonial New York, the play presents two disparate

stories: the historical account of Jacob Leisler’s 1689 rebellion against James 11 and a



fictional plot concerning Leisler’s domestic crisis. Thus, the story of a colonial revolt
nearly two hundred years earlier provides a safe cover story for the more explosive issues
of marital abuse and female rebellion embedded in the play.

Briefly recounted, the actual Leisler Rebellion occurred when James 11 ascended
the throne of England in 1685, generating fears both at home and in the colonies that he
would force Catholicism on his subjects. The controversy ended in 1689 when James II
was dethroned and fled to Scotland. His Protestant daughter, Mary, and her Dutch
husband, William of Orange, who ruled the Netherlands, became King and Queen of
England. Meanwhile, due to the political chaos in England, New York had been
functioning without a royal governor, and a native-born colonist of Dutch descent, Jacob
Leisler, claimed to be the elected governor.

In 1689, William III appointed William Sloughter as governor, and he set sail for
New York. Unfortunately, news of the change in sovereigns was slow to reach the
colonies. Sloughter did not receive an automatic welcome from the colonists, many of
whom feared he brought with him a Catholic mandate. Leisler and his supporters
stormed a fort that guarded New York’s harbor, and refused to let the governor ashore
until he produced proof of his royal commission. A stalemate ensued, with Leisler
refusing to surrender, and those loyal to the crown refusing to give proof of Sloughter’s
legitimacy. After several weeks, Leisler recognized Sloughter as the official governor,
but it was too late. Loyalists had him arrested and hanged for treason.

In his own time, Jacob Leisler was hailed as a visionary leader by his supporters
and a traitorous tyrant by his enemies. Leislerians touted both their political and racial

divisions from Great Britain (Meserve, Heralds, 176). Thus, Leislerians could exploit



their “Americaness” after the revolution, when being a rebel was no longer considered
pejorative, but being “British,” or at least Tory, could be. In Old New York this role
reversal becomes a useful tool for understanding what the main characters represent.
Leisler, the Dutch rebel, is a neoAmerican, thus a natural democrat. Sloughter, the
British governor, is a tyrant, thus unsympathetic to the plight of the oppressed. Elizabeth,
a British expatriate who marries the Dutch Leisler, represents the liminal space in
between; she envisions sharing her husband’s dream of a democratic society, but is
prevented from doing so, because she remains, in the end, an outsider and, as such,
potentially dangerous. Not surprisingly, then, Elizabeth’s character represents both the
fear of and desire for the freedom offered through democracy. She is at one and the same
time a loving wife and an adulteress, an angel and an evil temptress, equally capable of
maternal love and infanticide, of marital devotion and desertion. Simultaneously
contradicting and compelling, Elizabeth’s desperate actions condemn her as a liar and a
murderer, even as they speak out against tyranny and oppression.

The five-act tragedy begins in the midst of the rebellion, with a humble Leisler
reluctantly accepting the people’s wish that he lead them in a rebellion against the newly
arrived Sloughter. Before the end of the first act, however, we learn that his loving wife,
Elizabeth, has fled an abusive husband in England and is living a lie. William Sloughter,
becomes that husband in Oakes Smith’s play. Thus, his arrival in the colony thrusts
Elizabeth and Leisler’s lives into both political and private turmoil. These two narratives
compete, sometimes quite awkwardly, to gain control of the text, resulting in a play that
can never quite resolve itself. On the one hand, Jacob Leisler represents the nascent

stirrings of the inevitable fight for independence that established a democratic nation. On



the other hand, the fictionalized Elizabeth (whose name cannot be a coincidence), stands
as a clear reminder of those individuals in mid-nineteenth-century America still denied a
voice within that supposed democracy.

The rest of the play unfolds as follows. Elizabeth reveals her plight to Leisler,
hoping to gain his sympathy; instead, he rejects her and their child. In a fit of madness,
Elizabeth then poisons the child on stage to spare him the humiliation he would endure as
illegitimate. Meanwhile, Leisler has been arrested and condemned to death by Sloughter.
Regaining her rational state of mind, Elizabeth must choose between pleading for her
Leisler’s life and risking Sloughter’s recognition of her as the wife who fled him in
England. She does, he does, but before he can once again lay claim to her, she kills
herself, dying in Leisler’s arms before he is marched to the scaffold. Deprived of the
right to self-determination, Elizabeth’s character reveals the often frustrating, sometimes
agonizing, even dangerous situations many contemporary women faced playing their
prescribed role within ante-bellum American culture.

(Oakes Smith spent much of her adult life working to improve the position of
women like the trapped Elizabeth, who lived in a society that denied them access to a
voice in government or the right to equal status within the culture. In 1850, she published
a series of columns for the New York Tribune that candidly addressed the problems
women faced in a democratic nation that disenfranchised them. The editorials proved so
popular that she gathered them together as a volume and published them in 1851 as
Woman and Her Needs, which, according to the author, remained in demand for several

years.” Smith uses the Declaration of Independence as the basis of her argument

throughout the text, logically asserting that “When our Fathers planted themselves upon



the firm base of human freedom, claimed the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness, they might have foreseen that at some day their daughters would sift
through thoroughly their opinions and their consequences, and daringly challenge the
same rights” (10). Oakes Smith refers to the disparity between political ideology and
everyday practice, calling the constitution “a God-guaranteid [sic] charter, which no
created being may infringe; yet, when a woman dare lift her eyes reverently to the sacred
and ennobling truth, she is spurned with ridicule and contempt™ (36). Oakes Smith also
had the temerity to suggest that women need not marry, and, in fact, should be
encouraged to find other means to support themselves, stating “marry if you will, but
work you must.”™ Furthermore, she insisted that women not marry before age 21, after
which time they would be better equipped to make up their own minds and understand
the duties and responsibilities of married life. Undoubtedly, Oakes Smith’s own forced
marriage at age 16 influenced her intense feelings on this subject.

Elizabeth’s plight in Old New York exposes what can happen when women have
no individual freedom. Thus the play, and Elizabeth in particular, is complicated by its
darker, more realistic view of women as they both existed within and were created by the
culture. In order to understand this position more clearly, we need look no further than
that biblical paradigm of western woman, Eve, whose sublime virtues cannot compensate
for her seductive and seducible nature. Eve’s capacity for deception and destruction,
despite her angelic qualities, find their most memorable representation in Milton’s
Paradise Lost. Not wholly content with the existing order in paradise, Eve falls victim to

the serpent’s invitation to raise her station in life by breaking the rules.



Eve’s desire to be independent, to exercise free will, leads to her downfall.
Similarly, in Old New York, Elizabeth, saintly by all other accounts, succumbs not to
Satan, but to her urge to break free of cultural constraints.

Early in the play, Elizabeth makes an oblique reference to Milton’s line about
Eve’s relationship to God and Adam, “Hee for God only, shee for God in him™ (IV.
299)." Elizabeth despairs that, due to her deception of Leisler, she is “cut off from
woman’s dearest right, / To worship God through him she loves™ (Lii,12). Elizabeth also
recognizes that her crime prevents her from being like the prelapsarian Eve as a spouse,
and laments, “His wife, who at the portal of his heart / Should sit, a chaste-eyed angel,
bringing peace, / And barring out all shapes of wrong and discord, I shall plunge therein a
deadly pang” (Lii, 12). In addition to Elizabeth’s self-references to Eve, other characters
ally the two as well. Before she confesses to Leisler, he pleads, “Elizabeth,—if there is
any deadly thing / To blight this Eden of my autumn days, / Pity these bleaching locks,
and let me sleep, / Although my head lie at the serpent’s mouth™ (ILi, 21). Elizabeth
destroys Leisler’s paradise and he explains his beguilement with yet another reference 1o
Adam and Eve’s fall, “Oh, she was fair! and like the rapturing dreams / That torture our
young years—delicious fruit, / Once plucked, a madness to the brain™ (IV.i 41). Still
other references to Elizabeth continue to praise her apparently unvarnished virtue. Her
servant Mary insists, “she is the sweetest lady woman ever served, / and good and pure as
an angel” (ILii, 23). Leisler, himself cannot resist seeing Elizabeth as angelic even after
she has murdered their child, uttering this broken-hearted lament: “I challenge you, ye
white-robed seraph band, / To usher forth from out your radiant ranks / A soul more pure

than this; and yet her hands / Are dyed with crimes that might cause ye to weep™(IV.ii,



43). Thus, Elizabeth inherits the cultural double bind presented to and for women since
the story of Eve: created to adore and be adored, to be submissive, yet provocative, to
help, but not to compete, a woman must know and keep her place or risk destroying those
things she most values.

From the beginning of the play, the ability to speak and the power to allow or
prohibit expression play key roles. Although outwardly living a happy existence,
Elizabeth must contain her terrible secret. She cannot “trust to human ears the story of
my guilt” (Lii, 12) and fears the “babbling of a tongue let loose in slumber™ (1.ii, 12).
When she hears the new governor is William Sloughter, Elizabeth exclaims: “That name!
it is the knell of all my peace, / It is himself. Oh! I am lost, for ever lost™ (Liii 16). His
arrival prompts Elizabeth to finally utter the truth. When her maid, Hannah, attempts to
convince her that the secret could remain hidden, Elizabeth refuses to carry on the
charade, despite the consequences, “No, no, it must be told— / I shall be the theme of jest
upon the mart; / Rude men will jeer, and boys scoff at me, / And haughty dames eye me
askance” (I1.i, 19). Self-expression for Elizabeth, the ability to tell her story, or, more
correctly, her inability to explain herself, will result in nothing but shame. Her
reputation, her very being, will become the butt of jokes among strangers; worse vet, she
will be the object of pity and disgust among women.

In a play about treason, even one condoning it, speech is a dangerous commodity.
Leisler is aware that his rallying speeches have fomented rebellion among his followers.
When Elizabeth points out that their son has his father’s mouth, Leisler replies with
foreboding, “And it will prove a curse; / It is the lip that will not be controlled” (Lii, 1 1).

Leisler even hears something provocative, yet dangerous in the sound of Elizabeth’s



voice, which “is just between a laugh and tear— / So low, yet clear, heard by the soul, not
sense. / How hast thou ‘witched me thus? 1 sometimes fear thee” (Lii10). Thus,
Elizabeth’s voice and, by extension, her person occupy an ambiguous space between joy
and sadness, intellect and emotion. She cannot be a unified or consistent being, and
evokes alarm even in those who love her.

Under the law, both secular and religious, Elizabeth cannot escape punishment for
her transgressions against society. When her bigamy is discovered, Leisler rejects her out
of hand. Once again, Elizabeth’s words, her offer of an explanation, fail to move or
convince another that she acted out of desperation. She first attempts to confess by
telling her tale in the third person:

There was a marriage day of pride and thrift;

And years of gloom blighting her summer days,

Until she loathed her life, and loathed the sun:

And then in darkness, and the midnight storm,

She went her forth, withouten aid or shield. . . .

She had no hope. (ILi, 22)

When Elizabeth at last tells Leisler she is that wretched woman, he finds, readily enough,
the cultural words that define her. Calling her a “vile adulteress™ and “painted
hypocrite,” Leisler lacks ability to see the parallel situation between Elizabeth and
himself: He is fighting the same tyrant whom Elizabeth rebelled against as an abused
wife. When Leisler also rejects their son, employing the dreaded cultural epithet bastard,
Elizabeth is overwrought. In a fit of delirium, she poisons the boy, reuniting him in death
with nature and God:

The spring-time daisies will above thee grow,

The honeysuckle and the violet, too:

And these will tempt the bee and singing bird

To loiter round thy bed, my pretty one.
[Gives to the child.



Is’t bitter, love, dear? So is our life

Bitter—far less than words of human scorn,

To be called that which crimsons all the cheek!

He will say I have done well. There, love,sleep,

And 1 will sing to thee some nursery song. (ILiv, 28)

Climactically ending the second act, Elizabeth lapses into madness, babbling a
lullaby as her son lies lifeless on the stage. The scene reveals how Elizabeth is literally
losing control of her words, reverting to a “feminine semiotic language that has its roots
in pre-symbolic and pre-Oedipal expressions” (Pfaclzer 18). Elizabeth’s inability to
master language points to her resistance of the masculine order as well as her “challenge
to the social and economic orders of patriarchy™ (Pfaelzer 18). In this definition of a
spoken 1’écriture feminine, which Helene Cixous would argue, has “as its source the
wholeness of Lacan’s Imaginary Order, the prelinguistic domain is characterized by
freedom from law and a sense of “other’ (Dobie 100). Without the patriarchal order
present to determine her actions, Elizabeth’s rage and desperation result in a lawless,
voiceless act that destroys the product of her union with that order. Her child’s father has
cursed his son with a name “which crimsons all the cheek™ (ILiv, 27). As a mother,
Elizabeth must protect him from that fate, but, in order to do so, she must act in a most
non-maternal manner. Her position within the culture has rendered her both powerless
and powerful; tragically, in order to exercise that power she must continue to contradict
both man-made and religious laws. Those combined contradictions—loving
wife/adulterer, angel/devil, mother/child killer—eventually take their toll. As Catherine
Belsey points out, the desire to find a non-contradictory subject-position . . . can create

unbearable pressure, often resulting in unhealthy mental states (65-66). Elizabeth Oakes

Smith also considered madness and criminal behavior a potential result of early, forced,



or grotesquely mismatched marriages. In Woman and her Needs, she lists several cases
where women lost control of their senses, were confined to asylums, or were chained and
locked inside rooms by their husbands. She then offers the following diagnosis of their
illness:

The protracted and wearying grief resulting from ungenial relations, is a

fruitful source of insanity. . . . Illustrations might be accumulated to prove

the evils resulting from these . . . disproportioned marriages, . . . to prove

not only the folly of them, but the fearful amount of crime, suffering, and

insanity to which they so often lead; evils wrought into the whole structure

of society, and affecting interests that stretch into remote years. (67, 69)
While Elizabeth’s madness may find its source in both these real-life accounts of women
and their literary counterparts, its relatively short duration makes it qualitatively different.
For example, unlike more famous predecessors, such as Lady Macbeth and Ophelia, who
escape the pain, guilt, and anguish they feel through insanity and death, Elizabeth regains
her sense and immediately prays for madness to return:

Oh, God! my God! I dare not name my crimes!

I am alone—I dare not pray—dare not!

Yes, there is one boon that I dare ask, and Thou—

Oh, Thou, wilt pitying grant! This lucid thought!

Take back the gift and madness send! (TV.ii 45)
Despite her plea, Elizabeth must face her destiny without the benefit of a complete
mental collapse. Although she appears hysterical from time to time due to the threat of
both Leisler’s execution and the fear of living once more under Sloughter’s roof, she
remains responsible for her actions.

Her next and bravest move is the confrontation with Sloughter in act V. His

sadistic treatment of her in this scene, and his viciousness in general, serve to validate

Elizabeth’s loathing. As she makes one last plea for Leisler’s life and her own freedom,

Sloughter restrains her both verbally and physically:
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Slough. Thy lips are powerless to my will.

Eliz (rising) It shames me I have so degraded Leisler’s name.

I will not curse thee; there is no deeper hell

Than finds its place in such a breast.

Slough. Nay, my pretty bird, thou art caged.

Bay. Let her go, “tis barbarous.

Slough. Not a step, | am her liege lord.

[ELIZABETH attempls to escape with cries, but is overpowered.

Even over the objections of one of his own men, Sloughter will not be dissuaded from
taking what he believes to be rightfully his. Elizabeth’s arguments are useless against his
overarching power, and she is once again restrained, the potential victim of rape and
torture.

By the last scene of Old New York, it would appear that Sloughter has won.
Elizabeth is once more his property, or prisoner, and effectively silenced. Leisler will be
executed, and Sloughter will rule the colony as a tyrant. As Leisler is being marched to
the gallows, however, Elizabeth’s final action spoils at least part of Sloughter’s plan.
Rushing onto the stage, she falls into Leisler's arms, showing him the knife she has used
to stab herself, “I am dying, Leisler-—say you forgive me./ Ah, me! and thou art broken-
hearted too-- / Dying like poor Bess! We are both alike now™ (V.i11, 64). Her last line
signifies their final union. Leisler and Elizabeth are both alike because they both must
die and Sloughter is the immediate cause. But something even deeper links them
together. Both have failed in their ultimate goal; both are rebels, dying because they
sought freedom—one from a tyrannical king, the other from a tyrannical husband. By the
play’s end, the two plots merge to tell a single story.

Old New York gives a voice to the ongoing struggle of American women midway

through the nineteenth century. Denied both legal and personal freedom, many women,

including the author, found themselves in a difficult double bind, caught between an
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