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Many Londoners workded as domestic servants, and their prospects depended to a great extent on the whims of their employers. Servants could be fired for various causes, including charges of immoral behavior, and the nature of domestic service could easily lead to such accusations.  The majority of English youths between the ages of 15 and 24 worked as servants, and at a time of life when sexual desire ran high, they were thrown together in close quarters.  Only a small percentage could afford to marry, leaving them with few options other than celibacy or illicit affairs.  A lack of chastity could mean dismissal and, for women, confinement to a place like Bridewell for rehabilitation.

Those who became the object of their employers’ desires were in a tight spot whether they yilded or refused.  Men as well as women—and other live-in employees as well as domestics—had to walk a fine line between pleasing their amorous masters or mistresses and protecting their own reputations.  The romantic perils of household service were well documented by a handsome and gifted music tutor named Thomas Whythorne, who had to cater to the fancies of the wealthy for many years before achieving success on his own.  

….

In his early twenties, Whythorne entered a great house in London to assume the first of many posts he would hold over the next two decades as a tutor.  Although he probably longed in his heart for something better, he was outwardly genial, and by his own account, many of the women around him found him attractive.  One day a servant girl slipped romantic verses into the strings of his gittern, a kind of guitar Whythorne often played.  He wrote a gently discouraging response in verse to his correspondent, hoping to end the matter discreetly.  But as Whythorne later recorded in his memoirs, the event soon became “known all about the house…which made me to blush, and she more so.”  The girl soon suffered more than just embarrassment, however.  When the master and mistress heard the tale, they dismissed her.

Whythorne tried to avoid such unfortunate incidents in the future by maintaining friendly but distant relationships with the women he worked with and for.  As he put it, he could “be merry with them,” but he had no business making love to them “by word, sign or deed, especially in deed.”  But that tactic was of little use when the mistress of the house insisted on more.  At one point, Whythorne reluctantly accepted a position as both tutor and servant to a wealthy widow.  He compared a servant’s lot to that of a water spaniel, commanded to “fetch or bring here, or carry there with all kinds of drudgery.”  But the chief burden of his new position proved to be of a subtler nature.  His mistress loved to have men pining after her and bragged about how she could “with a frown make them look pale and how with a merry look she could make them to joy again.”  He soon became the object of her flirtation.  Realizing he had little choice but to play along if he wanted to keep his job, he decided to make the most of it.

Noticing that she seemed jealous when other women paid attention to him, he wrote her love verses, expressing his devotion in suitably ambiguous terms, lest she think him too forward.  It seemed to do the trick.  She took a lively interest in his appearance, advising him at one point on what sort of rings and clothes to wear.  Whythorne replied coyly that he would gladly wear such things for her sake if only hea had the money to purchase them.  He soon received from his obliging mistress cash and costly fabric to be made into new apparel.  And so, he wrote, he obtained many precious items he might “peradventure have gone without.”

Whythorne played a game fraught with hazards.  To please his lady, he was not simply “pleasant and merry,” but also “somewhat bold with her.”  Not bold enough, apparently, for she scoffed that he “lacked audacity.”  But the tutor could not afford to go too far.  Their flirtation was already “much talked of in the house,” he nted, and anythign truly scandalous might destroy his reuptation and leave him without a future.
