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BLOCK - I
UNIT - I

SUB UNIT - I
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: LIFE, WORKS, TIMES

CONTENT STRUCTURE:
UNIT I :
SUBUNIT I : William Shakespeare: Life andWorks
(a) : Life
(b) : Works
(c) : Times
(d) : Date

a) An Introduction to William Shakespeare: Life
WilliamShakespeare (1564-1616)was born in Stratford-upon-Avon, amarket town north-

west ofLondon.Hewas the third child and eldest son of John andMaryShakespeare. His father
wasa successful businessmanand landownerwhoheld several
importantposts inthe localcouncil till1576whenthedecline in
the fortuneof theShakespeare family started.Duringhisbetter
days John Shakespeare had applied for a coat-of-arms which
wasfinallygrantedin the lastyearofhis life,1601,elevatingthe
Shakespeare family to the status of the gentry1. Not much is
knownabout the early life of Shakespeare except that hemust
have attended local grammar school and married Anne
Hathaway in1582andhad three children -Susanna, Judith and
Hamnet. It is said that Shakespeare fled to London sometime
around 1585/86 to escape the wrath of Sir Thomas Lucy of
CherlecotnearStratford,afterhuntingdeerillegallyinhisprivate

park, but it ismore likely that he joined aLondon-basedvisiting theatre company that had come to
perform at Stratford. Shakespeare started in the lowest rung of theatre hierarchy, probably as a
stable boywho looked after thehorses of themoreprosperous audience as theywatched the show.
From a handyman doing odd jobs for the company to an actor in bit parts to the lead writer and
finally, in1594, a shareholder in thenewly formedLordChamberlain’sMenwhoperformedat the
playhouse calledTheatre in Shoreditch,London, Shakespeare’s risewas arduous but fairly quick.
Hestayedonwith theCompanywhenit shiftedto theGlobetheatre-houseacross theRiverThames
1 coat-of-arms : the family insignia granted by the office of the Herald against payment. The permission to wear
this sign on one’s coat signified that the concerned person and his successors would henceforth be considered
as gentlemen.

Shakespeare’s Life : born in Startford-
upon-Avon — parents : John and Mary
Shakespeare — attended the local
grammar school — married Anne
Hathway in 1582 — fled to London
around 1585-86 — joined a London
based theatre company — started as a
stable boy — later became a leading
writer, and finally a shareholder in the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men which shifted
to theGlobe theatre-house—boughtNew
Place in 1596 — died of fever on 23
April, 1616 and was buried in the
Stratford church.



andchangedits name toKing’sMen in1603.His financialprosperity in an agewhenmost playwrights
either died poor or in debt, earned him the jealousy of the author, Robert Greene, who labeled him
an “upstart Crow” in his Groatsworth of Wit, Bought with a Million of Repentance (1592).2 In
1596, Shakespeare bought New Place, the finest house in Stratford-upon-Avon, and thereafter
continued to invest in business andproperty in his hometownalthoughhe continued to live andwork
in London as the resident playwright and a major shareholder of his Company. By 1613, he was
livingmostly in Stratford, actively involved in his business and landed affairs andhad stoppedwriting
plays altogether.But he still had financial interests in theKing’sMenCompany that is testified by his
investment in rebuilding theGlobe playhouse after it was burnt down during a performance of Henry
VIII in 1613. He died of fever on 23April 1616, presumably contracted from lying in the open the
whole night after a drunken boutwith fellowauthors,MichaelDrayton (1563-1631) andBen Jonson
(1572-1637).Hewasburied in theStratford church. The epitaph3 on his gravestone says,

“Good friend for Jesus sake
forebeare,Todig thedust enclosed
here!
Blest be theman that spares these stones
And curst be he thatmovesmy bones.”

LET US CHECK OUR PROGRESS

Write a note on the life of William Shakespeare.

b) William Shakespeare: Works
Shakespeare wrote two long poemsVenus and Adonis (1593) and Rape of Lucrece (1594),

whichestablishedhis reputation in the fashionablecirclesofLondon.His154 sonnets,written in the
late 1590s,were published in 1609.Of these, 126 are addressed to a youngmanwhile the rest are
directedat a “dark lady”whosereal identities are still hotlydebated.The sonnetsexplore,with great
verbal compression and ingenuity, the complex relationship between the poet and the two persons
addressed.Although Shakespeare records feelings of pain, betrayal and abandonment, the power
of poetic creativity todefy the ravagesof time is celebratedat such length that the figureof thepoet
emerges as the central character of the sonnets. The 1609 edition of sonnets also included a poem
“ALover’s Complaint” (begun 1602/05, completed 1608-09) which tells of the sexual ruin of a
youngwomanseducedanddeceivedbyayoungman.Apart from these,Shakespeare is also said to
havewritten20poemspublished in the collectionof poemsentitledThePassionatePilgrim (1599)
and “ThePhoenix and theTurtle” (1601).

However,Shakespeare’s famerestson the37playswrittenbyhim,whichhavebeen translated,
adapted, performed and filmed in almost all languages of theworld.Apart from these plays, he is
said to have collaboratedwith JohnFletcher towriteTheTwoNobleKinsmen (1613-14)and two
2 groat : an old English coin worth four pennies.
3 epitaph : words written or said about a dead person, usually on the gravestone.



lost plays, Love’s Labour’s Won (1596-97) andCardenio (1613?) have been attributed to him.
There isalsosomedoubtas towhetherPericles is authoredentirelybyShakespeareor incollaboration
with GeorgeWilkins.As the list below indicates, his plays cover all genres-from tragedies and
comedies to histories, problem play and romances-indicating his mastery of the stage. His early
worksbelong to the reignofQueenElizabeth I (1558-1603)but hismost famous tragedies, problem
plays, and romancesbelong the Jacobeanperiod, i.e., the reign ofKing James (1603-1625)4

Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

1588-91 The British navydefeats
Comedy theSpanishArmada;
of Errors WilliamLeeinvents
(1623) thesteelKnitting

loom;Lyly:
Endymion; Greene :
Friar Bacon &
Friar Bungay;
Kyd :Hamlet;
Marlowe : Jew of
Malta

1590-91 Henry The Two Lawstudents&
VI (1594) Gentlemen apprenticesclash in
Henry of Verona London;Edward III
VI (1595) (1623) & King Leir

(Anon.)published;
tea comes to
England;Earlof
Essex leads
expeditiontoaid
Henry IVofFrance

1591-92 Henry Londontheatres
VI (1623) closedonaccount of

plague;Marlowe:

4The dates in parenthesis indicate the date of printing of the first authoritative version of the play, many of which
were published for the first time in the First Folio of 1623.



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

Dr. Faustus;
Greene:
Groatsworth of Wit

1592-94 Richard
III (1597)

The
Taming of
the Shrew
(1623)

Titus
Androni-
Cus
(1594)

Plague continues;
church attendance
mademandatory;
Henry IVofFrance
embraces
Catholicism

1594-96 Love’s
Labour’s
Lost
(1598)
A Mid-
summer
Night’s
Dream
(1600)

Romeo
And
Juliet
(1597)

PortugueseRoderigo
Lopez convicted of
plotting against
ElizabethI;Henry
IVascendsFrench
throne

1595 Richard
II (1597)

Food scarcity; grain
riotsinLondon;Irish
rebellion led by Earl
of Tyrone;Walter
Raleigh’sGuiana
expedition; Jesuit
poet Robert
Southwellexecuted

1596-97 King
John
(1623)

The
Merchant
of Venice
(1600)

Raindestroys crop;
steep rise in food
prices; men
conscripted for
Frenchwars; peace
pact between
England &France



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

1597 Henry
IV (1598)

King of Polonia
arrives to woo
ElizabethI;Burbage
builds2nd
BlackfriarsTheatre

1597-98 Henry
IV (1600)

TheMerry
Wives of
Windsor
(1602)

PhilipII,Kingof
Dies

1598 MuchAdo
About
Nothing
(1600)

French civil wars
end; Jonson : Every
ManinHisHumour;
Globe theatre built
outsideLondonfrom
dismantled pieces of
Theatre at
Shoreditch

1598-99 HenryV
(1600)

As You
Like It
(1623)

Devereux, 2nd Earl
ofEssex, leads Irish
expedition,
defeated, returns
secretly to London;
great frost freezes
RiverThames

1599 Julius
Caesa
r
(1623)

London tense;
offensive satires
banned; Nashe &
Harveyforbiddento
publishtheirwork

1599-
1600

Twelfth
Night
(1623)

Globe theatre opens;
famous comedian
WillKempeleaves



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

Shakespeare’s
Company&dances
from London to
Norwich;East India
Company founded
for tradewith India
& Far East

1600-02 Hamlet
(1603)

Jonson:Cynthia’s
Revels; Alleyn &
Henslowebuildto
competeFortune
theatrewithGlobe

1601-02 Troilus
and
Cressid
a(1609)

Essex rebellion
against Essex
Elizabethputdown;
beheaded; Richard
II performed by
Shakespeare’s
Company irks
Elizabethwith its
implicit comparison
between her &
deposed Richard;
new Poor Law
transfers
responsibilityofpoor
relief to parishes

1602-04 All’s
Well
That Ends
Well
(1623)

Irish rebellion
crushed; Bodleian
Library opens at
Oxford; Salmon
Pavy, a famousboy



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

actor, dies;Timon
(Anon.)

1603-04 Othello
(1622)

Elizabethdies;James
VI, King of
Scotland, ascends
the English throne as
James I; Irish rebel
O’Neill surrenders;
theatres closeddue
to plague

1604 Measure
for
Measure
(1623)

Peace with Spain;
tax on tobacco; The
Book of Common
Prayer;Marston :
TheMalcontent;

1605 King Lear
(1607-08)
Macbeth
(1623)

Gunpowder plot by
Guy Fox to blow up
James & the
Parliament
uncovered;Red Bull
Theatre built;
Jonson’s 1st court
masque

1605-07 Timon of
Athens
(1623)

JesuitHenryGarnet
executed for
involvementin
GunpowderPlot

1606-07 Antony
And
Cleopatra
(1623)

London&Plymouth
Companies given
charter to colonise
Virginia inAmerica;



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

Act passed to
restrain abuses of
players : Jonson :
Volpone; The
Revenger’s Tragedy
(Anon.)

1607-08 Coriola-
nus (1623)

Pericles
(1609)

Anti-enclosure riots
inWarwickshire,
Northampton-shire,
Leicestershire; Irish
rebels Tyrone,
Tryconnel,Hugh
Baron escape
overseas; colony
established in
Jamestown,Virginia;
Shakespeare
enacted on an East
IndiaCompanyship;
Shakespeare’s
Companyleases2nd
Blackfriars theatre
for indoor
performance;
Rowley:Birthof
Merlin

1609-10 Cymbeline
(1623)

Mulberry trees
planted across
England by royal
order, to encourage
silk trade; Moors
expelledfromSpain



Composi-
tion Date

Histories Comedies Tragedies Problem
plays

Roman-
ces/tragi-
comedies

Important events

1610-11 The
Winter’s
Tale
(1623)

James dissolves
Parliament;decrees
that all citizens
takean oath of
allegiance to him;
James’s eldest son,
Henry, proclaimed
Prince ofWales;
Jonson:The
Alchemist

1611-12 The
Tempest
(1623)

Marriage alliance
between France and
Spain; plantation of
Ulster in Ireland;
AuthorisedVersion
of The Bible
published;Beaumont
& Fletcher :AKing
and No King

1612-13 Henry
VIII
(1623)

Heretics
Bartholomew Legat
& Edward
Wightman burnt on
the stakes; Henry,
Prince of Wales,
dies; Lancashire
witches executed;
Princess Elizabeth,
daughter of JamesI
married to
Frederick, Elector
Palatine; Webster :
The White Devil



LET US CHECK OUR PROGRESS
Write a note on Shakespeare’s life and works.

(c) William Shakespeare: Times
Throughout this period, theplayhousesThechart aboveshows thatShakespearebeganwriting

comedies and histories at a time of intense literary activity in England, against a spirit of buoyant
nationalism, initiatedby theBritish victoryover the formidableSpanish fleet.Only three tragedies
werepennedbyhimin the1590s, a decade somarkedbyepidemics, crop failures, famine, inflation,
civil disturbance andwars across the continent that it has been labelled by historians as a period of
European Crisis. As the London playhouses were often closed due to the scare of the plague,
most theatre companies including theLordChamberlain’sMen, survivedby touring theprovinces.
Londonwasextremely restless and at least twice itwasbesiegedby riotous crowdswho threatened
to disrupt the status quo. Vagrancy problem accentuated as villagers evicted by force or sheer
necessity, roamed the countryside and eventually progressed to London in search of food and
work.Thegovernment transferred the responsibility of caring for this hapless populace to the local
bodies by enacting a newPoor Law in 1601.

While conditionsof thecommonpeople improved slightlyat thebeginningof the seventeenth
century, the aging queenElizabeth faceddissension in court fromher ownprevious favourites like
the Earl of Essex. People looked forward to a male ruler and welcomed James’s ascension to the
throne in 1603.Britain hadmixedpolitical fortunes in theEuropean arenawith occasional tensions
with countries like France and Spain butmanaged to avoid a full-fledgedwarwith either of them.
Ireland proved to a troublesome engagement with constant rebellions against brutal British
exploitation.Although late in the fray,Britain joined the colonial racebyestablishing theEast India
Company. The Company started as a trading venture in India and Far East, gaining increasing
concessions from the local rulers, but by the end of the century theywere deeply involved in local
politics to gain more power and well on their way to becoming the colonial masters. Colonial
settlements came up in the east coast ofAmerica as well with many travelling to theNewWorld
hopefulof a prosperousfuture,whichwas rudelybeliedby the severehardships.Profits frombusiness
ventures and colonial enterprises emboldened the successful citizens to demand a greater sway in
the runningof the country resulting in a growing rift between theParliament andKing Jameswho
insistedonthe“DivineRightofKingship”andunconditionalobediencefromthesubjects.

It emergedas amajor sourceofpopular entertainment.Divested fromreligious ceremonies and
thoroughlysecularised, theyprovidedamusement for the rich and thepoor, andreflected thecurrent
concernsof thesociety.Crossingofconventionallyestablishedboundarieswasaperennial subject
- fromMarlowe’sDr.Faustus toShakespeare’sMacbeth, fromJonson’s urban satires toBeaumont
andFletcher’sdelicatetragicomedies.Shakespearealwayskeptabreastofthepublicpulseswitching



LET US CHECK OUR PROGRESS
Write a note on the key incidents that took place
during Shakespeare’s times.

from comedy to history to tragedy, revenge plays and tragicomedies as tastes changed. Most
contemporaryplaywrights cannot boast such fluidmovement across thevarious genres.Despite its
popularity, theatreandactorshada tenuousrelationshipwiththeauthorities.Playhouseswereordered
to shift outside London across the Thames as the civic authorities considered them potential vice
dens capable of disrupting law andorder. But every day large sections of the very Londoners, for
whose safety the theatres were banished outside London, thronged the theatre houses to enjoy
themselves.

Actors toohelda precariousposition in theElizabethan andJacobean society.As thenamesof
the theatre companies suggest, theywerepatronisedby themightyaristocrats includingthekingand
the queen, and often requisitioned to put up special performances for them. So they enjoyed close
contactwith the rulers and lawmakers of thekingdombut on theother hand, as a social group they
were situated just above thevagrants and itinerant beggars and subject to rigorous punishment for
anymisdemeanour.Also, as timeprogressed the universal appeal of the stagewas displaced by a
moreclassandculturespecificorientation.In theElizabethantimespublicplayhouseslike theTheatre,
Globe etc. staged plays that were watched simultaneously by the lowly apprentice and the high-
borncourtiers payingdifferent entry fees for thepit and thegallery respectively. In Jacobean times,
thenumberof private theatrehouses increased - theyprovidedgreater comfort againstmuchhigher
entry fees that were beyond the reach of the commonman. Gradually the plays performed there
started catering exclusively to the tastes of the highbornwhile the public playhouses focused on a
more lowlyaudience.

DATE, STORYLINE, HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

(d) Date
Written in late 1610 or early 1611, The Tempestwas first performed at the court in 1611 and

again in the winter of 1612-13 as part of the elaborate celebrations to mark the union of King
James’s daughter, PrincessElizabeth toPrinceFrederick, the Elector Palatine.Other contemporary
presentationswere confined to theBlackfriars theatre, a private playhouse catering to the relatively
wealthy.

SUBUNIT II :

CONTENT STRUCTURE:
(a) : Storyline
(b) : HistoricalBackground
(c) : Colonisation of theAmericas / NewWorld



(d) :AfricanConnection
(e) : Slavery andPlantation
(f) :MediterraneanAfrica
(g) : EuropeanContext
(a) Storyline :

Despitebiographicalevidence to thecontrary,TheTempest, has forcenturiesbeenconsidered
theswansongofaworld-wearyShakespeare, findingpeaceandhappiness, likeProspero, inquiet

retirement where “every third thought shall be…[his] grave”
(5.1.312). This alignment of Prospero with Shakespeare
overlooksthefact thatShakespearewroteonemoreplay (Henry
VIII) after The Tempest and that he was actively involved in
business matters in both Stratford and London and had no
thought of retiring from such engagements although he had
stoppedwritingforthestage.Theplayisalsosaidtoendhappily
withablissfulheavenbeingusheredonearth throughthe future
rulers, Ferdinand andMiranda. This too ignores the fact that
theirreignisyettocome;it isProsperowhoreturnsinfullregalia
as the Duke ofMilan and that there will always be a lurking

threat to the peace ofMilan andNaples from the unrepentant pair ofAntonio and Sebastian The
story begins twelve years before the play’s action commences when Prospero’s botherAntonio
took advantageof Prospero’s lack of attention to his duties as theDukeofMilan and deposed him
with thehelpAlonso, theDukeofNaples. Prospero and his infant daughter,Miranda,were put on
boat and it was hoped that they would capsize and be killed on the high seas. But they survived
miraculouslyand landedonanenchanted islandwhereProsperopromptlyenslaved the inhabitants,
Caliban, Ariel and other spirits, and forced them to carry out his orders so that he could lead a
comfortable life in thewilderness. Just asAntonio is guilty of usurpingProspero’s dukedom, so is
ProsperoguiltyofusurpingCaliban’s rightover the islandalthoughhe justifieshisaction saying that
he is a benevolent rulerwhohasbroughtcivilisation to the island.Onemust remember that this is the
typical justificationforwardedbyallcolonisers to justifytheirexploitationof thecolonies.

Theplaybegins twelveyears laterwhenAlonsois returningfromTunisafterhavingmarriedhis
daughter,Claribel, to theTunisianking, quite against herwishes.He is accompaniedbyhisbrother
Sebastian and his sonFerdinand,Antonio, and courtiers likeGonsalo,Adrian, Francisco.As they
passby the island,Prospero raises amagical stormwith thehelpofAriel andhas themshipwrecked
on the island.Althoughnobody is harmed, the shipwreckedpeople are separated into four different
groups insuchamanner that eachgroup thinks it is theonly survivor.OnegroupcomprisesAlonso,
Antonio,Sebastianand thecourtiers, the secondgroup is the comicduoofTrinculoandSebastian,
the thirdare themarinerswhodonot comeonstage till the last act, andFerdinand is separated from
everybody else to form the last group. Prospero plans to remind his brother andAlonso of their

1590’s was a decademarked by epidemics,
crop failures, famine, inflation, civil
disturbance and wars across the
continent. London playhouses were often
closed. Shakespeare penned only three
tragedies during this period — at the
beginning of 17th century conditions
improved slightly — Britain joined the
colonial race playhouses emerged as a
major source of popular entertainment.



crimes against him, hoping tomake them repent and give him back his kingdom.As an added
measure hemakes Ferdinand andMiranda fall in love so that
Milan and Naples are forever united through marriage and
AlonsocannotrefusetoreturnMilan tohisson’s father-in-law.
However, Prospero has to crossmany hurdles to realise his

plan. The theme of usurpation seems to be re-enacted on the
enchanted island asAntonio, believing Ferdinand to be dead,
luresSebastian intoa conspiracy tokillAlonsoandbecome the
King of Naples.At the level of the sub-plot, Caliban, vexed
withProspero’s ill treatment, inducesStephanoandTrinculo to
murder Prospero, usurp the island and possess Miranda.
Throughhismagicalpowers,providentialhelpandtheservices
ofAriel and the spirits, Prospero is able to thwart both these
attempts.RepentantAlonso,besidehimselfwithjoyonseeing

his son alive readily returnsMilan to Prospero and agrees to the match between Ferdinand and
Miranda.As Prosperohas achieved his goal and does not need to stay on the island any longer, he
grants freedom toCaliban andAriel, but ordersAriel to generate favourablewinds thatwill direct
the shipsafely toMilan.Gonzalo’swordsseem to sumupneatly theplay’s courseof action :
Inonevoyage

DidClaribelherhusbandfindatTunis,AndFerdinandherbrother foundawife
Where he himselfwas lost; Prospero his dukedom In a poor isle, and all of us ourselves
When nomanwas his own. (5.1.208-13)
Yet thishappyendinghidesmanyproblematic elementswhich remainunresolved-Miranda is

unable to distinguishbetween good and evil personswhichmight prove costlywhen she becomes
the queen;Antonio andSebastian are unrepentant and likely to conspire against the new rulers in
future;Caliban’s charges of usurpation andbrutal treatment against Prospero cannot be countered;
Prospero’sbehaviouron the island is strikinglysimilar toAntonio’s inMilan. It is as though theplay
offers a double narrative - the narrative of Prospero which can and does smoothen all troubles to
finally achieve its projected end; and the discontinuous, frequently disruptive narratives of other
characters - the silent but sullen royal brothers; Caliban, the non-committal seeker of “grace”
(5.1.296); the obedient yet restlessAriel; the absent presence of Sycorax, Claribel andMiranda’s
mother.

(b) : Historical Background

AlthoughTheTempest is set in Italy, itshistorical context is related toEurope’s encounterwith
aliencivilisation, races, religion and culture.The aimof these encounterswasultimate political and
economicdominationbut theprocesswhereby thiswas achievedwasdifferent in each case.With
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primitive tribes as in America and southern Africa, the colonising efforts were rapid, direct and
ruthless,butwhen theEuropeansencounteredamore sophisticatedandancient raceofpeoplewith a
cultureandcivilisationof theirownas inIndiaorEgypt, theEuropeanentrywasmoresurreptitious

and devious, usually cloaked as amercantile enterprise. It has
become customary to view The Tempest as a paradigmatic
text for thecolonisationof theAmericas,but as this sectionwill
show,it incorporatesvariouskindsofEuropeancolonialprojects
and also examines the nature of power struggles within the
Europeanrulingclass.

Colonisation of theAmericas/NewWorld

CriticspointingtoparallelsbetweenNewWorld travelaccounts
andtheplayidentifyquitea fewsimilaritiesbut this relatesmore
to the general ambience of The Tempest rather than specific
details,which frequentlydiffer. For instance,Caliban’s island is
located in theMediterraneanalthough its description isderived
fromthetravelaccountsfocusingontheBermudas,situated in

theAtlantic. Likemost European accounts of NewWorld encounters, The Tempest endorses the
colonisationof foreignlandsandracesin thenameofspreadingcivilisationbycontrastingthecourage,
determination and perseverance of the early settlers to the treachery, idleness and cruelty of the
nativepopulation.Prospero’s experienceson the island reiterate thenotionofwhite supremacyand
generosity by pitting the churlish, lustful and inherent savagery ofCaliban (the native) against the
sincere efforts of Prospero (the civilised visitor) to uplift him. This takes our attention away from
Prospero’s brutal treatment ofCalibanor his threats of peggingAriel in the “knotty entrails” of an
oak for twelve years if he does not followhis orders (1.2.294-96).

EarlyEnglishdefinitionsof thenativeAmericans (Red Indians) dependednotonlyon facts like
theoccupational, religious,cultural,socialandpoliticalpracticesofa particulartribebutalsoHowever,
The Tempestwaswritten during the early phases of the colonial encounterwhen the Englishmen
werestill engagedin studyingandfamiliarisingthealien land(includingits inhabitants)andcouldnot
survivewithout local help. Prospero acknowledges a similar dependence onCaliban, “We cannot
misshim.Hedoesmakeour fire,/ Fetch in ourwood, and serve inoffices/That profit us” (1.2.310-
13). Such a cryptic, utilitarian comment drasticallyminimises the nature of indebtedness and frees
the white coloniser from admitting his debt to the local inhabitants without whose generosity he
would have definitely perished. In reality, the first batch of English settlers inVirginia, reduced to
eatingdogs, cats,miceandevencorpses afterusingup the food theyhad transported fromEngland,
wouldnothave survivedif thePowhatan Indianshadnotcometo theiraidwith foodandprovisions
(Nash58;Adler22).ButbothProsperoand theEnglishcolonisers ofAmerica (andof India) repaid
thegoodnessof thenativesbyusurpingtheir landandenslavingandexploiting them.OntheEnglish
settlers’natureofengagementwith them. In theearlystages,when theVirginiansettlersdepended

Prospero, deposed illegally by his brother
Antonio lands on an enchanted island,
where he promptly enslaves the
inhabitants, Caliban, Ariel and others
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plan.



largely on the charity of the farming Indian tribes, their brutishness and primitivismwas regarded as
culturally constituted, i.e., their savagery could be removed by making them imbibe enlightened,
civilised (European) values. But as the colonizers increased in number it became necessary to seize
lands and brutally transform the Indians into forced labourers on the very landwhich had previously
been owned by them. Though Thomas Gates’s survival mentioned in SOURCES was hailed as
providential in England, it proved a nightmare for the peaceful Powhatan IndiansGates arrived with
plans of usurping their farms, forcing them to labour for the colonists and pay annual taxes: an
agenda justified by the inherent racial inferiority of the tribe onwhose “nature”, as Prospero says of
Caliban, “Nurture can never stick” (4.1.188-89). The Caliban- Prospero encounter assimilates
both these constructs of the alien races: that they can be improved through contact with the superior
Europeancivilisationandthat theyareinherentsavagessoit isjustifiedtoill-treatandenslavethem.

Prospero beginswith befriending and improvingCaliban by
teaching him language but once he is shown “all the qualities
o’th’isle” (1.2.337) by the trustingCaliban and is ensured that
Caliban can understand enough of his language to follow his
instructions, he abandons this civilising attempt and enslaves
himforhisown“profit”accusinghimofsexualaggressionagainst
Miranda :
“Thoumostlyingslave,
Whomstripesmaymove,not kindness! I haveused thee,
Filthas thouart,withhumancare, and lodged thee
Inmineowncell, till thoudidst seektoviolate”

African Connection: Slavery and Plantation

The issue of enslavement extends the play’s colonial discourse beyond and through the New
World to slave tradeand theplantations in the Indies—muchearlier andwell-establishedenterprises
ofmanyEuropeannations, includingEngland.During the time that ShakespearewaswritingThe
Tempest or even later, theAmerican Indians, or NativeAmericans as they are called today, were
not enslaved in themanner that theAfricans andWest Indianswere. Considered barelymore than
chattel, they had been sold both in the colonies and at home in Europe since the mid-sixteenth
centurytobeusedasplantationworkersormenialservantscarryinglogs,fetchingwoodandexecuting
numerous household chores very much in the manner of Caliban. Against this backdrop, it is
understandable whymarketability is a prime concern for the shipwrecked Italians who encount
Calibanfor the first time:“Astrangefish!WereI inEnglandnow,as onceIwas, andhadbut this fish
painted,nota holidayfool therebutwouldgiveapieceof silver….When theywill notgiveadoit to
relieve a lame beggar, theywill lay out ten to see a dead Indian” (2.2.27-32). Stephano alludes to
theprofitabilityof exhibitingCaliban inEngland, a frontrunner inslave trade right up to its abolition
in 1807.

Prospero, deposed illegally by his brother
Antonio lands on an enchanted island,
where he promptly enslaves the
inhabitants-Caliban, Ariel and the
others. As Alonso passes the island,
Propsero raisesamagical storm. The ship
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of their crimes, hoping to make them
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marriage-after surmounting several odds
Prospero is able to realize his plan.



In addition to other services, the slaves (especially women) also gratified the sexual needs of their
white masters. Shakespeare, by making Caliban lust after Miranda inverts and erases this long-
standing history of exploitation in amanner that serves to justify Prospero’s enslavement ofCaliban.
Most postcolonial audiences like us can only view this blatant distortion of historic reality into a
convenient justificatorymythwithbitter irony.Sexual conquest, particularly rape,has longservedasa
common trope of imperial domination; the play re-inscribes it in the field of gender to justify
colonial imposition.Gonzalo’s plantation is similarly ironic in universalising a phenomenon exclusive
to the colonialmasters. It talks of utopian freedom from“service” and “occupation” and stresses the
enjoyment of “all abundance”which in colonial realitywas the exclusive prerogative of the plantation
owner and extracted from the “sweat or endeavour” of the enslaved labourers who were forced to
complyon the verypoints of the “Sword, pike, knife, gun” thatGonzalopromises to abolish (2.1.145-
65).

Mediterranean Africa

TheTempest’s geographical linkwithAfrica is in fact stronger than thatwith theNewWorld.
The royal persons of Naples are returning home from Tunis inAfrica to Italy. Caliban’s mother
Sycorax is banished fromArgier (modern dayAlgier)-both located inAfrica near the coast of the
Mediterranean sea. The ‘Argier’connection suggests anAfrican lineage for Caliban contrary to
current criticism’s tendencyofassociatinghimwith theRed Indians.Caliban’s title underProspero
onthe islandexemplifies thecolonizednative’sexperienceofsustained treacheryandbrutalviolence
duringcolonial encountersofmultiple kinds, but a different kindofAfricanconnection is traced in
Caliban’smarriage to the king of Tunis. Jerry Brotton tries to “redress themarginalization of the
MediterraneancontextsofTheTempestbyfocusingonthe‘Carthage/Tunis’debatebetweenGonzalo
and his retinue inAct II Scene 1:

Adrian:Tuniswasnevergracedbeforewith such aparagon to their queen.

Gonzalo:NotsincewidowDido’s time.

Antonio:Widow?Apoxon that!Howcame thatwidow in?WidowDido!

Sebastian:What is he had saidWidowerAeneas too?GoodLord, how you take it!

Adrian: ‘WidowDido’, saidyou?Yumakemestudyof that. ShewasofCarthage, not ofTunis.

GONZALOThisTunis, sir,wasCarthage. 2.1.77-85

Gonzaloandtheothersarearguingabout twodifferentmythsrelated to theAfricanqueenDido.
Gonzalo is referring to thepre-Virgilianmyth ofDido, the chaste queenof Sychaeus.Widowedby
her ownbrother Pygmalionwho killed her husband to get hiswealth, she escaped and aftermany
hardships set up a new andglorious kingdom inCarthage.Acapable ruler devoted to thememory
ofherdeceasedhusband,Didokilledherself rather than succumb to thepressureofmarryingagain.
Virgil invents a connection betweenDido andAneas in hisAneid, transforming this chaste an



heroicqueen intoanobsessed, hapless lover.Sebastian’s “widowerAeneas” is ironically referringto
this story.6 In ancient times, the various states of Southern Europe, mainly Spain and Rome, had
viedwithCarthage for supremacy inMediterranean trade andwere successful only after the sack of
Carthage during theBattle ofZama in 202BC.

Bythesixteenthcentury,Tunis replacedCarthageinpoliticalandeconomicsignificancebecause
of its strategic location. The narrow strip of sea separating Italy and Tunis marks the boundary
between eastern and western Mediterranean, so whoever controlled Tunis controlled the entire
Mediterranean trade. The contest for Tunis also acquired religious overtones with the Muslim
Ottomans andChristianHabsburgs constantly fighting for its possession between 1534 and 1574.
Interestingly, theHabsburgoccupationofTuniswas frequently equated to the ancient victoryover
Carthage thus authenticatingGonzalo’s claim, “This Tunis, sir, wasCarthage” (2.1.85). In the last
quarter of the sixteenth century, theHabsburgs shifted their attention to theAmericas leaving the
Levant trade to theOttomans.

It is around this time that the English forays into easternMediterranean began. But unlike the
American enterprise, their engagementwith theOttomanEmpirewas as a subordinate,with little
politicalor territorialcontrol.Moreover, theyhad toconstantlycompetewithotherEuropeantraders
to gain special favours from theOttomans. In fact, theEnglishMediterranean trade in the Jacobean
andlaterperiodwasvital toitseconomybut itneverresultedinan“empireinthesenseofconventional
senseof territorial possessions overseas” (Andrews99).The anxieties of having towooa powerful
heathenalienat theexpenseof one’sownreligionandrace,of struggling tomaintaina foothold in the
NorthAfrican trade through incessant realignmentwithother self-seekingadventurers are reflected
in thehectic alliances attempted throughout theplay : betweenAntonioandSebastian; Caliban and
Prospero; Caliban, Stephano andTrinculo;Ferdinand andMiranda; or betweenMilan andNaples
Alonso’s insistenceonaTunisianmatch forClaribel is tantamount to alienatinghisownblood,but
Prospero’spromptingofamarriagebetweenFerdinandandMiranda isalsoakindof turningagainst
theselfbecause it repeats thesubordinationofMilantoNaplesinmoreabsolute termsthanAntonio’s
conditional tribute toAlonso.More pervasively, the tempest, shipwreck and sea-sorrows can be

read as symptomatic of the ambivalence, tensions and
uncertaintiesplaguingtheOttoman-Englishnegotiationsalthough
itwould be far-fetched to view the vanquishingof Sycorax by
Prospero as emblematic of the Christian Habsburgs’ victory
over theheathenOttomansultans.

European Context

Foranidyllicsite the islandexperiencesanexcessofviolence
andconspiracy. Sycorax initiates the forcible subjugationof thenative spiritsof the islandwhich is
continuedby Prosperoon his arrival.Trinculo andStephano aided byCaliban try to de seat him in
turn.AntonioandSebastianplot thedeathofAlonsoandGonzalo.Thesylvanisland,fromhispoint
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LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1.Write a note on the historical background of The Tempest.

of view, is less a contrast than an extension of the real worlds of Milan and Naples-Machievellian
deceit and manipulations are the staple tools of political empowerment in both worlds. A prime
mode of political maneuver was marriage diplomacy. We must remember that The Tempestwas
staged to celebrate themarriage between James’ daughter andElector palatine, which aligned James
with the formidable Union of Protestant princes against the Catholic League and the Austrian
Habsburgs. James had long nurtured the desire to play the grand arbitrator in Europe’s religio-
political conflicts bymarryinghis son to theCatholic princessof Spainandhis daughter to a Protestant
prince. These hopes were dashed by Prince Henry’s death in 1612and he proceeded with
understandable urgency to gain what political allies he could through his daughter’s marriage the
nextyear.

This event also involvedEngland in theHabsburgcrisi of authority and establishedaCatholic
connectionforJamesalthough itwasnot thekindhewasseeking.Since1606, theAustrianHabsburg
archdukes had been consistently divesting their emperor Rudolf II (whose jurisdiction included
MilanandNaples)ofhis authorityand transferring it tohisbrotherMatthias, finallymakinghim the
Habsburg emperor in 1611. Despite being a Catholic, Rudolf turned to the Union of Protestant
Princes and James for help. Jameswas asked to seal themarriage between Elizabeth and Elector
Palatine as a sign of commitment to aidRudolf’s re-instatement. James’s firmbelief in theDivine
Right ofKingship (andother political interests)madehimupholdRudolf’s claimbut hewas aware
that the ex-emperor was himself responsible for the state of affairs by turning away from his
administrative responsibilitiesandbecomingobsessedwithoccultart andmagical studies in amanner
similar toProspero,who“cast” his “government…upon…[his]brother” and “to…[his] state grew
stranger, being transported/And rapt in secret studies” 1.2.75-77). This doesnot necessarily equate
ProsperowithRudolf orAntoniowithMatthias but it does situate theEuropean dynastic conflicts
and debates over the king’s rights and responsibilities at the core of the play. James’s continuous
frictionwith theParliament revolved around the issue of inherent, absolute royal authority and his
contribution and commitment to the subjects issues crucial to theusurpationof bothMilan and the
islandbyAntonioandProsperorespectively.AlthoughProspero’s interactionwithArielandCaliban
doeshavestrongcolonialovertones,Prosperonever intends to residepermanentlyon the island,his
primaryproject is to re-claimthe titleofMilan,destroy (at leastpolitically) hisbrotherAntonio, and
acquirea suitablematchforMirandathatwill simultaneouslysecure lastingpeaceforhiskingdom, in
brief, concernsofdynastic succession, political rivalryandmarriagediplomacy that formed thecore
ofEuropeanpolitics in thesixteenthandearlyseventeenthcenturies.



UNIT - 2
SUB UNIT- I
SOURCES

CONTENT STRUCTURE
SUB-UNIT I : Sources
(a) : Original Plot
(b) : Literary Parallels
(c) : ContemporaryTravelLiterature
(d) : Montaigne’sEssays
(e) : Raleigh’s Discovery
(f) : James I andMagic
(g) : Ovid’sMetamorphoses
SUB-UNIT II : Themes
(a) Nature / Nurture
(b) Order /Disorder
(c) ComplementaryBinaries
(d) Magic
(e) ColonialismandOperations of Power

— Colonising the Internal Periphery (Social Inferiors)
—Colonising the Core (Aristrocracy)
— Colonising the Other (Non-European)

(f) : gender

(a) : Original Plot
Most plays of Shakespeare have borrowedplots.Hamlet, for instance, is the re-workingof an

earlierplay.TheEnglish chronicleplays derive their inspiration from thehistoricalworksofHall and
Holinshed. Thomas North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives is the staple source for many of the
GreekandRomanplays.BycontrastTheTempest is an original piece of fictionwith its plot being
invented by Shakespeare himself. But precisely because The Tempest does not have one single
definitive source, it draws on several kinds of contemporarymaterial, literary and otherwise, to
forgeacompactdramaof threehours repletewithmagic,music,adventureandpolitical intrigues.

(b) : Literary Parallels
Earlycritics, likeDowdendrewparallels betweenTheTempest andaGermanplayDieSchone

Sidea [TheFairSidea] byJacobAyrerwrittensometimebefore1605.Bothplayshaveamagician



as theprotagonist,hisonlydaughter falls in lovewithhisenemy’s sonwhois imprisonedandmadeto
carry logs by the magician; there are attendant spirits and both plays end in lovers’ union and
reconciliationwith the enemy. It is conjectured that theGermanplay could have reachedShakespeare
viaanEnglish touringcompany thathadvisitedNuremberg in 1604or that bothAyrerandShakespeare
drew from amore ancient common source now lost. Close similarities in the storyline do strengthen
the theoryof borrowing but Shakespeare’s play ismuchmore complex and problematic thanAyrer’s
simple romance. Similar claims have been made on behalf of two Spanish works —Antonio de
Eslava’s Las Noches de Invierno [The Winter Nights] (1609) and Diego Ortunez de Calahorra’s
Espejo de Principes y Caballeros [The Mirror of the Princes and Noblemen] (1562, translated
1578).While both claim certain similarities with The Tempest, the narratives are vastly different in
emphasis and plot construction leading one to believe in common folkloric ingredients rather than
specific indebtedness.

(c) : Contemporary Travel Literature
In recent times, the tendency to view The Tempest as a paradigmatic text of colonisation,

particularly the European encounterwith theNewWorld, has encouraged scholars to explore the
links between the play and contemporary travel accounts and pamphlets related to theAmericas.
The connection was made as early as 1808 by Malone in his Account of The Incidents from
which The Title and Part of The Story of Shakespeare’s Tempest were derived but it is mainly
since the 1970s that consistent attempts have beenmade to alignThe Tempestwith other colonial
discourses.AlthoughEngland joined the race for colonial acquisition rather late,by1607 the colony
ofVirginia had already been founded inNorthAmerica by JohnSmith. In response to his plea for
reinforcement, a fleetofnineshipsset sail fromEngland inMay1609.Buton25July, themain ship
SeaAdventure carrying the leaders of the expedition, SirThomasGates and SirGeorge Summers,
wrecked on the coast of the Bermudas during a storm.Most of the other ships reachedVirginia
safely. Gates, Summers and their company, thought to be dead, finally arrived inVirginia inMay
1610.Their resurrectionmadeagreat impact bothat homeand in thecolonies; itwas seenasGod’s
special favour for theVirginia project.The strange storyof their survival spawned several accounts
with vyingperspectives : somehighlighted the perilous, storm-ridden route, others highlighted the
lurkingdangersof theBermudascommonlyknownas theDevil’s Islandandstillothers,particularly
survivors,describedthebizarre, fantasticalyet sustainingqualityof theisland.

Threeof these,TheTrueDeclarationof the stateof theColonie inVirginia,witha confutationof
such scandalous reports as have tended to thedisgraceof soworthy an enterprise (1610) published
by theCouncilofVirginia todispel the fearsof the shareholdersandwould-be settlers regarding the
profit-worthiness of the colonial enterprise, Sylvester Jourdain’s Discovery of the Bermudas,
otherwise called the Isle of Devils (1610) andWilliam Strachey’s True Repertory of theWrack



(written 1610) are said to be closely related to the genesis of The Tempest. That Shakespeare had
access to these tracts, even Strachey’s letterwhichwas published only in 1625, is fairly certain as he
was close to a number of the shareholders of theVirginia Company, namely the Earls of Pembroke
and Southampton. Shakespeare’s storm scene (1.1) echoes Starchey’s description of the same,
includingthemysterious fires thatAriel lightson thedoomedshipat Prospero’sorders.Thesupernatural
aura of the Bermudas and its rich natural resources are stressed both by Jourdain and Strachey;
Stracheyalsomentions several attempts atmutinyon the island that couldhaveprovided the inspiration
for theAlonso-Sebastian conspiracy.

(d) : Montaigne’s Essays
Shakespeare’s habit of drawing frommultiple sources is seen in various passages in the play.

Florio’s 1603 translationofMontaigne’sEssays (ofwhichShakespeare owneda copy) especially
the essay “Of theCannibals” contributes toGonzalo’s “commonwealth speech” (2.1.150-67) and
more generally to Caliban’s empathy with the natural beauty of the island. Caliban’s name is
consideredananagramof“cannibal”.GonzaloechoesMontaigne instressingthe fruitfulabundance
of aworld uncorruptedby civilisation :

“It is a nation…thathathnokindeof traffike, noknowledgeofLetters, no intelligence
of numbers, no name ofmagistrate, nor of politike superioritie, no use of service, of
riches or of povertie; no contracts, no successions, no partitions, no occupation but
idle; no respect ofkindred, but common’ (Kermode146).”

HisspeechcriticisesindirectlythefiercelycompetitiveEuropeansocietymoredirectlycondemned
byMontaigneas being infestedwith “lying, falshood, treason, dissimulations, covetousnes, envie,
detraction”—a society that has “altogether overchoaked” nature by its superfluous “inventions”
and “frivolous enterprises” (Kermode146-47).

(e) : Raleigh’s Discovery
Montaigne’s idealisationof thenoble savage is challengedbySirWalterRaleigh’s evocationof

the terrifying other in hisDiscovery of the large, rich, and beautiful Empire of Guiana (1596). It
describes amonstrously disfigured race of people whose heads are level with their shoulders and
whose eyes and mouths are located in their shoulders and breasts respectively. Gonzalo tells of
“such men/ Whose heads stood in their breasts” (3.3.47-48) in the same breath as he notes the
“monstrousshape”of the islanderswhosemannersarenonetheless“moregentle,kind, thanof/Our
humangeneration”(3.3.32-34)thusjuxtaposingthetwoextremeWesternconstructsofaliensoutside
their knownworld.



(f) : James I and Magic
Themagic component of the playwas included primarily because of James I’s interest in the

subject: his Daemonologie (1597) and Basilikon Doron (1599) discuss the extent of magical
studies permissible forChristian people.As Reginald Scot’s TheDiscoverie of Witchcraft (1584)
and Discours of Divels and Spirits (1584) testify, religion, race, gender and social status were
crucial to thedebate onwhat constitutedwhite andblackmagic.Shakespeare follows the common
practiceofaligninglegitimatemagicalactivitywith theGod-fearingEuropeanmalefigureofauthority
whilecondemningthedevil-worshippingwitchcraftofthemarginalisedfemale.Asweshall see later,
the tusslebetween themalemagus (magician) and the femalewitch in theplay is also related to the
transferofpoliticalpowerfromafemalemonarch,Elizabeth,tothepatriarchalfigureofKingJames.

(g) : Ovid’sMetamorphoses
Caliban’smother, the absent Sycorax, is looselymodelled on the Colchian princess,Medea,

whose story is included inOvid’sMetamorphoses, a book that Shakespeare admired throughout
his life.Bothareoutsiders,havemagicalpowers,use themdiabolicallybut the similarity ends there
asMedea, spurned by her husband Jason, turns against her own family and kills her children for
vengeancewhileSycorax’sviolence is directedat subordinatespirits, not herkin—Calibannurtures
lovingmemories of his deadmother.Amuch stronger linkwith the Ovidian narrative is noted in
Prospero’sfamousfarewell tohisArt (5.1.33-57),whichisalmosta verbatimechoofArthurGolding’s
1567 translation ofMetamorphoses :

“Yeairs andwinds; ye evesof hills, of brooks, ofwoods alone.
Of standing lakes, and of the, approach ye every one.

Throughhelpofwhom….

Ihavecompelled streams to run cleanbackward to their spring.

BycharmsImake the calmseas roughandmake the rough seas plain.

Andcoverall the skywithclouds andchase them thence again.” (OvidBkVII)

The passage continues in the same vein to speak of shakingmountains, groaning earth, dead
menbeingcalledup“fromtheirgraves”, dimmingthenoontimesun, chasteningof“fierybulls” and
more, all ofwhich ismetamorphosed into amemorable parting eulogy by Shakespeare’s superior
poetry :



“Yeelvesofhillsbrooks, standinglakes, andgroves,
Andye that on the sandswithprintless foot

Dochase the ebbingNeptune, anddo flyhim
When he comes back; you demi-puppets that
Bymoonshinedo thegreen, sour ringletsmake,

Whereof theewenot bites; andyouwhosepastime

Is to make midnight mushrooms, that rejoice
To hear the solemn curfew, by whose aid -

Weak masters though ye be - I have bedimmed
The noontide sun, called forth the mutinouswinds,
And ’twixt the green sea and the azured vault
Set roaring war; to the dread rattling thunder
Have I given fire, and rifted Jove’s stout oak
With his own bolt; the strong-based promontory
Have I made shake, and by the spurs plucked up
The pine and cedar; graves at my command

Have waked their sleepers, oped, and let ’em forth

THEMES

Theplay focuses on several themes someofwhich like colonialism, dynastic politics, etc have
been touchedupon in the section titledHISTORICALBACKGROUND. The thematic concerns
arepresentedasbinarieswhichare thenelaborated througheither analogousor contrastingcharacters
or actions. The major binaries in the play areNATURE/NURTURE, ORDER/DISORDER,
FREEDOM/BONDAGE, JOY/SORROW, GOOD/EVIL, LEGITIMATE
RULE/
USURPATION, BLACKMAGIC/WHITEMAGIC, etc. they incorporate larger issues of
justice, equality, patriarchy, colonialism,gender, etc. this binarismextends to relationships aswell,
father/daughter (or son), ruler/subject, master/slave, colonizer/colonized, teacher/student, civilized/
savage, etc. The THEMES therefore cannot be dealt with separately as they are interrelated and
overlap,complementandilluminateeachother.However,viewingsuchissuesall togetherasbinary



oppositeshelpsustohighlightthecontrastbutsimolifiesorobscuresthecomplexitiesthatlieoutsidethe
binary framework.

(a) : Nature / Nurture
Nature,asabinaryofNurture,hasamorespecificmeaningthanisgenerallyassociatedwith the

word. It refers to the inherentcharacteristicsof a livingbeing, i.e., the intrinsicqualitiesor defectshe/
she is bornwith.By thisdefinition,MirandaandFerdinandarebornwitha superiornature - theyare
physically, mentally andmorally pure and chaste. Caliban, by contrast, is monstrous and ugly in
looksandinbehaviour.Byassociating thesecharacteristicswith theirbirth,Shakespeare isendorsing
a notion very common in his times - that aristocrats or the highborn are naturally superior to the
ordinary commoners who are naturally rude and vulgar. The kings and aristocrats who ruled the
country encouraged such a viewas it justified their political and social authority. InThe Tempest it
legitimises Prospero’s power over Caliban andAriel and identifies Ferdinand as a more suitable
match forMiranda than themonstrousCaliban.

Nurture is the learning or education that a person imbibes from parents, teachers, elders, the
state, society, environment etc., to improve oneself. It was assumed that people with a superior
naturewouldbemoreconducivetonurturewhile the lowbornwilleitherbedullor rebelliousstudents.
TheTempestupholds thisbeliefbypresentingMirandaasherfather’smostobedientstudent (1.2.21-
22)whohasconsequentlybenefitedmost fromhisinstructions.AsProsperohimselfadmits,

Here in this island we arrived, and here
Have I, thyschoolmaster,made theemoreprofit
Thanotherprincesscan, thathavemore time

For vainer hours, and tutors not so careful. (1.2.171-74)
EvenFerdinand,who initially resistsProspero, learns toobeyhimthroughhis love forMiranda

andas a result is finallybetrothed toher.Bycontrast,Ariel thoughsubservient, is often restless and
has tobe threatenedwith imprisonment to enforce subservience (1.2.294-96).

Calibanproves tobe theworst learnerashe refuses to assimilateanyofProspero’s instructions.
The cause,Prospero suggests, is hismonstrous origin - he is the “poisonous slave, got by the devil
himself/ Upon…[the]wicked dam” Sycorax (2.1.319-20). It is solely because he is a born devil”
that “Nurture can never stick” on his “nature” (4.1.188-89; italics added). This approach not only
justifies Prospero’s treatment of Caliban, but all kinds of domination of the lower orders by their
superiors - of the slave by themaster, the subject by the ruler, the child by theparent, the colonised
by the coloniser, and so forth. It also perpetuates the status quo by suggesting that a hierarchic,



unequal societybasedon discrimination is justifiedbecause the highborn, even if they err, are naturally
adaptable to improvement while the lowly can never improve either their nature or their lot. In
reality, Caliban’s supposedly irredeemable nature, which is said to refuse nurture, has been further
distorted by the kind of nurturing undertaken by Prospero andMiranda. Prospero’s coercive tactics
repeatedly erode the traditional image of caring sustenance associated with nurturing: he inflicts
“cramps,/ Side-stitches”, pinches “thick as honey-comb” (1.2.325-30) onCaliban, enjoys unleashing
hounds on the Stephano, Trinculo and Caliban (4.1.255-62) and threatens to imprisonAriel in an
oak at the least sign ofweariness (1.2.294-96).

(b) : Order / Disorder
The Tempest openswith anarchy (disorder) in nature. Thewhole ofAct 1, scene 1, depicts a

raging tempestwhere,
The sky it seems would pour down stinking pitch,
But that the sea, mounting to th’welkin’s cheek,
Dashes the fire out. (1.2. 3-5)

The ship carrying Alonso and his retinue is about to capsize despite the best efforts of the
captain and his crew. In most plays of Shakespeare natural calamity either prefigures or reflects
social andpolitical upheaval.On the eve of the assassinationof JuliusCaesar, for instance, there is
thunderand lighteningwitha “tempest droppingfire” andCasca reports howtheearth“Shakes like
a thing unfirm” (JuliusCaesar 1.3.10, 3-4). Similarly, Duncan’s death inMacbeth is followed by
thedaybeingplunged in total darkness:
By the clock ’tis day,

Andyetdarknightstranglesthe travelinglamp.
Is’t night’s predominance,or theday’s shame,
That darkness does the face of earth entomb,
Whenlivinglight shouldkiss it ? (2.4.6-10)

In TheTempest, the topsyturvydomin nature is extended to the social order aswell. If the ship
has tosurviveduring thiscrisis thenatural superiors, thekingandhis courtiers,must “keepbelow”
in theircabinsandnot“assist the storm”byblunderingabout on thedeck (1.1.11,14).Theopening
scene also charts the limits of royal authority which can only be exercised during times of peace
uponpeople, it has noeffect on the chaotic forces of nature.Theboatswain’s challenge toGonzalo
exemplifies this,

Youareacouncillor.
If youcancommandtheseelements tosilence,



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. “ORDERproducesDISORDERin TheTempest.”- Discuss.

and work the peace of the present,
wewill not hand a ropemore.
Useyourauthority. If youcannot,give

thanksyouhavelivedso long,
andmakeyourself ready

inyourcabin for themischanceof thehour, if it hap
(L.20-26)

This scene raisesvery important questions regarding the jurisdictionandefficacyofestablished
uthority and this issue is crucial to thewholeplay-Who is responsible forProspero’s deposition ? Is
Prospero’sauthorityovertheislandlegitimate? IsCalibanjustifiedinhisattempttoremoveProspero
?DoesProsperouse fairmethods to regainhisdukedometc.ThebinaryofORDER/DISORDER
is further complicated by the fact that this is not a natural tempest but one ordered by Prospero
through hismagical powers to further his own interests. This brings us to another key issue of the
play-orderproducesdisorder, in otherwords, the figures of authoritywhoare supposed tomaintain
peaceandstability are theverypeoplewho initiatedisorder andanarchy.Alonso, thekingofNaples,
assistsAntonio’s usurpationofMilan,Prospero’s “trust,/Like a goodparent” “beget[s]”Antonio’s
“falsehood” (1.2.93-95, italics added), Prospero in turn takes awayCaliban’s islandwhichwas by
righthisownthroughSycorax,hismother (1.2.331-32)andhis inhuman treatmentdrivesCaliban to
conspire with Stephano andTrinculo to overthrow him. The role of the usurper and the usurped
becomeinterchangeableandall thehighborn in theplayareguiltyofusurpingwhat isnot rightfully
theirs.Although the play encourages us to endorse Prospero’s notion of order as the most ideal,
therearealsohintssuggesting thatProspero’s systemoforganising thingsbenefitsprimarilyhimand
notnecessarily theothers.For example, although innocent of anycrimeFerdinand is imprisoned so
thathe falls in lovewithProspero’s daughter andgives himbackhisdukedom,Ariel is restless and
longs for freedombut he is coerced into executingProspero’s orders and Prospero himself readily
acknowledges that hehas enslavedCaliban to ensurehis andhis daughter’smaterial comfort, “We
cannotmiss him.He doesmake our fire,/ Fetch in ourwood, and serves in offices/ That profit us”
(1.2.311-13).

(c): Complementary Binaries
The binaries in The Tempest including those noted above are also complementary and

occasionallyoverlap lendinganambiguityandanauraof incompleteness to theplay.Theoverlap



between the usurper and the usurped and the ruler and the subject and their interchangeability is
discussed in the previous section. The true ruler of the island, Caliban, is subjected to the outsider
Prospero who usurps him. Antonio, Prospero’s brother and subject, dethrones and banishes him.
Butmore significant is the complementary relation of the binaries where each learns something from
the other and ismademore complete. InMilan Prosperowas an indifferent ruler who neglected his
duties.Antonio’s treachery taught him how to wield his power as a ruler more effectively. Caliban
learns from the stupidity of his co-conspirators Stephano and Trinculo, to be “wise hereafter” (5.1.
295).Miranda, whose relation to Prospero is designated as his “foot” who can never be his “tutor”
(1.2.470) nevertheless teaches him “to bear up/Against what should ensue” (1.2.156-57)when the
two are cast on a stormy night in a derelict boat.

Prospero, themaster, relievesAriel, fromphysical torment and teacheshim tocontrolhis desire
and learn thevalues of “future gain, pardon “:

I will be correspondent to command
Anddoingmyspiritgently.

Prospero do so, and after a few days
Iwilldischargethee.

But Prospero himself has to learn to curb his passion for revenge and this important lesson is
imparted to himbynone other thanAriel.WhenAriel reports to a triumphant and gleeful Prospero
the utter wretchedness ofAlonso and his followers, he concludes by saying that their condition
would have evoked pity in him if hewere human (5.1.18-20).Only then does Prospero reflect on
thevalue of forgiveness anddecides to bemerciful,

Hast thou,whichartbut air, a touch, a feeling
Oftheirafflictions,andshallnotmyself,
Oneof theirkind, that relishall as sharply
Passionas they, bekindliermoved than thou art ? (5.1.21-24)

No state of being - pleasure or pain, delight or sadness, slavery or mastery-is absolute or
complete in the play. For instance, the joy of reunion and rediscovery of the self (5.1.212-13) is
mediated by sea-sorrow. The pre-condition forAriel’s liberty is his bondage to Prospero while
Caliban’s desire for freedommakes himvoluntarily enslave himself to foolish Stephano. Caliban
further problematises the master-servant relationship by responding in poetry to Stephano and
Trinculo’sprosecontrary to the traditionof the inferiorcharactersspeakinginproseon theElizabethan
and Jacobean stage. Even the restoration of order is far from satisfactory at the close of the play.
Happiness ismarredby thesuggestionof future travails anddangers.OnlyAlonso is truly repentant
andwholeheartedlywelcomesFerdinand’sbetrothal toMirandaandProspero’s returnas theDuke
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ofMilan.Antonio and Sebastian are blackmailed to silence by Prospero’s threat of revealing their
conspiracy againstAlonso andGonzalo if they cause trouble,

But you,mybrace of lords,were I sominded,
I herecouldpluckhishighness’frownuponyou,And justifyyou traitors.At this time
Iwill tell no tales. (5.1.125-28)

There is no guarantee that theywill not intrigue in future to de-throne Prospero andAlonso.
Miranda’s inability to distinguish between the good courtiers likeGonzalo and evil doers like her
uncleAntonio - all of whom she lumps together as “goodly creatures” of a “brave new world”
(5.1.182-83) -warns of futuredangers thatmightbefall the twokingdomsbecauseof her ignorance.
Also, as noted in the sectionHISTORICALBACKGROUND, Prospero’s recovery ofMilan
throughmarriagediplomacyentails a permanent subjugationofMilan toNaples asMiranda’s right
overMilanwill pass on to her husband, Ferdinand, after their marriage. The play closes with the
senseofbinariesbeingmorecomplementary thanoppositional.

(d) : Magic
Both the distance and the connections between the real and the illusoryworld inThe Tempest

generate an ambivalence that is strengthenedby the ambiguous subjectivityof the island itself. The
island is notwholly fantastical occupying an imaginary space; it is situated in theMediterranean,
somewhere along the Naples-Tunis sea route. Yet it re-enacts a recent disaster that took place
elsewhere in theAtlantic - the shipwreck off theBermuda islands - confusing the reader about its
geographical location. Its topography toodoesnot confirmto that of any real geographical region: it
is an enchanted islepeopledwithunearthly andsub-humanbeingswhobelong to the realmof fairy
talesandfolklore.Moresignificant is thefact that itdoesnotseemtohavea stablenaturalsurrounding.
The“sweet air” of the islandwhich is “subtle, tender, anddelicate” invigoratesFerdinandandAdrian
(1.2.394; 2.1.49, 44).Gonzalo is so enamoured by the “lush and lusty” vegetation that he longs to
set up a “commonwealth” on it (2.1.55, 150). For Caliban it is a treasure trove of fresh-water
springs, berries, pignuts, crabs,marmoset, filberts and scamels (2.2.157-69). But forAntonio and
Sebastian the same ground is “tawny”, “perfumed by a fen” (2.1.51, 57); Stephano and Trinculo
followArielblindly through“toothedbriars, sharp furzes,prickinggoss” intoa “filthymantledpool”
reeking of “horse-piss” (4.1.180-82, 199).

The musical magic of the island too appeals differently to different sensibilities. It restores
Ferdinand’s spirits, brings remorse toAlonso, and puts some to sleep while others remain wide-
awakenothavingheardanything.Ariel’ssongthatsoundslike“humming”toGonzalo,istransformed



into “a hollow burst of bellowing”, “a din to fright a monster’s ear” for Sebastian and Antonio
(2.1.322, 316, 319). The objective reality of the island is constructed subjectively by various
perceptions leading to numerous, conflictingmanifestations, all of which intensify the aura of radical
ambivalence. The constant shape shifting of the native inhabitants adds to the fantastic quality of the
island.Ariel transforms into fire, water, wind (1.1; 1.2), harpy (3.3.53 SD), a nameless voice (3.2)
with equal felicity: he is indeed “the picture of Nobody” and everybody (3.2.127-28). This leads us
to question the efficacy of their actions—will the gods’ blessings prove substantial for Ferdinand
andMirandaorare theymerely falsepromisesmade byan “insubstantialpageant” (4.1.155)?

Prospero’s magic adds the final touch of the miraculous to this elusive, unreal fantasia. He
ordersnatural disorder inmoreways thanone: he initiates the stormand then allays it to bringall his
enemies safely to the shore, resurrects himself and Ferdinand forAlonso and his retinue, all of
whom have presumed them dead, and engineers a match between the future rulers to effect the
miraculous reunion of Milan and Naples. In a play obsessed with issues of order and disorder,
natureandnurture,Prospero is theprimemoverembracingallbinaries to facilitate the realisationof
dreams—collectiveandpersonal.Buthisveryomnipotencedrawsourattention to the limitsof the
romancegenreas a vehicleofwish-fulfilment.Thesimple faith inmen’s (or thearistocrats’) ability to
re-generate themselves seen in early pastoral plays likeAs You Like It is no longer there, it now
requires themagical aid of the super-natural and
even then reformation is far from complete. InAs You Like It the society’s re-structuring is total,
everybody returns to the court re-fashioned and cleansed of previous ills. Jaques, who chooses to
stay back inArden, is no threat to the new social order they wish to build. But in The Tempest,
Prospero’smagicfails tomouldall -unrepentantAntonioandSebastianaccompanyreformedAlonso
andProsperobacktoMilanandNaplesandMiranda’s inabilitytodetect theirpotentialdisruptiveness
signalsdangeroustimesahead.Andfinally, ifmancannotbe re-modelledevenwith theaidofmagic,
whatwill happen to thebrave newworldwhenall “charms are…o’erthrown” (Epilogue1), that is,
when Prospero no longer has access tomagic ?

However, within the play’s action-time Prospero is the enlightened magus whose power is
derived as much from his magic as from the rightness of his cause. BarbaraA.Mowat’s article
“Prospero’sBooks” inShakespeareQuarterly52.1 (2001),pages 1-33,provides useful information
on thekindof studies andmagical practices engaged inby amagicianof theperiod.ButProspero’s
supremacy as a magician on the island is closely related to the legitimacy of his project - the re-
writing/rightingofthewrongfulusurpationofMilanbyhisevilbrotherAntonio.Thisprojectisendorsed
to such a degree by the text that it seems to justify Prospero’smanipulative handling of characters
not directly linkedwith the event, namelyAriel, Ferdinand andMiranda.His personal stake in the
recovery ofMilanese dukedom is obscured by the more pervading rhetoric of justice, peace and
order.Prospero’smagic ispowerfulnotmerelybecauseofhis superiorknowledge, butbecauseof
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its socio-political agenda, its willingness to submit to the dictates of the stars. His magic apparently
works on behalf of a grand design and it is extremely convenient that his individual gains coincide
with it. Shakespeare further highlights the potency of Prospero’s white magic by contrasting it with
Sycorax’s black magic - it is good as opposed to evil, inclusive instead of selfish, educative and
benevolent rather than cruel and coercive. Sycorax’s magic is weaker than Prospero’s because of
its negative extra-magical associations. Shakespeare insidiously extends this contrast to implicate
magic in the racial and gendered discourse of the play by suggesting a natural superiority of themale
Europeanmagusover the femalenon-Europeanwitch.

Theabovestrategyprioritisesmasculine ruleoverfemaleauthority in theBritishcontext aswell.
BothMacbeth and The Tempest, the two Shakespearean plays dealing largely with supernatural
power, designate femaleoccult activities as diabolic.Macbeth,writtenwithin twoyears of James’s
accession in1603, explores in great detail the potency ofwitchcraft and the defencelessness of the
menwhoare subjected to it.Femaleauthority isviewedasessentiallydisruptiveandmalevolent and
empowered by non-sanctioned sources. But it undoubtedly has the power to direct the destiny of
men. Patriarchal anxieties of being subject to a female sovereign, Elizabeth, seem to reverberate
through the play. By the time The Tempest is staged (1611) James has cast off the shadow of
inheritancethrough the female lineandre-establishedmaledominancein thepoliticalarena.Prospero
has similarly taken over fromSycorax; her threatening authority is a distantmemory, vanquished
conclusively by Prospero’sGod-ordainedmagic.AsCaliban admits, “His art is of such power,/ It
would control my dam’s god Setebos,/ And make a vassal of him” (1.2.72-74). Magic, in The
Tempest is therefore multifaceted: it provides the spectacular effect of the storm (1.1) and the
masques (3.3, 4.1), accentuates the fascinationwith theexotic (if evil)Other, but it is integral to the
operations of various kinds of power in the play - personal, political, domestic, patriarchal and
colonial.

(e) : Colonialism and Operations of Power
The Tempest, says Paul Brown, “is not simply a reflection of colonialist practices but an

intervention inan ambivalent andeven contradictorydiscourse” (Brown48).Theplay’s projection
of thecolonial issue isnot straightforward. It serves as a paradigm for theEuropeancolonisationof
theAmericas and at the same time touchesupon foreign encounters lessprofitable to theEuropean
nations.There is a consistentalienatingandsubordinatingof all formsofexistence thatarepotentially
dangerous towhitemalesupremacyof thearistocrats. Social inferiors, the femalesex, non-European
races are either commodified or identified as masterless or savage to justify their subjugation.



Colonialism is only one facet of a much more comprehensive and interrelated programme of
domination, which entails the unequal relationship of the exploiter and the exploited. The Tempest
dramatises,mystifies and unravels such operations of power at a particular historical juncture - in the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth century - when European capitalism and colonialism were in
their initial stage.

(f) : Colonising the Internal Periphery (Social Inferiors)
Masterlessness, which increased rapidly in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, denotes the

“unfixed and unsupervised elements [people] located in the internalmargins of civil society” that
were viewedas a growing threat to the government and the social order (Brown 50). Commoners
from all across the countrywere being evicted or forced to leave their homes due to lack ofwork
and roamed the countryside or flocked to towns as beggars, thieves, highwaymen, or unemployed
labourers seeking any kind of occupation. Thirteen laws were passed between 1495 and 1610 to
control this phenomenon thatwas a constant source of anxiety toTudor and Stuart administration
(Beier9).Forour purposes it is immaterialwhether themasterlessmendidor didnot pose a danger
to the establishedorder,what concerns us is the authority’s attitude towards themand its reflection
inThe Tempest. RichardMorison,writingARemedy for Sedition in 1536, defined themasterless
as“idlewithoutanyoccupation,without lands, fees,wages”whoareprone to“riot, robbery,murder,
and rebellion” and “either sow sedition amongpeople or else be the fields themselves apt to bring
forth such fruits” (Berkowitz 125). Similar views persist a century later as in Thomas Hobbes’s
Leviathon (1651)where the“dissoluteconditionofmasterlessmen” isconsideredoneof thegravest
threats to theEnglish society because they are not subject to laws and evade the “coercive power”
of the state that could control them” (Hobbes 238). De-linked from land and occupation, they
acquirea fluidity that isbeyond thecontrolof themasterwhoisboth landedandoccupiedand lords
over themastered (subjects)who are located on his land.The inability tomonitor them results in
their official construction as amenace to private and public property which needs to be removed
withbrute force.StephanoandTrinculohave robbed the royal cellar (it is immaterial that theyhave
accidentally stumbledupon thewine stored in the ship) and thisautomatically identifies them(in the
eyes of theestablishment) as potential killers, rioters and rebels.Theplayproceeds to establish this
connectionbymakingthemjoinhandswithCalibantoplot themurderofProsperoandthepossession
ofMiranda.The threat to the individual ruler andhisdaughter is read as a disruptionof theordered,
civil society, which justifies Prospero’s harsh treatment of them. It is beside the point that their
destabilisingefforts are ridiculouslynegligible,what is important is that theperiphery (of society) has
collectivelyplannedanattackupon thenucleus therebychallenging the statusquowhichprivileges
the ruling class, i.e., the aristocrats.



(g) : Colonising the Core (Aristocracy)
Agreatercause forconcern for thepowers thatbe is theseditious impulseembeddedwithin the

ruling class. It is more dangerous than the open rebellion of the lower orders as it often takes the
form of treacherous intrigue and its perpetrators have greater resources at their command. An
Invective Ayenste…Treason (1539) defines arch-traitors as those who betray “their prince of
whom they had received so innumerable benefits, andwhich [i.e., the prince], somanyways had
declaredhissingularfavourandlovetowardthem”(MorisonBii,spellingmodernised).Thisdescription
fitsAntoniowhom,Prospero tellsMiranda, “next thyself/Of all theworld I loved, and to himput/
Themanageofmyestate” (1.2.68-70). Prospero’s trust in him“had indeedno limit,/Aconfidence
sans bound” (1.2.96-97).Antonio’s (and Sebastian’s) usurping capabilities aremuch greater than
that of thecomical triomentionedabovebecauseof their elevatedstatus and their closeproximity to
the central figure of authority. Consequently their sedition is treated in the seriousmode and their
crimemagnified- theyhaveviolated thebondsof love,kinshipandallegianceto thesovereign.The
royal brothers exemplify an internalised condition ofmasterlessness that is all themore dangerous
because it is not visible externally.Yet the strategies of containment directed at them are different
from those employed for the social inferiors. They are not subjected to physical torture and public
exposure like Stephano or Trinculo precisely because they belong to the ruling elite. There is no
open denouncement of their conspiracywould as that disclose the fractureswithin the privileged
classandseverely jeopardise itspolitical andsocialhegemony.

(h) : Colonising the Other (Non-European)
The subjugation ofAntonio and Sebastian on one hand and of Stephano andTrinculo on the

other can be seen as the colonisation of the core and internal periphery respectively. The complex
andmultiple strategiesdeployed toneutralise them testify the authority’s chameleon-like ability to
adoptdifferent, evencontradictorynotionsof justiceandorder tomaintain its supremacy.Pragmatic
considerationssimilarlyoverride ideologicalconsistency in racialandculturalencountersbeyond the
European state.As the section onHISTORICALBACKGROUND illustrates, the initial stages
of theEuropeanengagementwithNorthAfricawereverydifferent from its colonizationof theNew
World.Englandandothernationsseekinga footholdin thepowerfulOttomanempirewerevulnerable
alienswhoneededapolicyofappeasement rather thanconfrontation.SoAlonso resorts tomarriage
diplomacy, tradinghisowndaughterClaribel for strategicalliancewithTunis. It is significant that the
notionof thesavage,which“probesandcategorisesalienculturesontheexternalmarginsofexpanding
civil power” (Brown50), isnot applied to theTunisiankingas thatwould implya contaminationof
thecore(Claribelandherfutureoffspring)andunderminethecolonialistdiscourse.

This subservient position is vicariously reversed in the European conquest of theAmericas.
Calibanepitomises theAmericanencounterwith theWest as he embodiesall the constructs of the



NativeAmerican projected by the Europeans. His subject-position in relation to Prospero and his
conspiracy with Stephano and Trinculo denotes his masterlessness that must be curbed if the civil
society, namelyProsperoandMiranda, are to “profit” byhis services (1.2.313).His violent nature is
meticulously recorded as he urges Stephano to “brain” Prospero, “or with a log/ Batter his skull, or
paunch him with a stake,/Or cut his weasand with thy knife” (3.2.89-92). Caliban’s identity as a
murderer is furthercombinedwithhiscapacity toorganisesedition topresenthimasadual threat -

at thepersonal level to the rulerandat thecollective level to the
civicsociety - to justifyhisbrutal treatment.His transgression is
similar toAntonio’s,againsthismasterandthefatherfigurewho
claims to have “used” him with “human care” (1.2.45-46,
emphasesadded).But theplayavoidsanimpartial investigation
of theconditions responsible forCaliban’s transformation from
thedotingnative to theenchainedandembitteredslave.
Caliban is also the archetypal savage assimilating two

contradictory constructs of theAmerican Indian presented by
the colonisers.Thesavage is thewild, non-social, libidinal sub-
humanwholegitimisescolonial control. If the savage is seenas
onewhoiscapableofnurturethencolonisationcanbepresented
asaneducativeandcivilisingmissionthataimsatincorporating

the re-formed savagewithin the orbit of civil society.Thiswas the attitudeof the early settlerswho
could not afford to antagonise the alien if theywere to survive.Caliban says of his early encounter
with Prospero,

Whenthoucam’stfirst,

Thoustrok’stme,andmademuchofme,wouldstgiveme

Waterwithberries in’t, and teachmehow

Tonamethebigger light, andhowthe less,

That burn by day andnight. (1.2.332-36)

It is only after becoming acquaintedwith “all the qualities o’th’isle,/ The fresh springs, brine-
pits, barrenplace and fertile” (1.2.337-38) thatCaliban’s libidinality or sexuality begins troubling
Prospero. It is castigated as sinful lust and Caliban is reconstituted as inherently savage, beyond
improvementorredemption.This relievesProsperoof theresponsibilityofcultivating/civilisingCaliban;
hecannowill-treathimwith impunityparadoxicallyunder thepretextofprotectingall that ishumane.
Incidentally,thepreviousprogrammeofurbanisingthesavagewouldhavewouldhaverippedCaliban
fromhis roots,which iswhyCaliban resists it.

Caliban is also the archetypal savage
assimilating two contradictory constructs
of the American Indian presented by the
colonisers. If the savage is seen as one
who is capable of nurture, then
colonisation can be presented as an
educative and civilising mission that
aims at incorporating the reformed
savage within the orbit of civil society....
Whichever mould Caliban is cast in, it
facilitates his subordination. Prospero
commands not only Caliban’s actions
andmovements,buthis sexualityaswell.



WhichevermouldCaliban is cast in, it facilitates his subordination Prospero’s completemasteryover
the colonised subject is testified by the fact that he not only commands Caliban’s actions and
movements, but his sexuality as well. Caliban is charged with attempted rape just at the moment
whenhe accusesProsperoof usurpinghis island.The juxtapositionof the innocent, beautifulMiranda
with the ugly, bestial Caliban accentuates audience’s aversion that turns to loathing, as the rapist
proves totally unrepentant. The veracity of Caliban’s allegations becomes redundant as Prospero’s
control over his sexuality is fully vindicated. To counter Shakespeare’s privileging Prospero’s
perspective one needs to look at the situation fromCaliban’s viewpoint. His primitive consciousness
precludes any awareness of proprietary rights over anything, including one’s sexuality. Miranda’s
body is as available as his own for procreation - an extension of the fertile earth for the planting of
seeds. The idea of private possession and consequent denial of access is alien to him so he is unable
to comprehend the immorality of his act. His desire to “people…/ This isle withCalibans” (1.2.350-
51) is also a good political strategy from a colonised person’s perspective. European conquest of
the Americas can be largely ascribed to advanced scientific knowledge - of natural phenomena,
statecraft andweaponry. Like all other colonised people, theAmerican Indians’only strength lay in
numerical superiority. Caliban’s dream of vanquishing Prospero can only succeed if he has many
moreCalibans toaid him.

Caliban’s of allegiance from thewise andenlightenedProspero to thedrunkenbutlerStephano
is generally taken to exemplify the colonised subject’s stupidity and his dependentmentality. The
comic treatment of this change ofmasters obscures the harsh tragic reality that years of servitude
robaman’scapacity toenjoytruefreedom.Hebecomeshabituatedto thestateofbondage; ironically,
the colonialmissionof humanising the savage brings about this de- humanization.But on another
plane theshiftof allegiance is tacticallyadvantageous toCaliban.Prospero is amuchmoreexacting
and competent exploiter than Stephano andTrinculo, and Caliban is powerless against him. But
Caliban’ssuperior intelligenceincomparisonto thecomicduoallowshimconsiderablemanipulative
holdoverhismasters:heenjoys their“celestial liquor”, sowsdissensionbetweenthemandsets them
up tokillProspero. It is an empowerment thatwouldnever be possibleunder the ruleofProspero.

Caliban, thecompositesavage,denotesthehighpointof successandfailureofcolonialencounters
involving different races.His physical andmental enslavement demonstrates the absolute swayof
the coloniser over the colonised.Yet, unlikeAriel, he is never fully mastered and is a persistent
sourceof anxiety.Hisobduracyandaccusationsprovidea critiqueof colonial rule that is applicable
tootherhegemonicspheresaswell.Theislandisan imaginarysite servingsimultaneouslyas several
colonialplaygroundswherethecore, theperipheryandtherealmbeyondtheperipheryaresubjugated.
But theultimate irony is thevoluntaryOtheringof theSelfand its subsequent colonisation.After the
initial setback inMilan, Prospero emerges as the absolute figure of authority who has learnt to
channelhisscholarshiptopoliticalends.Landingasahaplessexileontheislandhequicklycolonises
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the racial Other (Ariel, Caliban) and then proceeds to discipline subversiveOthers within the ruling
class (Antonio, Sebastian) and among the plebeians (Stephano,Trinculo). These are stepping stones
in his game plan of recuperating his dukedom through the union of Miranda and Ferdinand. But
paradoxically, he becomesmore andmore disempowered as hemoves towards his goal. He abjures
magic andMiranda, the twomost potent weapons for wielding power on the island, foregoes the
plan of punishing his usurpers, releases the colonial subjects frombondage and returns toMilan, not
to rule but to “retire” (5.1.311). The marriage alliance that helps his return also puts Milan’s
independence in permanent jeopardy, as henceforth the descendants of Ferdinand, the future king
ofNaples, shall be its rulers. Prospero is guilty of subjectingMilan (and himself as its duke) to “most
ignoble stooping” (1.2.116) - the very charge he brings againstAntonio to label him as a traitor to his
country. The self-consuming nature of the colonial project becomes evident at the moment of its
triumphwhichalso“signals thebanishmentof itssupremeexponent” (Brown1985).

(i) : Gender
Gendered metaphor, surcharged with the implicit fear of castration and pleasure of sexual

gratification, hasbeen traditionally used to express theapprehensions and anticipations surrounding
territorialexpansion.Thedesiredgeographical regionis frequentlyeroticisedasoneofmanyvariants
of the female figure - the deviant, the insubordinate, the castrator, the virgin, the devotee - all of
which justifymale occupation. The interchangeability of sexual and political tropes affecting the
male/ruler vis-à-viswoman/nation is alsowitnessed in The Tempest.Male empowerment occurs
through exorcising (Sycorax), trading (Claribel) or possessing (Miranda) thewoman’s body. The
playmeticulously avoids an actual assessmentof the comparative powersof Sycorax andProspero
by excluding her from the text : she dies long before Prospero’s acquisition of the island.Yet she
operates as an absent reference point to justifywhitemale supremacy.9 She is produced as a point-
by-point counter to Prospero: she is sexually deviant, consortswith the devil, practices “sorceries
terrible”, imposes oppressive rule through “abhorred commands” (1.2.319, 264, 273). Prospero,
bycontrast, is almost asexual,has “Providencedivine” onhis side (1.2.159), practiceswhitemagic,
and is an enlightened sovereignwith the charitablemission of upliftingCaliban and freeingAriel.
Their respective progenies further underscore their contrasting productivity—Caliban is bestial,
deformedandlustful,Mirandais innocent,beautifulandvirtuous.ThewholesaleOtheringofSycorax
even after her death proves that her symbolic function as an alternative power structure - non-
European and matriarchal - is a source of anxiety for white supremacist discourse. She must be
physically, ideologically andpolitically destroyed for the absolute triumphofEuropeanpatriarchy
over other cultures and races.



The interchangeability of sexual and
political tropes affecting the male/ruler
vis-à-vis woman/ nation is witnessed in
“TheTempest”.Maleempowerment occurs
through exorcising, trading, or possessing
the woman’s body..... The woman’s
position in the negotiations in this play
is at the lowest rung of gender
hierarchy.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
TheTempest endorsespatriarchybyminimisingorexercising theroleofwoman.Comment.

The apprehension generated by female presence is so great that even Prospero’s wife, the mother
of Miranda, is banished from the narrative. The importance of physical procreation is minimised as
Prospero, the father, is given total control over his child. He nurtures and educates Miranda,
shapeshermoralandaestheticperceptionand,not theleast,regulateshersexuality.LiketheChristian

Godwhocreatedmankind,Prosperoissimultaneouslythefather
and themother,mouldingMiranda’s persona.Womenhaveno
agency inpoliticalmanoeuvresbut theyarecrucial components
in such negotiations engaged in by male authority. Alonso
possesses a daughter, Claribel, who can be exchanged for
political and economic privileges in MediterraneanAfrica.
Prosperoownsa daughter and is understandablyanxious about

her sexuality, as it is the commodity that luresCaliban into rape and justifies the island’s takeover,
just as it entrapsFerdinand inmarriageandaidshis re-entry intoMilan.The issueat stake is themale
ruler’s possession and control over the productivemachinery - the woman’s body - either by her
fatherorherhusband.Miranda’scommodificationismadeexplicitby the languageof themarketplace
used byProsperowhile betrothing her to Ferdinand: “Then, asmygift, and thine own acquisition/
Worthilypurchased, takemydaughter” (4.1.13-14, italicsadded).

Variouskindsofpower relations inTheTempestaremediatedby the languageof sexual desire
andprocreation. Prospero’s trust “beget[s]”Antonio’s usurping impulse (1.2.94), Sebastianheralds
Antonio’s proposal ofdisplacingAlonsoas “a birth…/Which throes theemuch to yield” (2.1.234-
35),CalibantemptsStephanoandTrinculotojoinhisconspiracywith“thebeautyofhis[Prospero’s]
daughter” (3.2.100), Prospero hands over Miranda to Ferdinand as “his rich gift” (4.1.8). The
woman’s position in all thesenegotiations is at the lowest rungof gender hierarchy: she is the foot
which can never presume to “tutor” the (male) head (1.2.470). Yet, despite all the control and
subordination of woman’s sexuality, the power to procreate is vested in her body. Miranda can
breed Calibans as well as Ferdinands or a female child; she can even be infertile. In the early
sixteenth the inabilityofCatherine,HenryVIII’s queen, to produce amaleheir hadwrought lasting
changes in thepolitico-religiousfabricofEngland: fromCatholicismtoProtestantismand fromfeudal
toabsolutistmonarchy.Thefutureofmonarchicaldominancedependsonwhat thewomanultimately
produces. This vests her with an autonomy that is beyond male supervision. She is moreover,
simultaneously vital and marginal to colonial and dynastic enterprise: Prospero’s designs on the
island andMilanwouldneverhavematerialised in the absenceofMiranda. Prosperocanbarter her
as he pleasesbut even as a commodity sheholds thekey to his empowerment. The ambivalence of
gender relations problematises the patriarchal discourse of power in and outside the civil state,
particularlywhenfemaleentitiesseizepowerover thestateandover theirownsexuality, likeSycorax
orQueenElizabeth.



UNIT- 3
SUBUNIT I: PLOTAND STRUCTURE

CONTENT STRUCTURE
(a) Plot&Structure
(b) Genre

(a) : Analogous Structure
TheTempestadheres to theunityof timeandplace as all action takes placeon the islandwithin

the span of three hours. Prospero states very clearly that the “time ’twist six and now” (1.2.240),
i.e., three hours, must be utilised by him to complete his project of retrieving Milan or else his

“fortunes/Will ever after droop” (1.2.183). This cohesion is
reflected in its structural balance. Thematic concerns are
portrayed through analogous and interrelated action that
highlightssimilaritiesanddifferencesbetweenmultiplecharacters,
attitudes and perceptions. There are four usurpations - two
successful, which occurred in the past and two unsuccessful
belongingtothepresent.Thesecondsuccessfulusurpation,that
isProspero’s takingoverof the islandhowever, is presented as
justifiedandnaturalremovingthestigmaofviolenceandduplicity
normallyassociatedwithsuchacts. Instead the focus isdiverted
toProspero’s project of reclaiminghisdukedomwhich is a re-
enactmentofthefirstusurpationinthereverseprocess:Alonso

whohadaidedAntonio todethroneProsperowillnowremoveAntonioto relocateProspero.Stephano
andTrinculo’s plot to kill Prospero acts as a comic parallel to theAntonio-Sebastian conspiracy in
2.1, and parodies their efforts at seizing political power. all analogues however, work to create a
balance. Some raise questions that cannot be answeredwithin theplay’s structural framework.The
desires and fortunes ofCaliban and Ferdinandmade to duplicate each other to juxtapose lust and
love, illegitimate and legitimate sexual liaisons, imperfect and ideal service, and their consequent
punishmentsandrewards.Thiscontrastprivilegesparental andmutual consentover coerciveunion
stigmatisingCaliban as a rapist and extollingFerdinand as the exemplary suitor but it obscures the
racial prejudice that would never allow Caliban an access to Miranda even if he were to outdo
Ferdinand in appropriate conduct.Analogous action is thus deployed to confine the issues of good
and bad, right and wrong within a racist, Euro-centric framework even while proclaiming their
apparent neutrality. This is particularly evident in the the Prospero/Sycorax parallel that justifies
theEurocentricpatriarchalvaluesandcondemnsnon-European,matriarchalperspectivesbyaligning
the latter with evil, malignant devil worship. The cast list also plays upon the sense of balance

The Tempest adheres to unity of time
and place as all action takes place
on the island within the span of three
hours. A cohesion is reflected in its
structural balance. Thematic
concerns are portrayed through
analogous and interrelated action
that highlights similarities and
differences between multiple
characters, attitudes, perceptions…
However some questions remain
unanswered within the play’s
structural framework.



throughsimilaritiesandcontrasts:bothProsperoandAlonsohavewickedbrothers;Calibanserves
as a foil toAriel,Miranda andFerdinand; asSycorax andher child toProspero andhis daughter.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. The Tempest features an analogous structure— Comment.

Plot
(c) : Act Division

The structure ofActs 1 to 5 is patterned on themodel forwarded by Guarini [seeGENRE].
Act 1 narrates the events that have occurred before the play’s action starts.Act 2 intensifies the
plot’scomplexityandsustainsaudienceinterest bygivingsomethingnewtochewon(nuovocibo)
— the fresh intrigues ofAntonio-Sebastian andCaliban.Act 3 resorts to ordine comico or comic
plotting to forward themain action and add new twists—Ferdinand is subjected to labour,Ariel
sowsdissensionamongtheclowns,presentsabanquetmasqueandconfronts the“threemenof sin”
(3.3.54)with theirpast crimeswhich initiates remorse inAlonso.Act 4 bringspartial fulfilmentof the
mainproject togetherwiththeclimaxof the intrigue(tuttonodo)—thebetrothalmasquesolemnises
theFerdinand-MirandaunionwhileCaliban and the king’s company are brought to such height of
suffering that a tragic catastropheseems imminent.Act5executesa crediblemiracle,which isbasic
to comicdenouement to affect a final resolution—Prospero learns the virtue of forgiveness from
Arielandresolvestopardonhisenemies,hisaimof reclaimingMilanis realisedthrougha combination
ofmercy andblackmail amidst a general sense ofwonder. Shakespeare’s special input is the sense
of incomplete reconciliation (seeGENRE) and the internalisationof the themesof resurrectionand
providential grace: Prospero’s project is directed equally at self-conquest and at victory over his
enemies,Alonso escapes from sorrow only after he has repented and turned into a better human
being(re-constitutedhimself)andCalibancomprehendsthefollyofhisownactionsbeforebecoming
“wise hereafter” (5.1.295).

(d) : Prologue
Another innovation is to circumscribe theactionof theplayproper that takesplace inActs2 to

5 by a double prologue and a clearly demarcated epilogue. Act 1, scene 1 serves as a dramatic
prologuewhileAct 1, scene 2 provides a narrativeprologue.The opening scene of theplay throws
us in themiddle of hectic action : the inmates of a ship tryingdesperately to save themselves in the
face of a raging tempest.Although the audience is totally in the dark regarding the story, major
thematic concerns of the play are focused upon in this violent, action-packed scene. The limits of
political authority are delineated by pitting them against a topsy-turvy nature. Tudor and Stuart
absolutist monarchy proclaimed itself as an all-powerful, God-ordained institution that extended
andreflectednaturalhierarchyinthehumansphere.YetwhenGonzaloentreatstheboatswainto“be



patient” he unambiguously declares natural calamity to be beyond royal jurisdiction, “What cares
these roarers for the name of King ?” (1.1.16-17). The analogy between political and natural order
crumbles as he challenges Gonzalo, “If you can command these elements to silence, and work the
peace of the present, we will not hand a rope more” (1.1.21-23). The notion of an all-pervading,
linear hierarchic social structure is displaced by an awareness of situation-specific contending
authorities : to fight the storm, political prerogativemust giveway to the professional supremacy of
the boatswain. His peremptory orders to “keep below”, “To cabin”, “Silence” (1.1.11, 17) must be
obeyed by the king, the prince and the courtiers alike just as Prosperomust learn the importance of
forgiveness from his servant,Ariel. Master and servant exchange places for the very survival of the
political statusquo that isbeingmomentarily inverted.

As thenext sceneunfolds, thedeeper implicationsof thenatural andpoliticalupheaval cometo
the fore.Theking’s companyhas indeed“assist[ed] the storm” (1.1.14)—hadAlonsoandAntonio
not usurpedMilan the tempestwould never have occurred. The antagonistic relationship between
nature andhuman institutions is re-set as a corollaryone : chaos in nature reflects a subversionof the
political order by the verymen responsible for upholding it. On hindsight,Antonio’s vituperative
language in 1.1.43-44 seems to anticipate his vile nature enumerated by Prospero’s tale. It also
affordsa clue toSebastian’s linguisticviolence(1.1.40-41),whichforewarns theaudienceof a similar
villainyalthoughit isillustratedonlyin2.1.Moreimportant,theumbilicallinksubversion and authority,
good and evil is underscored, problematising these categories. Just as royalmisdemeanour, i.e.,
Alonso’s aid toAntonio too dethrone Prospero causes a breach in nature’s harmony in 1.1, so to
Prospero’s withdrawal from public life “Awakened”Antonio’s “evil nature”; his boundless trust
“Like a good parent, did beget of him [Antonio]/ A falsehood in its contrary” (1.2.91-95). No
matter howhe puts it. Prospero is accountable for his own fate as he creates conditions that foster
Antonio’s evil genius; just as later he has to admit the responsibility for Caliban, “This thing of
darkness /I/Acknowledgemine” (5.1.275-76).Todrawourattentionfromthesedisturbingsurmises
Mirandamediates theunravellingof thepast—Prospero’s admonitionsandher reactionsguide the
audiencetoa sympathetic response towards thehaplessmonarch,Prosperowho, ironically, emerges
as a strongmanat the helmof affairs on the island.Antonio,Miranda andCalibanexposevarious

facets of the nature/nurture binary, as does Prosperowho has
educatedhimselfon thewaysof governanceduringhis stayon
the island.Although Prospero’s narrative of the past is central
to the scene, it actually includes twoothernarrativesof thepast,
thatofArielandCaliban.Betweenthemthesemultiplenarratives
offer alternative perspectives on the various thematic concerns
of the play: order/disorder, authority/ subversion, civility/
savagery, parent-child relationship, good and bad governance,
black and white magic etc.Act 1, scene 2 also re-defines the
natural tempestof theprevioussceneasmagical : thisblurring

of distinction between reality and illusion constitutes the core of the island’s makeup. Finally,
Ferdinand’s arrival hints at the future course of action.

Act I Scene1 serves asa dramaticprologue
while Act I Scene 2 provides a narrative
prologue. The opening scene throws us
in the middle of a hectic action. Major
thematic concerns are focused upon in
this scene. In the next scene the deeper
implications of the natural and political
upheaval come to the fore…chaos in
nature reflects a subversion of the political
order by the very men responsible for
upholding it.



(e) : Epilogue
The Epilogue replicatesmore starkly the idea of theatrical illusion voiced by Prospero in his

“insubstantialpageant” speech (4.1.48-58) and foregrounds the relationship between the stage and
theworld.Thefictionalprotagonist’s fictionalprojectof rightinganimaginarywrongcoincideswith
the real actor’s genuine desire to please a real audience.This is not possible unless, Prospero like,
he canweavehisownmagicupon the audiencewithan “art to enchant” (Epilogue14) generatinga
willing suspension of disbelief. Viewed from this angle, the entire action of the play becomes an
elaboratemetaphor for theatrical activity. Prospero has retrieved his “dukedom”, “pardoned the
deceiver” andwishes to leave the “bare island” to return toMilan (Epilogue6-8); the actor hopes to
have entertainedhis audienceandwishes to stepdown from the stage.Buthis “project…toplease”
(Epilogue12-13)canneithermaterialisenor succeedwithoutaudiencecomplicity just asProspero’s
schemeisdoomedtofailurewithout thecollaborationofAlonso,Ferdinand,MirandaandAriel.The
Epiloguerecognisestheaudienceasthefinalsanctioningauthorityforalltheatreactivity.Theirapplause
endorses the illusionandreleases theactor fromthe“bands” (Epilogue9), their displeasuresubjects
himtotheir“Mercy”fordeliverance(Epilogue18).By invokingthereligiousterminologyof“prayer”
“Mercy” and “indulgence” (Epilogue 16-20) Shakespeare acknowledges the audience’s absolute
power as the godwho authors and authorises the theatre.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Write a critical note on the plot of the play The Tempest.

(f) : Masque
Magic, music andmasque combine in The Tempest to accentuate the exotic and spectacular

effectof theplay.Themasque- an elaborateandstylisedcourtlyentertainmentwithstrongallegorical
overtones that endorse the status quo - was a particular favourite of the Jacobean nobility, and
James I in particular.10 It combines “poetic drama, music, song, dance, splendid costuming, and
stage spectacle” and has a mythological or allegorical plot (Abrams 109). The actors were often
royal andcourtlypersonswhose status inreal lifecorresponded to the statusof the roles theyplayed
in themasque.For instance, if amasqueportrayed theRomangodsand included thekingandqueen
in the cast theywould invariably play the roles of Jupiter and Juno respectively, i.e., the king and
queen of the gods. In otherwords, themasque reiterates real-life hierarchy and order in amanner
defined andendorsedby the existing authority.The anti-masque, a formdevelopedbyBen Jonson,
portraysgrotesquecharacterswhose ludicrous,disruptive actions elicit humour. It serves as a foil to
theharmonyandeleganceof themasqueproper andas a reminderof theunrulyelementsof society
that need to be subjugated.

(g) : Banquet Masque
For some critics like EnidWelsford, the entire action ofThe Tempest is an elaboratemasque

withProsperoconducting themasqueproper and subduing themasquepresentedbyCalibanand



his group.11But such a view excludes the other dramatic possibilities of the play that have yielded
rich dividends in more recent times - issues of colonialism, legitimacy of Prospero’s claims etc.
Elements of themasque and the anti-masque, while strewn across the play, are concentrated in two
scenes - the banquet (3.3.18 SD-83 SD) and the betrothal masque (4.1.60-138 SD). No satisfactory
allegoricalexplanationof thebanquet scenehasbeenprovided althoughattemptshavebeenmadeto
compare it with Biblical banquets like the one with which the Devil tempts Christ during his thirty
days’fast and evenwith Christ’s last supper. But the allegorical implication of both these banquets
areat oddswith theallegorical functionof the banquet inTheTempest.

TheDevil’sbanquet tries to lureChrist intobreakinghis fastandhis allegiance toGod, replacing
spiritual sustenance with material sustenance. The shipwrecked aristocrats, particularlyAlonso,
AntonioandSebastianarestarvedmateriallyandspiritually, although theyareawareonlyof their

physical discomforts and seek succour accordingly. When
variousmagicalshapesappear to theaccompanimentofmusic
and invite them topartakeof thevictuals onawell-laid table, it
is a heaven-sent opportunity for the king and his courtiers to
satisfy theirhunger.But thedisplayvanisheswithAriel’swords
reminding the sinners of their grave spiritual lapses. As in
masques, the spectacle of the banquet delineates thedifference
between right and wrong : it establishes a contrast between
spiritual andmaterial sustenance to initiate repentance in the

guilty.Butunlikea full-scale independentmasque it doesnotculminate in the final victoryof good
over evil precisely because it is a devicewithin a play serving a specific and temporary function.
Directed byProspero and executed byAriel it is intended tomakeAlonso,Antonio and Sebastian
admit their sins and seek forgiveness.That only one of the three (Alonso) responds positively is a
comment on the limitations of Prospero’s directorial powers. Conversely, if his design were to
succeed fully theplaywould have ended at that point!

(h) : Betrothal Masque
This conflict of interest between the play’s intention and that of themasques included in it is

witnessed in the betrothalmasque aswell. Prospero organises it both as a spectacle to be enjoyed
byFerdinand andMiranda and as ameans of securing heavenly blessings for the newly betrothed
couple.It celebratesthe joysandresponsibilitiesofmarriageinsistingupontheir interrelation. Marriage
is the socially sanctioned mode ofcontrolling sexualityhence the exclusionofVenus, thegoddess
of love,who isperceivedas partial to anyunion irrespectiveof its legitimacy.Hereffect is considered
disruptive as it defies hierarchy and existing authority. One of the express aims of hierarchy and
existingauthority.Oneof theexpress aimsof theyoungcouple (4.1.95).The“contract of true love”
(4.1.84) celebrated here demands the vows of celibacy before marriage, “no bed-right shall be
paid/ Till Hymen’s torch be lighted” 4.1.96). Only then shall Juno and Ceres’s gifts of honours
riches, winterless year, foison and plenty be showered upon them (4.1.106-17). Miranda and
Ferdinand are in love but their union is also a crucial component in Prospero’s grand design of
punishinghisenemiesandre-inheritingMilan,hencehecanneverallowtheirpassiontooverstepthe

‘The Tempest’ is an elaboratemasquewith
Prospero conducting the masque proper
and subduing the anti-masque presented
by Caliban and his group. The Banquet
masque is allegorical. The spectacle of the
banquet delineates the difference between
right andwrong.But it does not culminate
in the final victory of good over evil.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Whatpurpose does themasque serve in the playTheTempest.

limits he sets for it The masque therefore extols permissible love in a manner that prevents any
interrogation of the authority that permits it (Prospero). But themasque is abruptly disrupted at the
verymomentwhen Prospero seems to be at the pinnacle of hismagical powers with the gods at his
behest.Caliban’s “foul conspiracy” (4.1.139) initiates a double attackon the illusionof total supremacy
created by Prospero. It reminds us that Prospero’s recovery of Milan is far from assured and that
his hold over the island is far fromabsolute. Secondly, it underscores the disruptive potential of love/
lust by reviving memories of Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda. The young lovers have so far
abided by Prospero’s strictures but their mutual attraction remains susceptible to the weakness of
the flesh. The interruptedmasque draws our attention to the true nature of the goddesses as well :
they are “insubstantial pageant” that “Leave not a rack behind” (4.1.155-56). If so, then the future
they promise Miranda and Ferdinand - a future that Prospero wishes to guarantee for them - is
equally insubstantial, they are vulnerable and subject to the vagaries of fate as the rest of mankind.
The betrothalmasque, despite all its spectacle, does not usher in the end envisaged by Prospero but
itsvery failuremoves theplay’s action towards its conclusion.

(a) : Tragicomedy

SUB-UNIT II :GENRE

Thegenre affiliationofTheTempest is less problematic thanmanyotherShakespeareanplays.
This swan song of Shakespeare, is placed alongside Pericles,Winter’s Tale and Cymbeline to
form the group identified as his Last Plays all of which are categorised as Romance, a genre that
oftendoubles aspastoral tragicomedy.However, even this simpledefinitionhints at amixedgenre
that includes four different overlapping elements : romance, pastoral, tragedy and comedy. Such a
fusionwasderidedbymanyclassical purists of theElizabethanage includingSirPhilipSidneywho
denounced the tragicomedy as a “mongrel”mix of “kings and clowns,” “hornpipes and funerals”
with “neither decency nor discretion” (Sidney 46).Yet tastes change, and by Jacobean times this
mixed genre became the rage especially for elite entertainment. Encouraged by the popularity of
Fletcher’sTheFaithful Shepherdess (1608), other playwrights began trying their hand at this form,
and Shakespeare was never one to be left behind. To pre-empt the kind of reservations stated
above,Fletcher’s“Preface” to theplayforwardsan inclusivedefinitionof theformbasedparadoxically
onnegatives :

“A tragic-comedy is not so called in respect ofmirth and killing, but in respect that it wants
deaths, which is enough tomake in no tragedy, yet brings some near it, which is enough to
make it no comedy, which must be a representation of familiar people, with such kind of
trouble as no life be questioned; so that a god is as lawful in this as in a tragedy, and mean
people as in a comedy (Fletcher 14).”



Fletcher’s formulation, as alsohis play’s title, draws from the Italianwriterof tragicomedy,Giambattista
Guarini whose Il Pastor Fido [The Faithful Shepherd] (1589) was not a great success. This
failure led Guarini to write Compendio della Poesia Tragicomica (1601), a defence of the genre
that frames the laws for such drama.He counters Renaissance attacks of hybridity and lack of unity
of action by comparing the newgenre to an alloy, bronze (stronger than its separate components, tin
and copper), which fuses tragedy and comedy through a process of careful selection rather than
grafting one upon the other. Thewriter of tragicomedy, Guarini elaborates, must take from tragedy
noble characters not noble action, a credible but not necessarily a historical story, “heightened yet
tempered effects, delight not sorrow, the danger not the death” (Hirst 4). The comic components
should be “laughter which is not dissolute, modest pleasures, a feigned crisis, an unexpected happy
ending and— above all — the comic plotting” (Hirst 4). Temperance and comic plotting are the
keynotes here: extreme sorrowor bawdy are to be avoided, as are large, sweeping actions conducive
to tragedy.

Shakespeare follows thismodel fairly closely including, rather uncharacteristically, Guarini’s
insistenceon theunitiesof time, place andaction.TheTempest is about the ruling familiesofMilan
and Naples, and while some likeAntonio and Sebastian are capable of inflicting tragedy upon
others; no character is inflexible as in the tragic mould. In fact, a main project of the play is to
educate and re-fashion oneself which enables one to avert the tragic impact of hamartia. Tomis-
appropriate, fromMacbeth,TheTempest is a tale about “what is done canbeundone”. Ferdinand’s
log-bearing slavery is like some “painful” sports, whose “labour/ Delight in them sets off” : his
backbreakingwork is offset by the pleasure derived fromMiranda’s company. Danger too, is not
coupledwith death :murder lurks around the corner for Prospero,Alonso andGonzalo, but never
materialises.Although the Caliban-Stephano-Trinculo passages generate slapstick laughter that
occasionally borders on the vulgar, they are never allowed to override the general sense of well
being pervading the play especially as the audience are aware that Ferdinand andAlonso’s grief is
caused by lack on information (each presumes that the other is dead) and is soon to be dispelled.
The unexpectedhappyending surprisesAlonso’s companyand the audience differently : parents,
children,enemies, friendsandloversareunitedonstageamidst tears, rejoicing(andsomesullenness
onbehalfofAntonioandSebastian)muchas theaudienceexpectbut they tooarepleasantly taken by
thesceneofthe loversplayingchess,whichasWilliamPooleillustratesinhis“FalsePlay: Shakespeare
andChess”,hascomplexovertones.Comicplottingandresolutionare integral to the tragicomedy.

Tragicaction inexorablyrises toamomentousclimaxfollowedbyanoverwhelmingcatastrophe
but comic plotting comprises several minor crises that are resolved along theway towards a final
reconciliation.The Tempest beginswith a calamitous stormwhere everybody seems to perish but
theverynextsceneresolvesthisanxiety, the tensionregardingFerdinand’s imprisonment isresolved
almost simultaneouslyas theaudience is informedby the invisibleProsperoofhis real intentionsof
unitinghimwithMiranda;both thescenesofAct2 initiatenewintrigues,againstAlonsoandProspero
respectively, only to be thwarted by the next twoActs, and the last act reunites everybody, literally
as well as in amore deeper sense.



(b) : Incomplete Reconciliation
Shakespeare’s unique contribution to this format is the concept of incomplete reconciliation:

except for the relievedboatswain, the delightedGonzalo and the core quartet ofAlonso, Prospero,
FerdinandandMiranda,nobodyjoinsthehallowedcircleoftruedeliverance.Caliban’sfinaldeclaration
(5.1.295-96) continues to vex the critics, Sebastian andAntonio are forced to bide their timeunder
Prospero’s threat of “justify[ing]” them “traitors” (5.1.128),Ariel is yet to be free, Stephano and
Trinculo are still feeling the effects of their punishment (5.1.282-87) and the absolutemuteness of
thecourtiers remindoneofAntonio’s contemptuouscomment, “They’ll takesuggestionasacat laps
milk./They’ll tell the clock to any business that/We say befits the hour” (2.1.293-95).Miranda’s
inability todistinguishbetweengoodandbad(5.1.281-84), theunreliabilityof thecourtiers (already
witnessed once during Prospero’s dislodging) and the ominous silence of the two royal brothers
signal a fractured endingmore akin to the problemplays than the happily ever after conclusionof
typical comedies. The respite is purely temporary with the threat of treachery repeating itself on
evenmore credulous andunsuspecting rulers.

(c) : Pastoral Play
Guarini andFletchermake tragicomedy synonymouswith pastoral dramabut thepastoral is a

more comprehensive genrewithan ancient lineage. Its classical antecedents canbe traced back to
Theocritus of 3rd century BC,Bion andMoschus perfected the form,which passed on to English
poets like Spenser throughVirgil,Dante, Petrarch andmany others. The classical throughVirgil,
Dante, Petrarch and many others. The classical of the shepherd’s life in poems (pastor in Latin
means shepherd), but Italians likeSannazzaro andTasso extended it to the field of prose anddrama
respectively.However,Englandalsohada long-standingnative traditionofpastoraldramaas in the
medievalNativity playswhere the shepherd’s rustic life is botheulogized andmade funof: the two
most popular plays in the Wakefield Cycle are Prima Pastorum and Secunda Pastorum [The
First Shepherd and The Second Shepherd]. The pastoral in Renaissance England permeated all
forms: Spenser’s poem Shepherd’s Calender (1579); Sidney’s prose romanceArcadia (1581-84)
are but a few examples. As Polonius’s semi-farcical comment testifies, “The best actors in the
world, either for tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-
historical, tragicalhistorical-comical-pastoral…”(Hamlet2.2.380-83),Englishdramawasparticularly
susceptible to thepastoral precisely because it couldbemoulded to suit all genres. InTheTempest
for instance, the island’s idyllic backdrop serves equally well for the romantic scenes between
FerdinandandMiranda, for foregrounding the latent violenceofAntonio,SebastianandCaliban, or
thegriefandremorseofAlonso, asalso for themagical activitiesofProsperoandhisspirits

This cult of nature however, is very different from theone promotedby thenineteenthcentury
Romantics. For them, the naturalworld represented in the pastoral is the realworld, an actual state
of nature prior to civil society, to which all humanity should return as its final destination. The
Elizabethanand the Jacobeanpastoral is anartificial reconstructionofnature inwhat is perceived as
its ideal state.Nature isnot extolled for itsownsakeasby theRomanticsbut servesas an instructive
contrast to the civilizedworld; it contrasts a natural and beneficial hierarchywith an ossified and



congealed social order that needs to be rectified immediately. The pastoral thus becomes a mode of
critiquing the existing social structure not in order to displace it but to re-form it in a manner that
would extend and perpetuate its existence. Its censure is conservative, not radical because it is
aimed at the ruling class for their ultimate benefit. Kings, courtiers and people of aristocratic descent
play at being shepherdswhile real herdsmen are eithermarginal or absent. In The TempestProspero
roughs it out in his “poor cell” (1.2.20; 5.1.302) acting as the allegorical Christian shepherd tending
his flock, which includes his daughter, the native islanders and the shipwrecked royalty. The island
gives hima secondchance to redeemhimself as a ruler, to learn the rules of the game and becomea
successful monarch (not necessarily a good one). He attempts, with various degrees of success, to
correctAlonso, Caliban,Antonio, Sebastian, Stephano, Trinculo and, most important, himself, all of
which result in a correction of his political position: his reinstatement as theDukeofMilan. Since the
re-inscription of status quo is the ultimate concern, the pastoral world is never the final terminus; it is
more of a stopover, a reformatory fromwhere people return to the real world.13As in other plays,
the pastoral in The Tempest symbolizes a norm against which the most powerful socio-political
institution of the time— the court— ismeasured, foundwanting, and re-fashioned tomaintain its
hegemony. The play participates in the conscious artistic project of mutating a rich and ancient
traditionto fulfill theorganicneedfora particular from, thepastoral,arisingfroma particularcontext: a
context aptly described by Lawrence Stone asTheCrisis of the Aristocracy

(d) : Romance
Not all pastoral tragic-comedies are romances but in Shakespeare’s last plays the two often

coalesce as in TheWinter’s Tale,Cymbeline and The Tempest. Fletcher’s definition cited above
affords a clue : a play inhabited by gods and commoners alike is conducive to the co-habitationof
thenatural and the super-naturalwhichaccounts formuchof the fantasy-worldauraofTheTempest.
Caliban’s island is repletewithpagangods, elves, demons, spirits,monsters,buffoons, sailors, kings
and courtiers. Here Ceres, Juno and Iris descend from the heavens to bless a human betrothal,
evildoers likeAntonioandSebastianare stoppedbymagical spirits,Caliban,StephanoandTrinculo
are hounded by eerie dogs and goblins. Butmere co-existence of the human and the non-human

doesnot addup toa romanceambience.TheTempestachieves
thiseffect through thedual strategyof separating the realworld
fromtheillusoryandbyvestingtheillusoryworldwithambiguity
andsubjectivity.
The geographically specific locations ofMilan and Naples

circumscribe the action on the island. They are also situated in
different timezones : the islandbelongs to thepresentwhile the
story ofMilan andNaples belongs to the past and the future.
Yet there is a causal link between the two worlds : what has
happenedinMilanandNaplesdetermines thecourseofaction

on the island; in turn, theeventsoccurringon the islandwill shape the futureof the twokingdoms.

A play inhabited by gods and commoners

alike is conducive to the co-habitation

of the natural and the supernatural

which accounts for much of the fantasy -

world aura of “The Tempest”. The play

achieves the romantic through the dual

strategy of separating the real world from

the illusory and by vesting the illusory
world with ambiguity and subjectivity.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Commenton thegenreofTheTempest.

The operating systems of the two worlds are equally distinct. In the real world power succeeds
throughpolitical intrigues, covert alliances andMachiavellianmanipulationwhilemagic is ineffectual.
On the islandmagic is all-powerful : it subdues conspiracies and recalcitrant subjects,makesmarriages,
transforms enemies into friends. The distance between the twoworlds is charted through Prospero’s
gesture of dressing and disrobing : themagic robe and themagic staff are essential for controlling the
affairs of the island but the moment he starts speaking of Milan and Naples, he must “pluck” his
“magic garments” fromhimself and lay hismagic staff to rest (1.2.24-25). The pre-condition for his
triumphal return toMilan is the formal abjuration ofmagic accompanied by the breaking of his staff
and the drowning of his books (5.1.50-57). Yet this is the very source of anxiety: Prospero the
magicianhas retrievedMilan,howlongwill hebeable toholdon to it as aplainhumanbeing?
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Bibliography
Assignments

(a) : Linguistic Colonisation
The Tempest is as much about linguistic colonisation as about territorial aggression.The first

altercation betweenCaliban and Prospero andMiranda revolves round the teaching of language.
Miranda claims tohavegivenCaliban thegift of articulation: shehas taken “pains tomake…[him]
speak” (1.2.354), has “endowed…[his] purposes/Withwords that made them known” (1.2.357-
58). Caliban acknowledges this claimwhen he says Prospero has taught him “how/To name the
bigger light, and how the less” (1.2.334-35). Together, Prospero andMiranda can maintain that
they have civilised Caliban because language is the basic distinction between human beings and
beasts.Language is also theprimarymeansof comprehending theworld,without it one canneither
name nor distinguishwhat one perceives.Yet, Caliban’s “gabble” asMiranda labels it, was fully
investedwith “meaning” (1.2.356)much before the arrival of the father-daughter team: he could
make perfect sense of the world around him, knew all the secrets of the island, could distinguish
accurately between “fresh springs” and “brine-pits”, “barren place and fertile” (1.2.338). Caliban
then,must have had a language of his own, incomprehensible to the new inhabitants.Yet, like the
early European settlers of America, Miranda reduces this alien tongue to the category of non-
languageandconfidentlyproceeds to imposeher superior languageoverCaliban.

In teachinghim their language, Prosper andMiranda are effectively erasing his native tongue
and it is this simultaneous erasure and imposition that Caliban vehemently opposes. Language is
muchmore thanarticulation; it is themodeof comprehending, contextualisingandcommunicating
reality.It isalsothevitalmediumofshapingourthoughts,wecannotthinkwithoutlanguage.Thoughts
are asmuch shaped and expressed by language as that language is shaped by its specific context.
The livesof thepeoplewhospeakit, the terrainwhich they inhabit, theircultural, social andreligious
practices, their economic activities - all contribute to the development of a language. Caliban’s
native language, since it pre-dates the arrivalof thosewhoenslavehim, fosters images andmemories
of freedom,of his inalienable right to the island.Erasureof this languagewill entail the removal of
these indigenous associations and reduce his consciousness to a blank slate - virtual tabula rasa -
on which new inscriptions can be wrought at the coloniser’s will. Moreover, bothMiranda and
Prosperoencode this linguistic colonisationas thecharitablemissionundertakenout of pity for the
brutish,inarticulatenativebyasuperiorpeoplespeakingasuperior language(1.2.353-34).Caliban’s



learning of this language will involve an interiorisation and acknowledgement of this supremacy.
Caliban’s refusal to bear to this ideological baggage ismanifested in his conscious deployment of the
received language solely tocurse :

Youtaughtmelanguage,andmyprofit on’t
Is, I know how to curse.
Theredplagueridyou

For learningmeyour language! (1.2.363-65)
Much before he joins hands with Stephano andTrinculo to defy political enslavement, Caliban
opposeslinguisticsubjugationby turningtheso-calledcivilised(andcivilising)languageintoaweapon
of resistanceagainst theverymasterswhohave taughthimthelanguage.Language thusbecomesan
essential site for theconfrontationbetween thecoloniser andthecolonised.

(b) : LinguisticAffinities
Language alsoworks as a crucial vehicle for charting affinities and enmities, for constructing

moral andsocialhierarchies.Calibanis incapableof imbibing“anyprintof goodness” thatMiranda’s
superior tongue is supposed to transmit and is consequently an inappropriatematch forMiranda.
Ferdinand, by contrast, not only speaks the same language, he is “the best of them that speak this
speech” (1.2.429-30), making him themost “suitable boy” for the chaste and virtuousMiranda.
Aristocraticarticulation, as distinct from theplebeianproseof themariners,StephanoandTrinuclo,
is inpoetry.Prospero’calmassurance, “I havedonenothingbut in careof thee” (1.2.16),Gonzalo’s
flamboyant claims on behalf of his utopian commonwealth (2.1.150-67), Ferdinand’s ecstasy,
“AdmiredMiranda! / Indeedthetopofadmiration” (3.1.37-38),Alonso’sanguish,“theseamocks
/Our frustrate searchon land”are invariably in iambicpentameterwithemotiveexcessesor restraint
marking thedifferencebetween thevariouspersonages.Ariel shares thiselite sensibilityas denoted
by his useof blank verse.Antonio andSebastian, the twovillains of the play are, by virtue of their
lineage,adeptatsimilararticulation.But their threateningmalevolenceis indicatedbytheirdisruptive
use of language, particularly in 2.1. They transform themeans of communication into a persistent
toolfor interruption, rudely thwartingAdrianandGonzalo’s attempt tosoothethedistraughtAlonso.
The text visually transmits the linguisticviolenceof their speechbypositing the intrusivebrevityof
their linesagainst therelativelylengthierutterancesofthecourtiers:
SEBASTIANThe old cock.
ANTONIO The cockerel.
SEBASTIANDone. Thewager ?
ANTONIOAlaughter.
SEBASTIANAmatch.
ADRIANThough this island seem to be desert—
ANTONIOHa, ha, ha !
SEBASTIANSo, you’re paid



ADRIANUninhabitable,andalmost inaccessible—
SEBASTIANYet—
ADRIANYet—
ANTONIOHe could notmis’t. (2.1.32-43)
Segregation on the basis of one’s articulation is problematised by Caliban.Hematches the inane
speech of Trinculo and Stephano, which, in turn, parodies the linguistic violence ofAntonio and
Sebastian.His firstexchangewiththedrunkenjesterandthebutlerbeginswithmutualmisrecognition,
i.e.,witha failureofcommunication. IfTrinculomistakesCaliban for“a fish”, “akindofnot-of-the-
newestpoor-John”,Caliban returns thecomplimentby identifying the foolish pair first as spirits and
later as “brave god[s]” that “bear…celestial liquor” (2.2.25-26, 63, 115). Their coarse cacophony
(2.2.41-54) finds an apt counterpart in Caliban’s, “Ban, Ban, Caliban / Has a newmaster- get a
newman” (2.2.180-81). These dregs of the civilisedworld are as impervious to improvement as
Caliban, the “born devil, onwhose nature / Nurture can never stick” (4.1.188-89). Together they
constitute a dissident periphery that needs constant monitoring and surveillance. But Caliban is
equally capable of usingphilosophic language at parwithProspero.Hiswistful longing for dreams
as a substitute reality is no lesspoetic thanProspero’s reflectionon the transienceof human life, “We
are such stuff /As dreams aremade on; and our little life / Is roundedwith a sleep” (4.1.156-58):
The cloudsmethoughtwould open, and show richesReady to drop uponme, that when Iwaked
I cried to dream again. (3.2.141-44)

Caliban’s facile movement through the contours of sophisticated and base articulation adds
another dimension to his subversive potential.Apart from a recalcitrant native who needs to be
coercively colonised, he is a corrupter of the linguistic demarcationbetween the high and the low.
He also poses the threat of contamination: faced with his obduracy Prospero frequently resorts to
foul languagereminiscentofCaliban’scursing,“thoutortoise”,“poisonousslave”, “hag-seed”(1.2.316,
319, 365).His levelling impulsenot onlyerodes the gradeddistinctions of a social order profitable
tohierarchicauthority;hisproximityengendersa topsyturvydomwhereinfiguresofauthoritydiscard
theirdistinctive linguistic identity toadopt thatof themarginals.

(c) : Linguistic Euphemisation
Inaway,Caliban’sdowngradingofsuperior languageiscomplementary to thepower-wielders’

camouflagingofpoliticaldesignsandsituationsbymeansof tropesassociatedwith love.15Prospero’s
serious lapseofduty that costhimhisdukedomis re-designated inhisnarrativeas thescholar’s love
for knowledge: he was “transported /And rapt in secret studies” (1.2.76-77, emphases added).
Theensuingpoliticalandgeographicaldislocation- theexile fromMilan- ispresentedasa fortunate
fall, a relocation on both levels as themore power-wary overlord of a new territory. This is made
possible, Prospero claims, through another kindof love, the filial bondbetween himandMiranda.
She is the “cherubim” that “preserve[s]” him and enables him “to bear up /Against what should
ensue”(1.2.152-58).Thiselaborate“euphemisation” (Brown64)ofpoliticalcontestssimultaneously
validates thecolonial project is by situating itwithin the all-encompassingdesign of “Providence



divine” (1.2.159).AsPaul Brown observes, “the colonialist regime on the island” is construed as the
end product of “charitable acts” by nature (sea, winds) and humans (Gonzalo) done “out of pity for
the powerless exiles” at the behest of heavenly authority (Brown 60). And this grand blueprint of
rescueand reinstallation can justify the enslavingof native inhabitants likeCaliban as an exorcisingof
thewrong kindof love, namely lust and rape.

The euphemising project is necessarily extended to incorporate the recovery of power in the
real world as well. The rhetoric of courtly love operates to make “bountiful Fortune” Prospero’s
“dear lady” and hemust “court” the “auspicious star” failingwhich, his “fortunes /Will ever after
droop” (1.2.178-84).And the apotheosis of courtly love is the union of Ferdinand andMiranda: it
will transform the long-standing political enmity betweenMilan and Naples into an even more
permanent political alliance thatwill re-assignProsperohis lost political status.Theonly instanceof
demystification, apart fromCaliban’s resistance to imposed language, is Trinculo and Stephano’s
endeavour to assess themonetarybenefits of colonial acquisition.Trinculo thinksof capitalisingon
theEnglish habit of paying “ten to see a dead Indian”whileStephanoperceivesCaliban as a prize
catchworthyof beinggifted toan emperor andof receivingdue compensation in return (2.1.27-32,
67-69).But thecomicencodingof thiscritiqueseverelyundermines itspotency.

Claustrophobia as a Prominent Theme of The Tempest
The invigorating air of the pristine island is inmarked contrast to the stifling, intrigue-ridden

world ofMilan andNaples. The old and new arrivals aremeant to be rejuvenated by its “Sounds,
and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not” (3.2.137) but the topological openness of the terrain
doesnothing todispel the strongsenseof claustrophobiaassailingmost characters.Thespatial and
temporal confinement of the play’s action - on a solitarywater-bound landmass for precisely three
hours - accentuates the feelingof stagnation.Ariel pines for releaseevenas he faithfully carriesout
the orders of Prospero (1.2.243-44). Caliban, whowas previously his “own king” is physically
chained to a hard rock and kept fromaccessing the “rest o’th’island” (1.2.342-44). Ferdinand and
Miranda are chafed by Prospero’s restraining strictures.Antonio and Stephano,who feel choked
byAlonso’s dominance, are in fact encouragedby theopportunities providedby the isle to forcibly
breakthishegemony.In attemptingthis theyre-enact thepastwhereAntoniohadsimilarlychallenged
theoppressiveascendancyof hisbrother.The island’s serenityconcealsa general senseof suffocation
forwhichProspero is primarily responsible.

SUBUNITII:CHARACTERIZATION
(a) : Prospero

Theconventional imageofProspero,elaborateduponbyseveralcritics, is thatofanenlightened
governorwho relates justicewith politics and is responsible for themoral regeneration of people
andsocieties alike.Yet he is themost consistent andeffectiveperpetratorofviolence in theplay.He
begins by creating a storm that causes a shipwreck.He forcesAriel to recount and thereby re-live
“Once inamonth” thepainful experienceofbeingconfined inanoaktree for twelveyears toensure
hisco-operation(1.2.261-96).HemanaclesandenslavesCalibantolightthe“fire,/Fetchin…wood,



and serve ... in offices” that “profit” him (1.2.311-13). One unsuccessful attempt at rape in the
distant past provides all the justification he needs to disown his obligation toCaliban for his survival
on the island and subject him to continuous ill treatment. He positively revels in egging the dogs to
pursueStephano,TrinculoandCalibanandordershisgoblins to

grindtheirjoints
With dry convulsions, shorten up their sinews

Withaged cramps, andmorepinch-spottedmake them
Than pard of cat o’mountain. (4.1.259-62)

Theviolenceof his language isunmatchedbyanyothercharacter inTheTempest.Heblackmails
Antonio and Sebastian into submission by threatening to reveal their conspiracy againstAlonso.
Facedwith the exposure,Antoniomust “perforce…restore” Prospero’s dukedom to him(5.1.132-
34). The other acts of violence, byAntonio, Sebastian,Alonso, Caliban, Stephano or Trinculo,
either belong to the past or are abortive. Yet their actions are designated as crimes that require
punishmentwhile Prospero’s endeavours are legitimised in the name of justice. The play seems to
assess themoral componentof actions fromanobjective,neutral perspectivebut in effect it imposes
the viewpoint of Prosperoover that of others and encourages the audience/reader to do the same.

(b) and (c) : Miranda and Ferdinand
Miranda’s iconic function in theplay is similarly privileged.Her commodification to facilitate

colonial and patriarchal enterprise has been already commented on in the sections on
COLONIALISM andGENDERbut the construct of an ideal daughter/lover epitomisingmercy,
compassion and obedience also requires scrutiny. Prominent instances of Miranda’s naturally
sympathetic nature are her concern over the storm-tossed aristocrats and Ferdinand’s enforced
slavery.But it is interesting thatMiranda’s sympathiesaredirectedwhollyat theshipwreckednobility
whomshehas never seen, theplayprovides no instance of her sensitivity to thepredicamentof the
islanders, includingCaliban. She is also subject to a convenient amnesia that enables her to fall in
lovewith the son of her father’s enemymoments after she has wept overAlonso’s ill treatment of
Prospero. TheMiranda-Ferdinand courtship and betrothal can be read as an idyllic partnership
basedonequality.Miranda’spresence lightens thehardshipofbonded labour forFerdinand:

Thismymeantask
Wouldbe as heavy tome as odious, but
Themistresswhich I servequickenswhat’s dead,
Andmakesmy labours pleasures. (3.1.4-7)

Miranda isequally eager toundertake thebrutalphysical activityof log-bearing toprovide respite to
the weary prince : “If you’ll sit down, / I’ll bear your logs the while” (3.1.23-24). She has never
offered to do the same for Caliban. The contrast between authorized and illicit relationships is
underscored by placing the two wooers of Miranda - Ferdinand and Caliban - in the same
predicament.Bothare enslavedbyProsperoand subjected to rigorous toil but Ferdinand’s innate



civility is borneout byhiselaborate courting that emphasisesunconditional surrender andmutual
love : “Myheart fly toyour service, there resides /Tomakeme
slave to it” (3.1.65-66).Caliban’s predatory lust that seeks no
prior permission highlights the absence of both nature and
nurture. Interestingly,Ferdinand’s claimoverMiranda ischarted
intermsoflinguisticaffinity.MirandastrugglestoteachCaliban
her languagebutFerdinand’s surprised exclamationonhearing
her speak - “My language ? Heavens !” (1.2.429) - denotes a
compatibilityofthoughtandexpressionoccasionedbysimilarity
of race, status and civilisation. They belong to a worldwhich
willforeverremainalientoCaliban.
Focus on the young, handsome,well-matched pair however,

obscures thebasic inequality constituting their relationship.Ferdinand’s choiceof hismate is based
onworldly experience: he has encountered and courted numerous accomplished women and can
see thatMiranda supersedes themall:

Forseveralvirtues
HaveI likedseveralwomen;neverany
Withso full soulbutsomedefect inher
Didquarrelwith thenoblest grace sheow’d,
Andput it to the foil.
But you,O you,
So perfect and so peerless, are created
Of every creature’s best. (3.1.42-48)

Miranda’s love, on the other hand, is allowed no choice and springs from ignorance. Her
negotiations with the opposite sex is limited to a lecherous half-beast and an imperious father;
Ferdinand is her first encounter with an eligible male. Her lack of experience conforms to the

stereotype of the innocent virgin, highly rated in themarriage
market, but it also makes her susceptible to mistakes in her
selection of a life-partner. Her faulty judgement comes to the
fore in the last act when she clubs all the newcomers as
“beauteous mankind” belonging to a “brave new world”
(5.1.183-84) with breathless wonder, unable to distinguish

between themoral fibre of aGonzalo and anAntonio.Deficient discerning abilitiesdoesnot auger
well fora queenor awife, roles thatMirandawillhave to fulfil in the immediate future.Theproblem
is compoundedbyMiranda’s readiness to play thedevoted spouse to thehilt : Ferdinand can cheat
her asmuch as he likes and shewill gladly deny the deception. Prospero has indeed fashioned an
idealdaughter/wife/queenwhosedesiresneveroverstepherfather’sdesign(shedutifullyfallsinlove
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with the man Prospero designates for her); who promises unconditional surrender to her future
husband and becomes the docile medium of the transference of power, both in the colonial and
national context. The outcome of the lovers’ union very clearly demarcates the difference between
the sexes - while Ferdinand is promised future sovereignty of two leading Italian cities,Mirandawill
merelybe required toproduceyoungFerdinands insteadonCalibans.

(d) : Caliban
See relevant sections of THEMES (NATURE/ NURTURE, ORDER/ DISORDER,

COLONISINGTHEOTHER)andLANGUAGE(LINGUISTICCOLONISATION).

CONCLUSION
The Tempest is a play that emphasises the significance of nurture, benevolent and enlightened

rule, the folly of rebellionand treacheryas seen from the viewpoint of thewhiteEuropeanmale.But
italsoallowscritical scrutinyof thisperspectivebyaccommodating theviewpointof thevanquished
orenslavedcharacters likeCalibanandAriel.Attention tosuchfaultlines that aboundwillenableus
toview theplay inways thatmake sense in our owncontext.Weneed to investigate the exorcising
ofmatriarchalauthorityand theobjectificationofMiranda that legitimises theoperationsofpatriarchy,
themystification of the colonial regime as an educative and civilizing project, the construct of a
master language and class that relegates all alternatives to a subordinate position. The issue is not
what theplaysays,butwhy.Unravelling thepoliticsof the text, the ideology that informsit,willhelp
uswrestmeanings from theplaywrittenby the leadingplaywright of a nation that had colonisedus
forover threehundredyears.That these interpretationsmightnotcoincidewithmainstreamreadings
will onlyprove that the empire can anddoeswrite/readback.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. WriteanoteonShakespeare’s characterization in theplayTheTempest.
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ASSIGNMENTS
Essay-type Questions:
1. Who is responsible for Prospero’s fall from power inMilan ?What lessons does he learn in
order to become a good ruler ?



2. Discusshowthenotionofpoliticaland socialhierarchyisproblematised inTheTempest.
3. Explainhowthethemeofeducationisrelatedto thethemeofnatureandnurtureinTheTempest,
with special reference toMiranda andCaliban.
4. Showhowthebinaries oforder / disorder function inTheTempest. Substantiate your answer
with textual references.
5. Trace the interrelationof illusionandreality inTheTempest.
6. Analyse the treatmentofmagic inTheTempest.
7. TheTempestendorsespatriarchybyminimisingorexorcising the roleofwomen.Comment.
8. Commenton thegeneric hybridityofTheTempest.
9. Examine thecomicsubplotofCaliban,Stephano,andTrinculocriticallyand itsparallelswith
themainplot.
10. Characters inTheTempest speak in different styles. Choosing any three characters from the
play statewhat you learn about eachof themfromthekindof language they speak ?
11. Compare and contrast the banquet masque (3.3) and the betrothal masque (4.1.) and their
thematic significance inTheTempest.
12. Consider the two scenes ofAct 1 as dramatic and narrativeprologues to the play.

ShortQuestions:
1. ExaminecriticallyGonzalo’sviewofanidealcommonwealth in2.1.150-67.
2. Why does Prospero refer toMiranda as “my foot” (2.2.12) ?
3. WhydoesCalibanrefuse to learnhismaster’s language?
4. WhydoAntonioandSebastianplan tokillGonzalo (andnoother courtier)alongwithAlonso
(2.1.290-93) ?
5. InAct 1, scene1,whydoesGonzalo thinkhewill survive the shipwreck?
6. Describethe initialmisunderstandingbetweenCalibanandStephanoandTrinculoduringtheir
firstmeeting (2.2).Why does it occur ?
7. Briefly summariseAriel’s secondsong, “Full fathomfive” inTheTempest (1.2.397-402).To
whom is it addressed ?What is its implication ?
8. When andwhydoes Prosperodecide to forgive his enemies ? (5.1.11-30)
9. Discuss thesignificanceof theEpilogue inTheTempest.
10. WhydoesMirandafeel that“mankind” is“beauteous” (5.1.183)? Isherobservationcorrect?
Give reasons for your answer.
11. WhydoesProspero enslaveFerdinand ?
12. WhatdistractsStephanoandTrinculo frommurderingCaliban inAct 4, scene 1 ?What light
does this shed on their character



BLOCK - II

UNIT - 5

WILLIAMSHAKESPEARE:MEASUREFORMEASURE

CONTENT STRUCTURE

UNIT5 (a): Introduction
UNIT5(b): Date of Composition andType of the Play
UNIT 5(c): Sources

OBJECTIVES:

Thismoduleseeks tocontinueexploring the rangeanddiversityofShakespeareanplays, taking
acloser lookat themes like ‘Justice’, ‘Mercy’, ‘Grace’, ‘Nature’, ‘Creation’ and‘Death’ asoperative
in the arenaof JacobeanEnglish society.TogetherwithTheTempest,Measure forMeasurewould
help students engagewithShakespeareandrama thoroughly.

UNIT 5 (a): INTRODUCTION
Thismodulewill helpyouunderstandoneof themost difficultandvariously interpretedplaysof

Shakespeare.Althoughmost of theproblemsposed in theplay,which itself is calleda problemplay,
havebeendiscussedhere ina style intelligible to studentswhoareapproaching theplay for the first
time. Emphasis must be given on reading the sent so that the students offering distant mode of
educationcanhave a graspof the textual analysispertaining to the important issues arisingout of the
play. Indeed thebestway of using the studymaterial is to read it after at least one readingof the text
froma standardedition, such as theArdenShakespeare editionof theplaymentioned at the end.

UNIT 5(b): DATE OF COMPOSITION AND TYPE OF THE PLAY

Measure forMeasurewas first performed on the 26thDecember 1604. It was first printed in
the Folio of 1623.Textually,Measure forMeasure alongwithThe Tempest, The TwoGentlemen
Of Verona and The Merry Wives Of Windsormake up a group. The Tempest andMeasure For
Measure are also providedwith the same place with a stated locale- ‘An un-inhabited Island’and
‘Vienna’ respectively.Measure ForMeasure belongs to that period of Shakespeare’s dramatic
careerwhenhewrotehisbitter comediesnamelyAll’sWell ThatEndsWell,MeasureForMeasure,
and Troilus And Cressida and the tragedies like Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear,
Macbeth, Anthony And Cleopatra, Coriolanus and Timon Of Athens. This was the period of
Shakespeare’smaturity.



(c) : SOURCES
The themesofmost Shakespeare’s playswereborrowed fromdifferent sources. Shakespeare

had re-shaped the borrowedmaterials to his own dramatic needs.The primary story ofClaudio’s
offence,Angelo’s infamous bargain and breach of pledge, and lsabella’s appeal to the Dukewas
taken from the ltalian authorGiraldi Cinthio’sHecatommithi (1565).GeorgeWhetstone first used
Cinthio’s story as the plot of his playPromos andCassandra (1578).Measure ForMeasurewas
muchcloser toWhetstone’splayin respectof its structure.ShakespearegreatlysimplifiedWhetstone’s
elaborate settings and removedmany of hisminor characters. The part of Phallax inWhetstone’s
playwaseliminated, and the innerconflictswerepresentedentirely through themediumof soliloquy.
Whetstone’s Shrieve was developed into Escalus, and Whetstone’s jailor into the Provost in

Shakespeare’s play. Shakespeare also took overWhetstone’s
sub-plot, but re-handled it freely. He substituted Mistress
Overdone for Lamia and Pompey for Rosko, individualizing
thesecharacterswithhisnaturalcomicgenius,andaddingElbow,
FrothAbhorson, andBarnardine.Themost important change,
however,wasShakespeare’spresentationof Isabellaasanovice
ofthestrictorderofSt.Clare.Again,Angelo’sabuseofauthority
has its countless precedents in the long history of human
corruption, and similar tales of judicial infamy have doubtless
beentoldsincesocietybegan.Thestoryof theDisguisedRuler
also has affinitieswithworld folk-lore, and tales concerning

monarchswhowent about in secret amongst their people, discoveringabuses and rightingwrongs,
arewidely diffused inplace and time.The themeof the substitutionof onepartner for another is also
quite common.Marian’s part inMeasureForMeasure, however, is closelyanalogous toDiana’s in
All’s Well That Ends Well.

The primary source of Measure for

Measure was Giraldo Cinthio’s

Hecatommithi. But Shakespeare

reshapedthe borrowed material for his

own dramatic needs-e.g. he handled the

subplot freely, individualized the

characters like Mistress Overdone and

Pompey with his own natural genius,

presented Isabella as
novice.



UNIT- 6

MainCharacters
CONTENT STRUCTURE

UNIT 6(a): Cast of Characters
UNIT 6(b): The Story in Brief

(a) : CAST OF CHARACTERS
MainCharacters:

Vicentio, theDuke ofVienna,wasmodelled uponKing James himself. LikeKing James, the
Duke in this play shuns publicity and tries to avoid the loud applause and greetings of the crowds.
Besides,KingJames’s generalprinciples, a numberofhispersonal traits alsowent into theportrayal
of theDuke in theplay. For instance, Jameswas as sensitive to personal slander as theDuke in the
play is.However, theDukewas not an exact copy of James l.

Angelo, theDeputy,waschosenby theDuke togovern thecountryduring theDuke’s absence.
Initially he appeared to be an extremely strict man in enforcing laws.Apparently thought to be a
sexlessman free fromall carnal desires, he nourished a deep longing for lsabella and admitted that
his sexual appetite had keenly been aroused by lsabella. Finally he confessed his guilt and was
punished.

Claudio arrest led to the actual complications of the play. Claudio wanted his sister to meet
Angeloandplead forapardonforClaudio.EvenafterknowingAngelo’sbargain thathewillpardon
Claudio’s lifeonly if his sister yieldedher virginity to him.Claudiourgedhis sister to complywith
Angelo’swish and thus save her brother’s life.

lsabella, Claudio’s sister, decided to renounce the world. She had the power of speechwhich
movedAngelo.Shewasdeterminednot tosurrenderhervirginity toAngeloevenafterherbrother’s
appeal.SheaccusedAngelobut finallyshowedmercyonAngelohearingMariana’splea.

Escalus, an ancient Lord,waswell-versed in the theory and practice of government andwas
fullyacquaintedwith thenatureof thepeople in thecountryandwith thepoliticalandsocial customs
aswellaswiththemanner inwhichthecountryshouldbeadministered.

Juliet, the lady-love ofClaudio,was a passive and submissive girl. She hadbeen carried away
byher ownyouthful passionandgot entangled inan unsavoury situation.Her pregnancy led to the
complications in thedrama.However, she had enough courage in heart to face the disgracewhich
she hadbrought uponherself.

Marianawasagentle andpliablegirl.Shedidnot resistwhenshewas askedby lsabella and the
Duke to go and sleepwithAngelo in order to satisfy that man’s lust. She was finally betrothed to
Angelo. She entreated theDuke to pardonAngelo.



Lucio, the fantastic, was regarded as a strangely eccentric man with a rather unbalancedmind and
onewhowasinclinedto indulgeinextravagantbehaviourandirresponsible talk.

Supporting Characters:
(a) FriarThomasor Friar Peter— the Justice.
(b) Francisca—anunwhomlsabellaaskedwhatprivileges the inmatesenjoy inaconvent.
(c) Provost, a kindheartedman, sympathetic toClaudioandJuliet also.
(d) Pompey, servant toMistressOverdone.Hewas oneof the comic characters in the play.
(e) MistressOverdone, a Bawd. She owed this name to the fact that she hadmarried asmany as
nine (one after theother, of course).Shewas intended as a comic character but hardlyprovided any
mirthandamusement.
(f) Elbow, a simpleconstable.Hismalapropismwas a sourceof comedy.
(g) Barnardine,a dissoluteprisoner.

(b) : THE STORY IN BRIEF
The story takes place inVienna, and it opens with the Duke planning to leave the city. He is

entrusting itsgovernment tohisdeputies, to anold lordEscalusandAngelo.TheDuke,meanwhile,
doesnot intend to leaveViennaat all, but to staywithin thecity in thedisguiseof a friar to see things
work out underAngelo’s rule.

Angelo, as chiefdeputy, is determined to reform the city.He is sure that theonlyway topurify
the city is to enforce every law to the utmost severity. He is amanof complete rigidity, which is a
dangerous quality in amagistrate.His first victim is Claudiowhowas hoping tomarry Juliet. But
before themarriagecould takeplace, Julietgot pregnant.Under the lawsofViennaClaudio’s crime
is punishable by death, although severe crimes are happening everyday. StillAngelo is rigid and
Claudiomust diewithin threedays. InClaudio’s eyes, his relationwith thegirlwasa ‘truecontract’
and his crime is not a serious one. Claudio decides to ask his sister lsabellawho is about to enter a
convent for help.

Isabella is awomanof rigid purity and she feels that her brother has committed a grave sin.On
theotherhand, she lovesher brotherdearly, and she iswilling togo toAngeloandplead forher life.
Shepresents herself beforehim toplead her brother’s case. She is not accustomed to pleading and
moreover she herself thinks that her brother has sinned. However, she pleads eloquently for her
brother’s cause.

Angelo ismovednotby lsabella’s eloquenceorbyherprayers.He fallsviolently in lovewithher
and tells her to comeback the followingday. lsablla returnsandAngelooffershis bargain. If shewill
give herself tohimfor onenight, hewill spareClaudio.

Thehorrified Isabella refusesand is sure thatClaudiowouldvaluehis sister’s honourmore than
his own life. She goes to the prison to tell her brotherwhatAngelo has suggested and expects that
Claudiowill refuse suchproposals.ButClaudio is onlyhuman.Heurges lsabella ‘‘Sweet sister, let
melive.”



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Brieflynarrate thestoryof Measure forMeasure.

lsabella is a woman of no imagination and she cannot understand her brother’s cowardice. She
wouldwillingly havedied in his place.She herself is not afraid of death andshewill not commita sin
for anyone.

The Duke, still disguised as a friar, has come to Claudio’s cell and overhears the whole
conversation.Headmires lsabelladeeplyandsolves the riddle.
He tells her aboutMariana,whowas betrothed toAngelo.But
since she losther dowry,Angelo refused tomarryher. She still
lovesAngelo,andtheDukesuggests that shecanbesubstituted
forlsabellaandsenttoAngeloinherplace.Isabellagladlyagrees
andtellsAngelothatshewillmeethimthatnight.
By the time the Duke goes to Mariana. lsabella comes to

themwith thenews that everythinghas beenarranged.Angelo
hasgivenherthekeystohisgarden.Themeetingwilltakeplace

atmidnight.Marianaagreesgladly to the substitution, sinceas theDukesays, thepre-contract she
hadwith him gives her all the rights of a wife. ButAngelo, afraid of a possible vengeance from
lsabella’s brother, sendsword to thewarden thatClaudio is to bebeheaded andhis head shouldbe
broughttohim.Thereisanotherconvictunderthesentenceofdeathintheprison.TheDukesuggests
thathisheadbesent toAngelo insteadofClaudio’s.Butwhentheprisoner is calledbefore themhe
refuses to cooperate.Fortunately, a notoriouspirate dies in theprison, andhis headcanbe sent to
Angelo instead. TheDuke thensendsword toAngelo thathe isnearViennaandplanningapublic
returnto thecity.HewantsAngelo’sdownfall tobecomplete.Hehideshimselffromupright lsabella
thatherbrotherisstillalive.TheDukecomesback.Asdirectedbythefriar, lsabellaaccusesAngelo
infrontof thepublic.Shetells thewholestory,hidingonlythesubstitutionpart.TheDukepretends
not to believe the charge againstAngelo.Mariana comes forward and tells the rest of the story.
Angelosaysthewholethingisa plotagainsthimbysomeenemy.TheDukeorders thewomentobe
punishedandhe leaves the stage only to comeback as the friar.As a friar he is able to speak to the
twowomen,he, in turn, is about tobe sent toprisonwhenhisdisguise ispulledoff.Angelorealises
hehas lost.TheDukeorders him tomarryMariana and thenhewill bebeheaded.Marianapleads
for has life, and so does lsabella forMariana’s happiness. SinceClaudio has not been executed,

Angelo is forgiven.TheDuke then turns to lsabellaandasksher tomarryhim.

Isabella, though feeling that her brother

has committed a grave sin bymaking Juliet

pregnant, goes to Angelo and pleads for

his brother’s life. But Angelo falling in

love with Isabella offers her a bargain—

She has to come to him for one night and

he will spare her brother, but Isabella
denies.



UNIT-7
Form of the Play

CONTENT STRUCTURE
UNIT 7: Form of the Play

(a): FORM OF THE PLAY
Measure For Measure has been variously described as a dark comedy, a problem play, a

thesis play.Many also consider it amingled drama.The form ofMeasureForMeasure is a close
blend of tragic and comic elements so carefully patterned as to suggest a conscious experiment in
themedium of tragi-comedy. InCompendio della Poesia Tragicomica (1601), the ltalian critic
Guarini defined tragi-comedyasa closeblendor fusionof seemingdisparities, taking from tragedy
its great characters, but not its great action, a likely story, but not a true one; delight, not sadness,
danger, not death, and taking from comedy laughter that was not dissolute, modest attractions, a
well-tiedknot, a happyreversalandaboveall thecomicorderof things.ThedesignofMeasureFor
Measure has the blend of the serious and the comic, extreme peril and happy solution, mixed
characters and ‘well-tied knot’. Structurally the play can be divided into halves. Through the first
part there was a progressive mounting of tension between contrary characters and conflicting
principles,withnomore than theenigmatichopeofa solutionofferedby thecontinuingpresenceof
the Duke on the scene of events. At the point of total deadlock in Act III scene I, the motion is
reversedby theDuke’sdirect intervention.Fromthispointonwards theDuke, inhispartofmoderator,
isengaged tirelessly in ‘passing fromside toside’, ‘workingamongst contraries.’ andshapinganew
coursefor thedrama.Accordingly theplayendswithpardon insteadof punishment,marriage instead
ofdeath, reconciliationofenemies,harmony, and‘aboveall, thecomicorderof things.

InMeasureForMeasuremingled drama generally appears as a dark comedy but its affinity
with tragedy makes it darker than a tragi-comedy as it is commonly understood. A dark
comedy ispervaded by a general gloom. It is still a play with a happy ending, and it contains
also several amusing scenes and episodes, with some display of wit and humour ; but the comic
elements in such a play are pushed into the background by the tone and atmosphere of
seriousness and gravity.Besides, the comic elements in such a play seems to have been written
in a pessimistic and evencynical mood. Measure For Measure is such a play along with All’s
Well That Ends Well andTriolus and Cressida. Measure For Measure is the darkest of the
three plays.

Oneof theprominent themes inMeasureForMeasure is theevil inhumannature.Theauthor’s
vision of evil in human beings lends to the play a dark and somber colouring, which is the play’s
principal feature.Theauthor seems tohavedepictedhumannature in this play inabitter andcynical
mood.There are two possible reasons for this gloom.According to one view the gloom in these
plays resulted from the author’s own state of mind at the time he wrote these plays. These plays
seem to reveal Shakespeare’s own self-laceration, weariness, discord, cynicism and disgust.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1.Commenton the formof theplay.

Thus, according to this view, the three dark comedies were the consequence of a psychological
crisis which Shakespeare underwent during this period of his dramatic career when he also wrote
his great tragedies.According to another view, the theory of the personal crisis of Shakespeare and
his personal sorrows is to be dismissed as mythical. This second view traces the darkness of these
plays to the spiritual exhaustion of the Jacobean age to the dread of death and horror of life, to the
all comprehending doubt, and to the utter disgust which resulted in a touching of the lowest depths
of Jacobean negation. The third view rejects both the views stated above. It finds the play to be
sound to the core, and to be profoundly Christian in spirit. The other elementmuch talked about is
the excess of sex displayed in these dramas and an atmosphere of voluptuousness with its repulsive
characters and bawdy language. These comedies, as Charlton put it, are full of greasy matter and
theyare apt to evokea complex response and a plethoraof critical interpretations.



CONTENT STRUCTURE
UNIT 8 (a): Justice and Mercy
UNIT 8 (b): Grace and Nature
UNIT 8 (c): Creation and

Death
Suggested Reading
Assignment

UNIT - 8
THEMES

The following section describes the treatment of the themes of Justice and Mercy,
Grace andNature, Creation andDeath.

(a) : Justice and Mercy
Thepolarity of justice andmercywas not only amatter for theological speculation, but also a

crucial issue tosociety.The titleMeasureForMeasure remindsusof averse in theSermon that had
becomeproverbial : ‘‘withwhatmeasureyemete, it shall bemeasured toyouagain.’’Again, justice
can be done by human beings to human beings.A true ruler or a judge was not the most holy or
zealous ofmen, but hewhose reason andmoderationexalted himabovemerepity andpassion.As
humanbeinghewasobliged, likeallmen, to showallmercyand forgive trespasses.But inhis office
hewas expected to function as deputies of god on earth, exercising underGod, the divine right to
judge and condemn.The ‘demi-god authority’ thus balanced between the opposites of justice and
mercy. Justice is theclear themein theplay, althoughit isnot alwayscertainwhatconclusionsabout
justice theplaydraws.There is awidediversityof critical opinionwith regard to thekindof justice
that prevails inMeasureForMeasure.Critics likeColeridge, Swinburne felt deeply annoyedwith
thekindof justice that is done in theplay,whileothers likeHazlitt defend theplayas exhibitingnot
legal justicebut justice temperedwithmercy.WilsonKnightbuildsupa laborious thesis to showthat
the play is rooted in the Gospels, that an atmosphere of Christianity pervades the play, that the
Duke’s ethical attitude is identicalwith that of JesusChrist, and that the playmust be studied in the
light ofGospel teaching.

The law is also inextricably intertwinedwith the issuesof justice, to the extent that the twocan
hardly be separated.Claudiohas committed a sin in the eyes of law, but in termsof commonsense
it is wholly excusable, and hence not a sin. Both lsabella andAngelo judge Claudio too harshly.
Isabella comes to her senses, andAngelo has to become a sinner himself before he can understand
thepredicament of someone likeClaudio.

It is possible to see in theplaya suggestion that allmen are guilty, and that, therefore,mercy is
a right for all people. This certainlyhelps to explain the leniencywithwhichAngelo is treated, and
theattitudeof forgiveness towardsClaudio is evident almost from the startof theplay.Theneed for
mercyinaworldinwhichallareguiltymustalsoexplainthecondemnationof IsabellaandAngelo’s



over-simple view of morality and judgement and give an ironical point to the conflict that later
develops between them. In the hands ofAngelo the law is somethingwhich all human beingsmust
serve;but theplayshowsthat it is thelawwhichshouldserveallhumanity,not theotherwayround.
The debate betweenAngelo and lsabella has been described as ‘The Contention of Justice and
Mercy’, presenting the conflict between the ‘old law’ and ‘new’. The outcomeof the debate is not
theoverthrowof one absolute by another but a breakdownof personal integrity andof social order
which this sustains.

Thereasonsfor thebreakdownwereimplicit in theRenaissanceviewofauthority. In aChristian
commonwealth, justice andmercywere not contenders, but joint supporters of the throne.On the
secular plane, therewas neither ‘Old Law’ nor ‘New’, but the law of the land, administered in the
last resort by the sovereignhimself, a human-being elected to rulewith reason and temperance by
the grace ofGod. Isabella’s demand for judges to practiseGod’smercywas, in the createdworld,
the counterpartofAngelo’s claim to practisedivine-justice;of both itmight be said, ‘Tis set downso
in heaven, but not in earth.’ IfAngelo’s zeal for the eradication of sin was potentially a threat to
human survival, Isabella’s scorn for authority struck at the bases of order onwhich human society
rested.Theanalogyhasoftenbeendrawnbetween lsabella’s apeal toAngeloandPortia’s toShylock.
But it breaksdown inviewof the fact thatShylock, unlikeAngelo,wasa private individual, and, as
such, bound to showmercy. However, between the extremes of justice and mercy the Duke, ‘a
gentlemanof all temperance’, stands as amediator.

(b) : Grace and Nature
Measure forMeasure steers clear of theological disputes as to the relativemerits of grace and

good works – ‘grace is grace’, Lucio declares, ‘despite of all controversy’ — but it is plainly
concerned with the broader humanist problem of coordinating the spiritual and natural forces of
personality forman upon earth.The special measure of grace bestowed upon rulers should not be
directed inwards to the cultivationof their own sanctity, virtues ‘must’go ‘forth’, otherwise, ‘were
allalike, as ifwehadthemnot’.Naturealsoenjoins theexerciseof function:she isa ‘thriftygoddess’
who lends tomanbywayof investment, requiringhimtouseaswellas enjoyhisphysicalgifts, that
the stockof natural wealthmight be enhanced.

(c) : Creation and Death
Whether accident or design, Shakespeare chose a parallel situation inMeasureForMeasure.

The parents of Isabella and Claudio are dead; upon the marriages of the brother and sister the
continuity of their house depends; yet thebeginning of theplayone is about to enter a convent and
theother to die forbegettinga child.Fundamental to all issuesof political justiceandprivatemorality
was the categoricalnecessity for humansurvival.Reformation thinkers regarded theprecept ‘increase
andmultiply’as the first of thedivinecommandmentsenjoineduponAdamafter the fall andrepeated
toNoah after the flood.

SinfulprocreationwasseenbyAngeloas tantamount tomurder.While the latterwas the theftof
a life fromnature, the formerstole thedivine image, thesoulofmanfromheaven.Murderwasnot



only a theft from nature but also a violation of man’s divinely appointed right to life. Procreation,
however, stole from neither nature nor God. ‘Heaven’s image’ could not be spuriously put into the
world since human souls,whether in nature or in heaven, remained always in the divine keeping.On
thepolarity of creation anddeath, all the issues ofMeasureForMeasureultimately turn.Throughout
the play the theme is tirelessly reiterated. Juliet, in the play, is about to bear a child. Lucio’s drab,
too, was ‘with child by him’.Against this, Claudio ‘must die’. Barnardine ‘must die’. Angelo is
sentenced to death, and Lucio, to whipping and hanging, before they are reprieved;Abhorson, the
hangman, is a visible presence of death.

SUGGESTED READING
1. Text ofMeasureForMeasure :TheArdenEdition,Ed J.W.Lever.
2. Case book : Ed by C. K. Stead.
3. Shakespeare’s ProblemPlays : PeterUre
4. Shakespeare’sMeasureForMeasure : byMaryLascelles
5. Shakespeare : The Dark Comedies to the Last Plays : R.A. Foakes.

ASSIGNMENT
1. MeasureForMeasure as a tragic-comedy.
2. “InMeasureForMeasure justice is buffeted, outraged, struck in the face.”—Comment.
3. CriticallycompareAngeloandtheDuke.
4. Criticallyanalysetheroleoflsabella.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Write anoteon the themesof Justiceandmercy, of grace andnature, andof creation

and death in this play.



BLOCK III
UNIT - 9

VOPLONEBY BEN JONSON
CONTENT STRUCTURE :
SUB UNIT I (a): Introduction
SUBUNIT I (b): Let’s SumUp
SUB UNIT II (a): Jonson’s Classicism
SUBUNIT II (b): Jonson’s Life andWorks
SUBUNIT II (c):Text and Performance

OBJECTIVES
Having had a brief glimpse into two Shakespearean plays in the two previous chapters, we

now turn our attention to another dramatic luminary of the period - Ben Jonson -
acknowledged byDrydenas“themorecorrectpoet”.While theRenaissanceopenedneweravenues
for soul-searching, it simultaneously rekindled the flames of Classical study. Jonson for whom
“the classical formula came first” requires thorough study alongside Shakespeare in order to
grasphow theRenaissanceworldviewaccommodatedClassicalconventiontogetherwithhumanism.

I (a): INTRODUCTION
BenJonsonsawhimself,andwasseenbymanyofhiscontemporaries,asadramatistoccupying

a unique position among sixteenth and early seventeenth centuryEnglish dramatists, a fact simply
and memorably acknowledged in the words engraved on the marble square over his grave in
WestminsterAbbey : ‘O rareBen Jonson’.Yet Jonson’s uniqueness does not lie in his adoption of
the role of a professional playwrigtht, for he followed the example ofmanyothermenof the time,
evenwell-educatedpeople like the‘universitywits’, in turningtoplay-writingfor thepopular theatres
thatwerecomingup inLondonand its suburbs.LikeMarlowe,GreeneandLyly, Jonsongravitated
towards the theatre because more traditional career opportunities were not available. Like
Shakespeare, Jonsonbecamean actor-playwright, thoughhewrote plays for several companies of
actors,workingperhapsasa free-lancerinsteadofbeingpermanentlyattachedtoanyonecompany.

Jonson’suniqueness lies in thekindof comedywhichhewroteandwhich,he convincedhimself
and never tired of persuading others, was completely different from the plays written by his
contemporaries. Jonsondidnot immediately findhis owndistinctivevoice, however, for he started
his writing career with plays which could not have been very different from the common run of
dramatic entertainments of the time; he also collaboratedwith other playwrights to churn out both
comedies and tragedies. These early plays are lost, but it has been suggested that since theywere
not very different from the commondramaticworks of the time, Jonson suppressed them to give
greater substance to the imageofhimself as awriterwhodeliberatelywent against prevailing tastes.
Jonsondidprovehisoriginality,however,withhis first stagesuccessEveryManinHisHumour.



As the Prologue added to the revised version of the play (published in the 1616 Folio of Jonson’s
works)asserts, theplaywrightwasdetermined to turnhisbackoncontemporarydramaticpractice

and avoid the ’11 customs of the age’. The Folio title page
carried a Horatian motto which aptly expresses Jonson’s
independence of spirit: ‘content with a few readers, I do not
labour that the crowdmay admireme’. The prologue toEvery
Man inHisHumouralso indicates clearly that Jonson’s theory
ofcomedywasessentiallyclassical, thoughweshoulddowell

to remember that his comedywas also indebted to nativeEnglish dramatic traditions like those of
themoralityplay, trickster comedyandcitizendrama. Jonsondidnot actually create the distinctive
kind of comedy known as the comedy of humours, for Chapman’sAnHumourous Day’sMirth
wasthe firstEnglishcomedyinwhichmanyof thecharactersare identifiedwitha dominant‘humour’
ormood,verymuchlike‘mania’ inmodernpsychological idiom, though the theoryofhumourswas
medieval inorigin andaphysiological explanationofcharacter
traits.Accordingtothis theory,animbalanceofthe fourhumours
or bodily fluds – blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile –
gave rise to a dominant temperament. Jonson and his
contemporariesused the term‘humour’torefer tovariouskinds
of eccentricities and affectations as well as obsessions which
often assume monstrous proportions. In this last sense, the
conceptionof ‘humour’has somerelevanceeven toJonson’s later comedies.Thehumours theory is
alsoparticularlywell suited to Jonson’ssatiricaimofholdingupfor ridiculevariouskindsof irrational
behaviour.

Jonson thuswas not the first playwright to adopt the form of the comedy of humours, but he
madesomedistinctivecontributionsto the form.First,heextendedthescopeof the formby including
within it elements derived fromnon-dramatic satire, especially that ofHall,Marston,Donne and
Nashe.The traits of behaviour andpersonality ridiculedby these satirists aremorevividly depicted
and acquire greater dramatic vitality in Jonson’s plays. Secondly, Jonson’s satiric norms are clearer
and stricter than those of his contemporaries and predecessors, just as his exposure of follies and
affectationswasmoremerciless.His ‘humours’ characters are usuallypunishedso severely that it is
sometimes felt that the punishment exceeds the norms of comedy. The question has often been
raised about the way both the knaves and the gulls are punished in Volpone. Thirdly, Jonson’s
condemnationof the ‘humorous’ characters is farmoreexplicit thanwhatwe find inChapman,who
oftenpresentsaffectationsas amusingrather thanpunishable.Theamusedcontemplationofhuman
follyand its acceptanceas a factof thehumancondition,whichwefind inShakespeare’s comedies,
were alien to Jonson’s aims as a dramatist. Jonson’s chief aimas a dramatistwas to ridicule follies
andaffectations,andin this respecthewasfollowingthe traditionofclassicalsatiriccomedy.Jonson’s
intention to followa coursedifferent fromthatofmostof his contemporaries, includingShakespeare,
ismoreevident in his later comedies, beginningwithEveryMan inHisHumour, a playwhich he
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characterised in the Induction as ‘strange, and of a particular kind by itself, somewhat, like Vetus
Comoedia, [that is, Greek Old Comedy]. The only practitioner of Old Comedy whose plays have
survived isAristophanes and even in his case only eleven have survived,while the plays of two other
practitioners of this form of comedy whose names we know – Cratinus and Eupolis – survive in
fragments. Jonsonmust have found a close affinity between his comic aim of driving the ‘humours’
characters out of their affectations and the aggressive spirit ofAristophanic comedy. Other classical
authors whom Jonson admired and followed are Pindar, Horace,Martial, Juvenal, Persius, Plautus,
Terence and Quintilian. He saw their works not as products of a remote culture but as sources of
wisdom and critical guidance for a serious writer seeking to offer a criticism of contemporary life.
Jonson never imitated these authors uncritically, but adapted classical rawmaterials to contemporary
social and politicalmores. The truths gleaned by him from the classical authorswere enriched by his
own shrewd and accurate observation of life. (Any annotated edition of Volpone will make you
awarenot onlyof the numerous classical reminiscences in the playbut of Jonson’s creative application
of themes and ideas from classical authors to contemporary conditions). It is, therefore, appropriate
that Jonson’s classicism should be regarded as themost easily recognizablemark of his comic art.
But an over-emphasis on this undoubtedly important aspect of his distinctive geniusmight lead us to
ignoreboth his habitual independence ofmind and his frequent use of nativeEnglish traditions. In the
Introduction to Every Man out of His Humour Jonson argues that modern writers of comedy
should alter the form to suit the requirements of the age just as the ancient classical authors did.
Indeed, in his great middle comedies, such as Volpone and The Alchemist, he went beyond both
ancient andmodern authors by creatively adapting classical themes and conventions. InEveryMan
out of His Humour andCynthia’s Revels he extended the comedy of humours into a unique form
of ‘comical satire’, a phrase that aptly sums up the distinctive form and spirit of most of Jonson’s
comedies. Satirewas the natural bent of hismind and it was reinforced by his intimate knowledge of
classical satiric comedy. Indeed, his comical satires were often too anti-authoritarian and following
the example ofAristophanes, too libellous to be tolerated by the rigid censorship laws of England.
He did not enjoy the freedom ofAristophanes to pillory his contemporaries and therefore several of
his works provoked difficulties with the authorities. He was also involved in a mutual and bitterly
recriminatorysatiricquarrelwithsomeofhis fellowwritersandthisphaseofEnglishdramatichistory is
known as theWar of the Theatres. Jonson also had a lofty conception of poetry and of himself asan
advocate of the high poetic art, a conception which repeatedly led him to denounce lesser poets
whom he contemptuously dismissed as ‘poetasters’. He believed, moreover, that a satirist should
have a didactic aim. It has been aptly remarked that for him aesthetics was finally at the service of
ethics. Sidney had argued in his Apology for Poetry that the ideal comedy should be didactic and
this observation, likemany other pronouncements of Sidney in that treatise, exactly echoes Jonson’s
preoccupations.ThusSidney emphasised that not only shouldcomedybe an ‘imitationof the common
errors of life’, but that these errors should be represented in themost ridiculous and scornfulway, so
that ‘it is impossible that any one beholder can be content to be such a one’. In these observations
wemayfindmuchofJonson’s aimandmethod inhisowncomedies.



Bydrawing onclassical sources andbyharnessinghis natural inclination and talent for satire as well
as his gift for poetry, Jonson wanted to create a new form of comedy, for which the most
appropriate descriptive phrase is ‘comical satire’. Jonson’s great middle comedies– Volpone, Epicene
and The Alchemist – are also, from one point of view, comical satires, far removed from the
romantic comedy with love as its main theme that Shakespeare and most of his contemporaries
practised. Jonson vehemently protested, moreover, against the non-naturalistic mode of much
contemporary comedy, prefering a realistic and original kind of comedywhich would present men
rather thanmonsters. Hewas opposed to the common violation of the classical unities of time, place
and action. In the prologue to Every Man in His Humour he makes it plain that he found the
theatrical conventions of the time absurdly unrealistic, leading to crude violations of the unities in
representing first a newly born childwho then ‘shoot[s] up, in one beard andweed/past three score
years’. Jonson himself wanted to follow the classical unities and forms, though he recognized the
need to adapt these to his own purposes. The action of Volpone takes place on a single day, not
becauseAristotle so required, but because Jonson needed speed and inevitability for his action. The
true dramatist, he averred, ‘will not run away from nature’ and should present before his audience
factsratherthanfantasy.In followingclassicalruleshewouldnot thereforfebeservile.In theprologue to
Volpone he declares, speaking of himself in the third person : ‘The laws of time, Place, persons he
observeth / From no needful rule he swerveth’. He did not consider the rule regarding unity of
action‘needful’ andsoheintroducedasub-plot.Hewasalsoaware that thepunishmentsmetedoutto
thegulls andknaves in theendmight apepear tomany toosevere andviolativeof the comic toneand
unityof impressionas itwas classically conceived.

(b) : Let us sum up
ThusJonsonwas right to thinkof himselfas different frommostof hiscontemporaries.Hemade

classical authors and classical rulesof drama the foundationof his comedy, thoughhe ‘Englished’his
classical sources in such away that they couldbe applied to contemporary conditions ofwhich he
wasoneof theshrewdest andmost accurateobservers.Though individual comedieshave their own
distinctivecharacteristics,most of Jonson’s comedies canbe aptlydescribedas comical satires.His
classical leanings, andhispredilection for satiremakehiskindofcomedycompletelydifferent from
romanticcomedywhichwas thechosenformformostofhiscontemporaries.

SUB-UNIT:II
JONSON’S CLASSICISM, LIFEANDWORKS,TEXTAND

PERFORMANCE

(a) : JONSON’S CLASSICISM
The significance of Jonson’s classicism for an assessment of his comic art has never been

questioned, though thewhole issue of his classical affiliations has been examined from different
pointsofview.EdmundWilsonviewsJonson’sclassicismasa ‘deadweight’whichmerelydragshis
work down; forWilson, Jonson’s frequent assertions of the importance of classical authors in
understandinghisownworkrevealhisawarenessofhisownlimitationsandhiseagernesstodignify



his achievement by invoking classical parallels. T. S. Eliot warned against the tendency to read
Jonson in themanner of ancient classical authorities, though he also emphasized the need of ‘study’
for a proper appreciation of the dramatist’s writings.The importance of classicism in studying Jonson
lies not only in his constant assertionof his ownGreek andRoman literary inheritance, but also in his
view of dramatic art. Jonson’s adoption of the ‘plain’ style a quality which distinguishes his work
from that ofmost of his contemporaries, is one importantway inwhichhis art ofwriting is shaped by
classical influence. Jonson consciously cultivated, in the manner of Horace, a style that is more
argumentative than rhetorical and shows greater consideration formatter than for words. But Jonson’s
classicismhelps to define not only his style but also his subjectmatter. Jonson’s concernwith ethical
issues, with the bases of the good life, is derived from the ‘Romanmoralists’- Seneca. Cicero and
Horace. The nature of thismoralist influence explains various features of Jonson’s plays, which at
first sight might appear merely eccentric- his method of characterization, his didactic aims, his
preference for certain kinds of plot, his self-conscious attempts to improve the audience’s tastes. It
is thismoralist biaswhich explains the crucial importance of the trial scene in Jonson’s comedies.As
has been already pointed out, Jonson’s use of classicalmodels never took the form of imitation and
wasmore like a creative assimilation. He was convinced of the relevance of classical attitudes and
ideas to Renaissance England. His classical allusions and quotations not only enrich the immediate
contexts but also extend the range and significance of such quotations by applying them to situations
and character types different from those in his sources. R. Peterson has aptly remarked that fullness
and digestion are the essential characteristics of this kind of imitation.While bad imitators always
fail to transform borrowedmaterials a writer like Jonson continually illuminates both the borrowed
ideas and the newcontexts towhich these ideas are applied.One other aspect of Jonson’s classicism
has been pointed out by Richard Dutton who argues that Jonson’s invocation of classical authority
was not simply amark of his literary conservatism but also an anxious search for authority, a search
that betrays theweak foundations of his own authority.The predominantly satirical thrust of Jonson’s
plays often led to conflictswith legal and political authorities. By invoking the authority of the ancient
classical authors and by defining his dramatic creed in terms of formalistic andmoralistic neoclassical
laws, Jonson sought to evade confrontation with the laws and authority of the state which tried to
curb unbridled self-expression. Dutton suggests that the clearest articulation of Jonson’s classical
creed in the ‘Dedicatory Epistle’ to Volpone can be taken to indicate that the classical principles
derived from ancient Greek and Roman authors mark out for literature a space that should be free
from the control exerted by Government agencies. Jonson’s classicism is thus not only a dialogue
betweenancientandmodernbutalsoameansofdealingwithpoliticalauthority.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Makeanassessmentof Jonson’s classicism.

(b): JONSON’S LIFE AND CLASSICISM
It is generally thought that Benjamin Jonsonwas born on 1 June 1572.His father, aminister,

died before his birth, as the dramatist told the Scottish poet,WilliamDrummond. The distinctive
spelling of his namewas the dramatist’s own contribution.Hismothermarried a bricklayer when
BenjaminwasaninfantandforhisearlyeducationBenwas indebtedtohis literatebutbynomeans



affluent stepfather. Themost significant part of his early educationwas his training at the prestigious
WestminsterSchoolwhere hewas taught byWilliamCamden, a great and learned teacher, who

exercised a profound influence on Jonson. The dramatist later
claimed that he owed to this teacher ‘All that I am in arts, all
that I know’. Camden introducedhim tomanyof theworks of
classical authorswhichproved tobeagreat formative influence
on hisworks. Jonson also toldDrummond that hewas ‘taken
from’hiseducationand‘put toanothercraft’.Though theexact
dateof thisdevelopment isnotknown, it isbelievedthat Jonson
completed this stage of his education before becoming an
apprentice of his stepfather’s bricklaying profession. He
therefore could not go for a university education. But his
apprenticeship was also interrupted and he became a soldier
involvedincombat in theNetherlands.Themilitarycareerdid

not contiue for long and in 1594, JonsonmarriedAnne Lewis.The number of his children is not
known, though contemporary records as well as Jonson’s Epigramsmention two dauthters and
three sons, all ofwhomdied inhis lifetime.Despite thebreach inhisapprenticeshipJonsonworked
as a bricklayer for some time and also became involved in the theatre, first as an actor and then as
a playwright ; his firstwork in the latter capacitywasTheCase is Altered.His collaborationwith
ThomasNashe produced the now lost Isle of Dogs, a satirical playwhichwas held to be seditious
and slanderous by thePrivyCouncill and forwhich Jonsonwas briefly imprisoned,Nashe having
fled toNorfolk.Afterhis release Jonsoncollaboratedonseveralplays for the theatremanagerPhilip
Henslowebetween1598and1599;noneof theplays has survivedandJonsonmadenoattempts to
preserve them, for reasons explained earlier (Section I).At the same time Jonson also composed
Every Man in His Humour for the Lord Chamberlain’s Men in 1598 and Every Man Out of his
Humour in the followingyear. Jonsonthenbecameembroiled inaduelwithGabrielSpencer,killing
the latter andescaping execution for thecapital offenceby pleading ‘benefit of clergy’, a provision
incontemporary lawwhichenableda literatepersontoescapehanging.Buthisgoodswere forfeited
andhewasbrandedon the thumbas amarkofhis crime.Themarkwas alsoawarning to the effect
that if Jonson committed the same offence again, he would be hanged. The confiscation of his
property left Jonsonpenniless, forcinghimtoborrowmoneyandwhenhe failed to repay thedebthe
was imprisoned.Hewas released in 1600 after he had somehowmanaged to repay the debt.

Duringhis imprisonment Jonsonconverted toCatholicism. In the context ofEngland in the last
decade of the sixteenth century, this was a rash move, for Catholics were generally suspected of
disloyalty and treason in Protestant England, especially after its skirmish with Catholic Spain in
1588.Religious faithwasseenasanexpressionofpoliticalbelief in a periodwhen religious conflict
was endemic. Jonson remained aCatholic for twelve years in this period of religious and political
tensions which culminated in the Gunpowder Plot (1605), an attempt by Catholics to blow up
Parliament alongwithKingJames I,whohadsucceededQueenElizabeth in1603.TheGunpowder
Plot failed, butCatholics became stillmore unpopular. It is therefore remarkable that despite his
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Catholicism and despite his frequent brushes with the Establishment because of his incisive and
trenchant satirical writings, Jonson emerged as the central figure in the literary and cultural scene of
the Jacobean period. But the Gunpowder Plot led to a series of repressive measures against the
Catholics and Jonson did not entirely escape suspicion. In 1606 Jonson was officially asked to
explain his failure to take Anglican Communion, as required by the law. These developments
prompted Jonson to abandon his Catholicism and by 1610 he had become anAnglican (a member
of the Church of England).While he was a Catholic, however, Jonson still enjoyed a measure of
court patronage, a fact which suggests that despite the general acceptance of the theory of the divine
rights of monarchs, the State did not wield absolute power and was not a monolithic entity. The
multiplicity of factions and the lack of integrationbetween different components of the rulingpower
account for the paradox that Jonson became an important cultural figure in the very same court
which also regarded him with suspicion. He became one of the writers whom the court favoured
with commissions for courtly entertainments, such asmasques, compositeworks consisting of dance,
drama, song and visual spectacle. Working with the talented court architect Inigo Jones, Jonson
produced someof the greatestmasques of the time.He also emerged as a very successful playwright
working for the public theatre and held in great esteemby the universities ofOxford andCambridge,
bothofwhichwere to conferonhimhonorarydegrees.TheKing’sMen, formerlyLordChamberlain’s
Men, performed Volpone in 1606 with great success, and the success was repeated by their
production ofTheAlchemist in 1610. In 1609 another of Jonson’s comedies, Epicene, orThe Silent
Woman, had been performed by theChildren of theQueen’s Revels.His two tragedies, Sejanus

and Catiline, did not however meet with the same degree of
popularappreciation. Jonsonhadearlierbeen involved inwhat
hascometobeknownas the‘Warof theTheatres’. InCynthia’s
Revels (1600) he had presented a satiric portrait of court life
and the characterof thenoblepoetCrites in that play is a thinly
disguisedversion of himself. This provoked a satiric rejoinder
byJohnMarston inhisplay,WhatyouWill.Anotherdramatist,
Thomas Dekker, joined the war with an uncomplimentary
portrait of Jonson in his Satiromastix or TheUniversity of the
Humorous Poet. Even before Dekker’s play could be
performed, Jonson launchedapre-emptive attackbyportraying
bothMarstonandDekkeras intellectuallyweakandassociating
themwith sub-literary productions. However, theWar of the
Theatresdidnot last long. Jonson’s associationwith the theatre
continuedtillalmosthisdeathin1637andhislaterplaysinclude

The Devil is an Ass, The Staple of News, The Magnetic Lady, A Tale of a Tub.

Two other events of Jonson’s life deserve brief mention. In 1616 hewas awarded an annual
pension of sixty six pounds by an order of theKing of England and thismade himEngland’s first
salaried laureate.His elevated statuswasconfirmedby thepublication, later in the sameyear, of his
collectedWorkswhichcontainedhismasques,hispoemsandhisplays,thoughit surprisinglyleftout
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his recent play, Bartholomew Fair, whichmodern criticism considers one of his greatest comedies.
The importanceof theWorks lies not simply in the fact that Jonson took the initiative in publishinghis
own writings when Shakespeare was apparently so indifferent to his literary fame that he did not
supervise the publication of any one of his plays, but rather in the novelty and uniqueness of the
enterprise. In this early modern period the idea that the plays of an English dramatist could be
accorded the status of Works, which were the province of classical writers, was not common.
Jonson’sWorks in fact invited such comments as the remark of a critic who thought it absurd that
‘the very plays of amodernpoet are called in printWorks’.

(c): Text and Performance
Oneofhiscontemporaries,ThomasDekker, tauntedJonsonforhisallegedslownessofcomposi-

tion, callinghima ‘nasty tortoise’inSatiromastix.ButVolponewascomposed in fiveweeksduring
thewinter of 1605-06 ; Jonson announceswith pride in thePrologue that ‘fiveweeks fully penned
it’. It was first performedbyShakespeare’s company, then known as theKing’sMen, at theGlobe
in February orMarch 1606. It was subsequently performed atOxford and Cambridge in 1606 or
1607.During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the playwas frequently performed, though
manyof its indecentandcoarsepassageswere sometimesomitted inperformance.Thesubplotwas
consideredby someeighteenth ecntury critics as an excrescence and almost totally dropped in the
1771 performance of the play at CoventGarden.No performance of the play is recorded between
1785and1921.Since1921 it has become themost frequently revivednon-Shakespearean play of
theRenaissanceor earlymodernperiod.Distinguishedtwentiethcenturyactors likeRalphRichardson,
AnthonyQuayle, Paul Scofield andBenKingsley appeared in the roles of Volpone andMosca in
some noteworthy productions of the play. In several of these productions the costume and
characterization strongly stressed the beast fable elements of the play; for example, in a 1968
production, theWould-beswere represented as parrots. Film and television adaptations aswell as
adaptations foroperaandmusicalcomedyattest to theplay’s enduringpopularity.

(d) VOLPONE

SYNOPSIS
Abare summary of the plot is given by Jonson himself in ‘TheArgument’, where he uses the

acrostic (as he also does in TheAlchemist), following the usual practice of Plautus. Volpone, a
magnifico, that is, a noblemanofVenice, is old,wealthyandchildless, thoughMoscahints later in the
play that thedwarf,Nano, theeunuch,Castrone and thehermaphrodite,Androgyno,whomakeup
his unnatural household, are his illegitimate children.Volponehasno relatives either andplotswith
his parasiteMosca to defraud a group ofmenwhose greed knows no bounds andwho are anxious
to inheritVolpone’swealth.These legacy-hunters are thegullswhose avarice leads themtobehave
like puppets in the hands of the knaves, Volpone andMosca. Each of the legacy hunters is told
separately byMosca that the former is going to inherit allVolpone’swealth,whileVolponehimself
pretends to be so seriously ill that he has to be constantly bedridden. The three would-be heirs-



Voltore, an advocate, Corbaccio, an old gentleman, and Corvino, a merchant-vie with each other in
showeringgifts on the apparently dyingVolpone.They are prepared to go further, as the plot gradually
reveals. Corbaccio is ready to disinherit his only son, Bonario, andmakeVolpone his heir. Corvino,
an absurdly jealous husband, has a beautiful wife Celia.Mosca’s account of her beauty prompts his
master to see Celia. He adopts the disguise of themountebank Scoto ofMantua and has a glimpse
of Celia at her window. Since Celia’s beauty provokes a strong desire for her in Volpone, Mosca
agrees to procure her for his master. Mosca persuades Corvino that Celia’s Company is what the
desperately ill Volpone needs to be restored to health and Corvino threatens, pleads with and
abuses his virtuous wife, and forces her to enter Volpone’s bedroom because Mosca has assured
himthatCorvinowill benamedVolpone’s heir.

MeanwhileMoscabringsCorbaccio’s sonBonario toVolpone’s house so that hecanoverhear
his father disownhim.Mosca alsoasksBonario to hidehimself in thehouse, and it is donewithout
Volpone’s knowledge. When Corbaccio arrives, Mosca tells him the lie that Bonario has been
lookingforhis fatherwithdrawnsword,determined tokill bothCorbaccioandVolpone.Thisclever
liemakesCorbacciomoredetermined to disinherit his son and he actually givesMosca hiswill in
whichVolpone is named as his sole heir. Celia,who has refused to obey her husband’s command
that she should shareVolpone’s bed, is sought to be seduced by the oldman, who thenmakes an
attempt to rape her. At this point Bonario comes out of his hiding place and rescues Celia. To
preventVolpone’s exposure byBonario,Mosca persuades Corvino andCorbaccio to go to court
andmake false accusations against bothBonario andCelia.Voltore is theire advocate and uses his
eloquence to convince themagistrates (Avocatori) that Bonario has an illicit affairwithCelia, that
they were caught in the act and that Bonario having come toVolpone’s house in order to kill his
father and having failed to find Corbaccio, dragged the mortally sick Volpone from his bed and
accused the latter of attempted rape. These allegations are supported by Corbaccio and Corvino,
andCelia andBonario are ordered to be taken into custody.

ButVolponewants to torment the legacyhunters further and thinksofnewmischief.Henames
Mosca ashisheir and spreads the false newsof hisowndeath.Thegreedygulls come toVolpone’s
house, each expecting to have been namedVolpone’s heir, and are furious whenMosca informs
them that he is now the sole heir. Volpone relishes the discomfiture of the fortune hunters as he
watches thewhole scene froma place of concealment. Still seeking to torment the legacy hunters,
Volponein thedisguiseof a courtofficialpursues themthrough the streetsofVenicepouring ridicule
on their extremegreedand total discomfiture.Thesenewdevelopmentsbringabout a change in the
legacy hunters’ plans and Voltore tells the court, just when Celia and Bonario are about to be
sentenced, that theyare innocent and thatMosca is theman to blame for everything.ButVoltore is
led into further absurdity when Volpone, still disguised as a court official, whispers to him that
Mosca’s master is verymuch alive and that Voltore continues to beVolpone’s heir. Voltore now
pleadswithgreat ingenuity thathe is susceptible to fitsof insanityand thathis earlier statementabout
Celia andBonariobeing innocentwas the result of sucha fit.Mosca,whosenew foundwealth and
statusencourageoneof themagistrates to thinkofhimashisprospectiveson-in-law, isnowsent for.
WhenVolponewhispers tohimto informthecourt thathismaster is alive,Mosca at first pretends



that he does not recognize hismaster and then demands fromVolpone half of everything he owns.
Volpone first refuses and then accepts Mosca’s demand, but the latter, intoxicated by his own
cleverness, indicates that he wants more.When themagistrates order that Volpone, still in disguise,
should be whipped for insolence, he discards his disguise, reveals his identity and discloses the
whole conspiracy from the beginning. Celia and Bonario are declared innocent and freed by the
courtwhich,however,ordersseverepunishmentsforVolpone,Moscaandthegreedylegacyhunters.

Thesubplotof theplay, far frombeinganexcrescence, isa comiccounterpoint to themainplot,
aswe shall see. It involves a foolish and talkative English traveller, Sir PoliticWould-be, and his
wife, awomanwhopretends tobe aknow-all andwhowants to seduceVolpone.Shealso turnsout
to be a legacy-hunter.Ayounger andmore intelligentEnglishman,Peregrine, teaches Sir Politic a
bitter lessonby playing a practical jokeon him.The sub-plot is the vehicle of a gooddeal of incisive
topical satireon the folliesofEnglish.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Brieflynarrate the storyofVolpone.

(e): ASPECTS OF THE PLAY
Volponehasbeencalleda triumphofcreativeassimilation. Jonson’s extensiveclassical reading,

hiscloseacquaintancewithnativeEnglish literary, traditions, andhisdetailedandvaried studiesare
here fused together in a brilliant whole. Jonson’s borrowings from various sources are invariably
appropriatetothedramaticcontextandyettheeffectisnotoneofcarefullabourandcoldcalculation;

indeed theeffecthas beenaptlydescribedas oneof a lightning
flashof illumination.Thethemeof legacyhuntingcanbefound
inGreekNewComedy, but Jonson’s actual sources were the
worksof classical Latin satirists :Horace’s Satires, Petronius’s
Satyricon and Lucian’sDialogues of the Dead.All these tell
storiesofgreedyheirswhoflatterwealthypeople in thehopeof
inheriting their wealth and are eventually outwitted by their
victims.Theclosestparallel toVolpone isPetronius’sSatyricon
which describes a fictional town, Croton, where the roguish

Eumolpus, a bachelor millionaire, pretends that he is dying in order to cheat the legacy-hunting
inhabitants. Petronius describes the legacy-huntersmetaphorically as carrion-eaters and this slight
hint inspires Jonson to give his play the shape of an extended beast-fable for which he went to
medieval andRenaissance sources.Of course theultimate source for thebeast fable elements in the
play is classical : Aesop’s Fables. Jonson’s more immediate source was, however, the medieval
beast-epic of Reynard the Fox, translated byWilliamCaxton in 1481 as TheHistory of Reynard
The Fox. It tells the story of a sly fox who pretends to be dying in order to deceive and entrap
predatory birds and to rape the crow’swife. In the beast-epic, the fox appears inmany guises ; he
is tried for his crimes, but always escapes the final judgment. The names of themain characters,
besides indicating their beast or bird-like characteristics, suggest Jonson’s debt to his friend John
Florio, author ofAWorld ofWords (1598), an Italian-English dictionary ThusVolpone, an Italian
name,means,accordingtoFlorio’sdefinition,an‘oldfox’anda‘sneaking, lurkingwillydeceiver’.

Jonson’s borrowings from various sources
are invariably appropriate to the dramatic
context and yet the effect has been aptly
described as one of a lightning flash of
illumination. His actual sources were
Horace’s “Satires”, Petronius’s
“Satyricon” and Lucian’s “Dialogues of
the Dead”, Aesop’s “Fables”, and
“Reynard the Fox”.



The naming of the characters is
significant. They, to some extent, strike
the keynote of the play. E.g.-‘Volpone’
means ‘an old fox’, ‘a sneaking, lurking
wily deceiver’; Mosca is any kind of fly
including parasites. ‘Voltore’ means a
‘ravenous bird called vulture’ and so on.

In the play he has the fox’s characteristic red hair. The character also reminds us of two ofAesop’s
fables : The Fox and the Grapes and the Fox, the Raven and the Cheese. Mosca is any kind of fly,
including parasites. He is called in the play’s list of charactersVolpone’s Parasite, that is, a hanger on
who flatters thewealthy in exchange for hospitality.Aparasite is also a Latin comedy type, frequently
appearing in theplaysof Plautus.ThenameVoltoremeans, according to Florio’sdictionarya ‘ravenous
bird called a vulture’. It was usual to describe legacy-hunters as vultures, because they battened on
the dead. Corbaccio’s name suggests a ‘filthy great raven’ (Florio). The croaking of the raven was
supposed to foretell death. The raven was also supposed to possess keen sight and hearing, and
these traits are parodied by Corbaccio’s deafness and myopia. Corbaccio is also raven-like in his
attitude to his son, for ravens were supposed by Elizabethans to be negligent parents. Corvino, on
the other hand, is a gorcrow or carrion crow. Since the crow is united for life with its partner,
Corvino,who does not care formarital fidelity, is ironically named.One of themeans bywhich the
subplot is integrated with the main plot is that it too suggests the beast fable through its principal
figures. Sir Politic Would-be and Lady Would-be are parrot like in their incessant chatter, while
Peregrinemeans a pilgrim-hawk, an apt name for a traveller. It has been pointedout by commentators
that in Greekmyth hawks, sacred toApollo, theGod of enlightenment, attacked ignorant fools.Yet
another elementof the beast-fable is to be found in SirPol’s comical attempt to disguise himself asa
tortoise. That the play is going to follow the pattern of a beast fable is evident fromVolpone’s own
words inAct I Scene ii :
“Vulture,Kite,
Raven,andgorcrow,allmybirdsof prey
That thinkmeturningcarcass,nowtheycome.”

As for the remaining characters, apart from the anonymous group of merchants, officers,
magistrates, women attending on LadyWould-be, some are
physicallyabnormal, as their names indicate—Nano thedwarf
Castrone the eunuch andAndrogyno the hermaphrodite, one
‘that is bothmaleandfemale’.Namescontinue tobe important
with characters likeCelia, the heavenlywoman, andBonario,
‘honest,good,uncorrupt’ (Florio).
It is believedbymany that Jonsonhad a real-life original for

Volpone—thebusinessmanThomasSutton. Jonson’s sketchofa contemporary in his comedycan
becomparedwithAristophanes’s libellousportraitofSocrates inTheClouds. LikeVolpone,Sutton
was of a retiring disposition and surrounded by flattererswho believed that theywould inherit his
wealth. Sutton, however, outwitted these legacy hunters by changing his will every six months.
SuttonevenhadaMosca inhisagent, JohnLawe,whomanagedhisbusinessSuttonmadeplans to
endow a charitable hospital andmade the necessary arrangements before his death. Jonsonmust
have thought thatSutton’smoneyshouldbemost properlyutilized in buildinga hospital, for this is
howVolpone’s confiscatedestate is tobe used, according to the judgementof themagistrates at the
endof theplay.HelenOstovichhas thereforeconcluded that the correlationsbetweenSutton and



Volpone are too extensive to be accidental and too topical to be ignored. The fact that Sutton later
offered Jonson a pensionof £40 shows that he took the playwright’s satire seriously. In the dedicatory
epistle to his comedy Jonson strenuously denies that he had any ‘uncharitable thought’ ormeant any
‘malicious slander’but significantly adds that his satire is directed at ‘creatures for their insolvencies
worthy to be taxed’. Suttonmust have served as a contemporary example of the corrupting power
of gold. LikeAristophanes, Jonson used obscenity and elements of crude physical farce to enliven
his satire. He claims that unlike his contemporaries, whoonly aimed to provoke laughter at any cost,
he had a serious moral purpose. In a similar way,Aristophanes speaks of his rivals in The Clouds
andtells theaudience, ‘If youfindtheirplays funny, thendonot laughatmine’.

One of Jonson’s most effectivemeans for making his satire incisive is the use of Commedia
dell’arte elements in hisplay.This formof comedydeveloped in sixteenth century Italy and had a
great influenceonEuropean drama.The success of this kindof comedydepended to a great extent
onthecomicingenuityoftheperformersandtheentertainmenthadelementsoffarce,mime,clownish
buffoonery. Themain characters were stock comic types like
Pantaloon, theCaptain,aDoctor,andservants.Themainfemale
characters also were stock types. The adoption of an Italian
modeof comedy is brilliantly suited to a play set in Italy. Each
Commediaactor,usually,hasasingleobsession,whichresembles
aJonsonianhumour,andtheseobsessionsareoftendefinedby
their physical or verbal traits, suchasCorbaccio’s deafness andCorvino’s jealousy.The characters
in the commedia are presented aswearingmaskswhich are comparablewith thebeast-fable names
of Jonson’s characters The pantaloon, who is the main laughing stock, is sometimes a weak old
man, asVolponepretends tobe, and sometimesa dictatorial father, likeCorbaccio.The childof this
father, likeBonario, intheendbecomesindependent.Sometimes thepantaloonisanageinghusband
who thinks that he is cuckolded by his youngwife, asCorvino believes inAct II SceneV, .23-26.
Voltore corresponds to the pedantic Doctor of commedia dell’arte in his pompous speeches in
court, The chief comic trickster is theHarlequinwhose traditional costume consists of amask and
fox-tail andwhocanchangehispersonalitylikea chameleon.ThesimilaritywithVolpone,especially
in his role-playing, is unmistakable. TheHarlequinmay have a servant who seeks to emulate his
master, asMosca does in the lastAct of Jonson’s play.

Jonson’s imaginationmakesa remarkable fusionof theseandotherdisparatesources inVolpone.
The sub-plot involvingSir Politic andLadyWould-be, bywhich Jonson links theVenetian setting
and characters to his immediate audience, also has classical models, especially the character of
LadyPolwhosetalkativenessderivesfromthe talkative,domineeringwomenridiculedbyJuvenal in
his SatireVI,while the details of her literary talk and her indefatigable spirit which enables her to
brush aside intended rebuffs and turn these very rebuffs into freshmatter for conversation were
suggestedby a declamation of theGreek rhetoricianLibanius.The first entertainment provided for
Volponebythe freaks inAct I scene iihas for itsmainsourceLucian’sdialogueSomnium.Theplay
is fullof reminiscencesofotherclassicalandRenaissanceauthors,detailsofwhichcanbefoundin

One of Jonson’s most effective means for
making his satire incisive is the use of
commedia dell arte featuring main
characters who were stock comic types,
commediaactorhaving a single obsession,
characterswearingmasks and so on.



any good edition (some editions are listed in the section SuggestedReading). There is, for example,
Jonson’s parody of theGoldenAge fromBook I ofOvid’sMetamorphoses (I.i. .14-20).

Volpone’s descriptionof uglyold age (I.iv. .144-159) is basedon Juvenal’s SatireX,while his
song toCelia inActIII Scenevii is looselybasedonCatullus’sOde5.Numerousphrases in theplay
echo classical authors likeSeneca, Pliny,Martial andPlautus. The fool’s song inAct I scene iiwas
influencedbyErasmus’sPraiseofFolly.Details for the satireondoctors and lawyerswere takenby
JonsonfromCorneliusAgrippa’sTheVanityandUncertaintyofArtsandSciencesChapters83and
93. Just as Sutton’s namehasbeen suggested as the original ofVolpone, it has been argued that the
portrait of Sir PoliticWould-be too was based on a contemporary. Jonson may have acted as a
government agent or spy and the man to whom he reported his findings was Sir Robert Cecil,
Elizabeth’s investigator intopolitical conspiracies.But Jonson also sufferedperiodicaccusationsof
sedition because of his pungent topical satires. The portrait of Sir Pol, a kind ofMachiavel who
delights inmastermindingplots,mayhavebeenbasedonCecilandperhapsreflects Jonson’sgrowing
disillusionmentwithCecil and his awareness of the absurd lengths towhich thewhole business of
espionage could be taken.Another possible original for Sir Polwas SirHenryWotton,whowas a
friendof Jonson’s andwhowas named ambassador toVenice in 1604.LikeSir Pol,Wottonwas a
gossip,verymuchinterested in foreigncustomsandlanguages, andhadahabit ofkeepingnotesand
papers. Yet another model for Sir Pol wasAnthony Sherley, the famous adventurer and world-
travellerwhoplotted to becomeambassador toPersia andwas eventuallydisgraced.

(f) Let us sum up
Thus Jonsonhadnumerousanddiverse sources, classical,medieval andRenaissance aswell as

contemporaryfigures.SuchdiversityofsourcematerialnotonlyshowsJonson’sunquestionedlearning
but also reveals his extraordinary ability to assimilate a rich diversity of material and apply it to
contemporary manners, customs and values. The fact that he took only five weeks to compose
Volpone suggests that all this rich storehouseofknowledge, far frombeing laboriously culled from
different sources,waspart andparcelofhisdramatic imagination.

LET’SCHECKOURPROGRESS
Showhow Jonson assimilated a rich diversity ofmaterial and applied it to contemporary
manners, customsand values.
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VOLPONE: SETTINGANDBACKGROUND
CONTENT STRUCTURE :
UNIT10 (a):Volpone: SettingAndBackground
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UNIT 10 (e): Let us sum up
UNIT 10 (f): The Ending
UNIT10 (g): Let’s sum up

The entire action of Volpone takes place in Venice. In selecting Venice as the setting of his
comedy Jonson was no doubt motivated chiefly by the common Jacobean notion of Italy as the
homeofviceandcriminality.Thisnotion is strikinglyexpressed in thealmostproverbial saying that
‘AnEnglishman Italianate is a devil incarnate’. Jonson’s choice of Italywas also influencedby his
reading of Machiavelli. There are echoes of the Italian political thinker in Volpone: Sir politic
shouldlikeverymuchtomodelhimselfupon‘Nic.Machiavel’,whileanimportant ingredient inthe

plot of the play isMachiavelli’s advice in The Prince that one
should not involve in one’s plot associate who could prove
treacherous. Jonson’s use of commedia dell’arte elements in
hisplayispeculiarlyappropriate to thesetting, for thecommedia
was Venice’s indigenous dramatic tradition. Several other
aspects of Venetian life, society andpolitics shouldbekept in
mind in order to appreciate Jonson’s choice of setting.Venice
in thesixteenthandearlyseventeenth centuries was the most

cosmopolitan city ofEurope.Alargenumberof foreigners either settledpermanently in the city or
visited it becauseof its culture, climate and its status as a centre of tradeandcommerce.Venicewas
also famous for its wealth, its political intrigues, its architectural beauty and its courtesans.Many
Englishmen inparticularwereattractedby the reputationof thiscity as thecentreofdegeneracyand
perversionandVolpone is fullofreferencestothistypicallyEnglishviewofVenice.

Though a popular tourist spot for the English, Venice was rarely selected as the setting for
English plays.TwoofShakespeare’s plays,TheMerchant of Venice andOthello, are set inVenice
and a comparisonbetweenShakespeare’s and Jonson’s use of the background is unavoidable and
should be instructive. For Shakespeare the main appeal of Venice was as an exotic setting, and
thoughhisplays refer to suchwell-knownfeaturesofVeniceas theRialto, the Jewishmerchants, the
courtesans, thenavyand the legal system, these referencesreveal thekindof inadequateknowledge
whichmost Europeanswhonever visited the city possessed.Middleton also usedVenetian setting
for Blurt, Master Constable, a play which has little local colour. Though Jonson never visited
Venice, his play reveals a detailed knowledge of all aspects ofVenetian life and portrays the

In selecting Venice as the setting of his
comedy, Jonson was no doubt motivated
chiefly by the common Jacobean notion
of Italy as the home of vice and
criminality. Jonson’s use of commedia
dell arte elements in his play is peculiarly
appropriate to the setting, for it was
Venice’s indigenous dramatic tradition.



Venetian scenes, especially the area near the Piazza di SanMarco, convincingly. Volpone is in this
respect unique among Elizabethan and Jacobean plays. But Jonson derived his detailed knowledge
ofVenetian landmarks like theArsenale, the Procuratia, the Piazza di SanMarco, the Rialto, and of
the commercial and social aspects of Venetian life like its shipping, itsmarkets, itsmountebanks and
courtesans, from secondary sources, like his Italian friends, the musicianAntonio Ferrobosco and
John Florio, the author of the English-Italian dictionary, TheWorld ofWords, who supplied details
of Venetian customs and expressions. Jonson’ knowledge of the Venetian government and legal
system came from Gasparino Contarini’s De Magistratibus et Republica Venetorum: Jonson’s
choice ofVenice as the setting of his play, far frommaking thework remote from the concerns of his
timeandhis country, actuallygavehimgreater freedomto dealwith the vicious traits of the acquisitive
societywhichwereaspronounced inRenaissanceEnglandas
in the Italy. of theperiod.The corrupting power of gold in late
Elizabethan and early Jacobean English society is amply
documented inhistoryaswell as in Jonson’smiddle comedies.
Jonson’santi-acquisitiveattitudeisespeciallyevident inVolpone
and TheAlchemist. Responding to the comment of Jonson’s
best known editors, Herford and Simpson, that the theme of
legacy-hunting was not at home in Jacobean England, L. C. Knights rightly pointed out its real
significance as manifestation of human greed, ‘peculiarly appropriate in the era that was then
beginning’.Thegreedof riches,which is themain subjectofVolpone,wasnot onlycharacteristicof
the Jacobean age but also a defining phase of the rise of capitalism in the early modern period.
Volpone’smorninghymn togold inAct I scene i strikes thekeynote of theplay.Volponehimself is
more anxious to acquirewealth by adopting cunning devices than in its mere possession, but the
legacyhuntersarechillingly real embodimentsofgreed.Evenamongbirdsofprey, raven,crowand
vulture representa narrowandparticularlypredatorygroupdifferingonly in theircircumstancesand
not in theirbent. Jonson’sportrayalof the four judgescompleteshis incisivesatireongreedassuming
theproportionsofmania.WhenMosca is revealedasVolpone’s heir, the judges adopt a verypolite
toneinspeakingtohim,whilethe fourthjudgeconsidershim‘a fitmatchformydaughter’.Corbaccio
is infirm, deaf and suffers fromweak eyesight, but greed for wealth gives a new vitality to this
virtually lifeless oldman.Then there isVolpone’s lustwhich, like the avariceof the legacy-hunters,
resultsina terrifyingdisregardofotherhumanbeings.It isnotsurprisingthatquestionshavesometimes
been raised regarding the appropriateness of suchmonstrouswickedness asmaterial for comedy
but Jonsonseemstoconsider it as funnyenough tobe the rightstuff forhissatiric comedy.Butmany
mightagreewithEnidWelsfordwhenshe suggests inTheFool that ‘when themoodofcontempt is
predominant - as for instanceat the endofVolpone-one feels that comedy is losing its character and
turning intopure satire’. Somemight feel thatVolpone is a black comedy, a formof comedywhich
displays amarkedcynicismand inwhich thewit ismordantand thehumoursardonic.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Write anoteon the settingandbackgroundofVolpone.

Jonson’s choice of Venice as the setting of
his play, actually gave him greater
freedom to deal with the vicious traits of
the acquisitive society which were as
pronounced in Renaissance England as
in the Italy of the period.



(b) : THEMES
The rise of capitalism in the Elizabethan and Jacobean periodwas due to a large extent to the

huge amountsof gold and silverwhichwere acquired from the colonisedNewWorld.Anewclass
of financiers came into being and the accumulation ofwealth in the hands of a fewpeople led to a
cultofindividualismaswellas to luxuryandostentatiousdisplayofwealth.Thebeastfableframework
ofVolponegives Jonson theperfectopportunity to dramatize thedangersof greedand individualism.
In thebeast fablewe findanimalsbehavinglikehumanbeings,but inVolponehumanbeingsdescend
to the level of beasts in their single-mindedpursuit ofwealth.AVenetian lawyer, an oldgentleman
and a wealthy merchant deny their human nature in their greed for gold which in the words of

Volpone’s hymn togold in theopening scene, ‘mak’stmendo
all things’ andmakes even hell ‘worth heaven’. The exclusive
pursuitofgoldasthemostdesirableendinanacquisitivesociety
is themajor theme of Jonson’s satiric comedy. Classical satire
on legacy-hunting also exposed the excesses of greed and its
delusions. Jonson’s play focuses on the self-delusions of the
legacy-hunters.Eachof thembelieves that he is the sole heirof
Volpone, is driven by Volpone and Mosca to extreme
demonstrationsofhisaffection forVolponeandis in theendleft
empty-handed.Theactionsof the legacy-hunters showthatgold
transcends‘Allstyleofjoyinchildren,parents,friends’andcan

override ‘virtue, fame,/ Honour, and all things else’ (I.i). Jonson adds a further ironic twist to this
themebyextendingthe ideaof cheating to thearch-cheaters,VolponeandMosca.Volponeannounces
that he is dead and thatMosca is his heir.He does this in order to intensity the agonyof the legacy-
hunters.But this newplan turnsout to be the fox-trap, inwhichhehimself is caught.HereVolpone
overreacheshimselfand thisover-reaching is entirely consistentwithhischaracter.Thereareenough
hints thatVolpone’s folloy lies inhis susceptibility toMosca’s flatteringwords andhis fondnessfor a
variety of disguises. Volpone’s various disguisings are an important aspect of the theme of
transformationwhich is introducedbyMosca’smasque inAct ‘I. In a burlesqueof thePythagorean
theoryof transmigrationof souls, the hermaphroditeAndrogyno has nowbecome the repository of
the soul of Pythagoraswhich first came from theGodApollo.Again, the powderwhichVolpone,
disguisedas amountebank,offers thecrowdofon lookers inAct II scene ii, camefromApollo, but
the powder which turnedVenus into a goddess has now been reduced to a hair-rinse or mouth-
wash.Whennoblest essences are debasedanddegraded,monstrous follies come intobeing.

Yetanother important theme inVolpone is lust, brilliantlydramatized inVolpone’s passion for
Celia. His lust for Celia is the first significant plot-development that leads toVolpone’s downhill
slide. The linking of lust to the theme of legacy hunting was suggested to Jonson by his classical
sources. InHorace’s Satires II.v-Teiresias tellsUlysses that he shouldhandover hiswife penelope,
theclassicalmodelof feminineconstancy, to a rich libertinewhosefavoursUlyssesseeks.Petronius’s
Satyricon showsEumolpusgaining sexualpleasure formthedaughter of oneof his suitors, despite
thefact thatEumolpusisapparently impotentandparalysed.Jonsonsurpasseshisclassicalmodels

The beast fable framework of Volpone
gives Jonson the perfect opportunity to
dramatize the dangers of greed and
individualism. His play focuses on the
self delusions of the legacy hunters.
Another important theme here, is lust,
brilliantly dramatized in Volpone’s
passion for Celia. Besides Jonson’s
handling of disguise reveals what has
been called his “deep rooted
antitheatricalism” which considers
transformations of shape inauthentic.



Jonson limits his dramatic action to about
twenty-four hours and to a single place.
He gives his play a double plot. If we
agree that the subplot is a digression, we
must also accept that it does not violate
Jonson’s artistic principles.

first bymakingCorvino an extremely jealous husband, so that his offer of hiswifeCelia toVolpone
not only shows how the greed of gold can override all values but appears as a comically shocking
reversal, and secondly by using her resistance to temptations to expose the distorted values of
Corvino andVolpone.

Jonson’s handling of disguise revealswhat has been calledhis ‘deep-rooted antitheatricalism’,
whichconsiders transformationsof shape inauthentic.Wemayadmire the skillwithwhichVolpone
playsmanyroles in theplay,movingfromone to anotherwithobviousrelish, suchashisappearance
asScotoofMantuaandhis imporsonationofadyingman; buthisdisguisingsalwaysprovedisastrous.
For his impersonation of Scoto he receives a sound beating and his appearance in the guise of a
commandatoremockinghisvictims leadsVoltore to reveal theconspiracy to theVenetian court. In
the endVolpone is unable to regainMosca’s loyalty and has to choose betweenbeingoutwittedby
hisparasite, andconfessinghismischief and receivingpunishment. It is certainly ironical thatMosca,
whoapplaudsVolpone’s skill in performing a variety of roles, is himself nomean actor and finally
takes advantageofVolpone’s pretence tomakeMosca his heir.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Discusstheimportant themesof Volpone.

(c) : Let us sum up
In choosingVenice as the settingofVolpone Jonsonwasnot seeking togive hisplay an exotic

appeal.Thechoiceof setting in fact enabledhimtoexpose thegreedandviciousnesswhichwere as
characteristic ofRenaissanceEngland as of Italy. Jonson invented the sub-plot containingEnglish
travellers to underline further the relevance of theplay tohisEnglish audience.Themain themesof
hisplay,apart fromlegacy-hunting,are thecravingforgold ina societywhichwaswitnessingthe rise
of individualism and capitalism, the destructive power of lust and the transformation and shape-
shiftingeffectedby the twomaincharacters’ supremeskill inacting,a skillwhichhowever leadsboth
to disaster.Manyother themes inVolpone have been emphasized by recent critics and only a few
maybementioned : conspiracy, corruption, excess, folly,manipulation,materialism,misanthropy,
misogyny,paranoia,patronage,pride,sadism,scheming,self-love,sickness,spying,corruptauthority,
impotent innocence,perverseart.Analert readingof theplaywillenableyou to trace these themes.

(d) : STRUCTURE
Manyof Jonson’s prologues and inductions to his plays are statementsof his artistic aims, and

the Prologue to Volpone is no exception. It is a manifesto in which the playwright paraphrases
Horace’s famousdictumthat art shouldprovidebothpleasure
and instruction. Jonson proudly asserts that ‘In all his poems
stillhathbeenthismeasure : /Tomixprofitwithyourpleasure’.
Jonsonalsoasserts thathisplayhasbeenconstructedaccording
toclassicalprinciples,observingtherulesofclassicaldecorum :
‘The laws of time, place, persons be observeth. / From no
needfulruleheswerveth’.ThusJonsonlimitshisdramaticaction
toabout twenty-fourhoursand toa singleplace (Venice).But he alsoasserts that he is not obliged



to follow unnecessary rules. In the Epistle he admits that the harshness of the catastrophe ‘may, in
the strict rigour of comic law,meet with censure’, though he also justifies it on the grounds that the
‘goings out’ of several ancient classical comedies are not ‘joyful’ and that the ending of his comedy
underlines its didactic efficacy. Another of Jonson’s apparent departures from classical rules of
construction is in giving his play a double plot.Dryden said that Jonson did not exactly observe ‘the
unitydesign’inVolpone.

JohnDennis described the PoliticWould-be pair as ‘excrescencies’which have nothing to do
with thedesignof theplay. InhisTimber Jonsondeclared thatonly two thingsshouldbeconsidered
to ensure that the action in a tragedy or a comedy grows ‘till the necessity asks a conclusion’ and
that these two things are : the unity of timeand the scope for ‘digression andArt’. Thus even ifwe
agreewithDennis and others that the sub-plot is a digression,wemust also accept that it does not
violate Jonson’s artisticprinciples. In fact, however, the sub-plot is not a digression, but linked to the
mainplot on the thematic level. Sir PoliticWould-be, hiswife, andPeregrine are the threeprincipal
characters in the sub-plot and all of themderive their essence, like the chief characters of themain
plot, from the beast fable. Sir Politic is the chattering poll parrot, his wife is a more obnoxious
specimenof the samespecies,whilePeregrine is the falcon,who,unite thecarrionbirds in themain
plot, preys on other birds and animals and not on decaying flesh. The falcon is swift, bold, and
beautiful in its movement. The falcon is an appropriate agent to expose the folly of the parrots.
Another characteristic of parrots is that they are mimics, and Sir Pol and his wife imitate their
environment. They also supply an element of burlesque in comically imitating,without of course
knowing it, the actions of themain characters.

Sir Pol is the Englishmanwho tries to Italianize himself. He is the quintessential slow-witted
Englishmanwhoposes as a sophisticated, cosmopolitanknow-all commenting glibly on affairs of
the state.He is fondof devisingcomplicated plans, as seenmost vividly in hisdesign for amachine
to detect plague (IV.i). His views on international intrigue reveal the same love for complicated
ideas.ThroughSirPol, JonsonItalianizesEnglishplots,a goodexampleofwhichwas theGunpowder
Plot, a conspiracy to blow up James I and his Parliament on 5November 1605. Sir Pol has been
aptly describedbyHelenOstovich as ‘a double agent theatrically, if not politically’. The audience
hasmixedfeelingsabouthim,enjoyingafeelingofsuperioritytohimasanabsurdlyeccentricEnglishman
in a foreign land and sharing his apprehension that secret agents are a threat to the security and
stabilityofEuropeangovernments.SinceJonsonwasaCatholicandknewsomeof theconspirators
involved in theGunpowder Plot, hewas treatedwith suspicion by busybodies like Sir Pol though
Jonson was entirely innocent. The original audience of Volpone were no doubt aware of the
atmosphere of intrigue and suspicionwhich prevailed in the royal court. Sir Pol’s obsessionwith
plots, state secrets andMachiavellian intrigue also represents his attempt to Italianize himself.His
wife imitates Italian fashions and even practices the art of seduction inwhich theVenetians were
supposed tobeproficient. SirPol andhiswifecaricature thecharactersof themainplot too. Sir Pol,
for example, is a comic travesty of Volpone, the would-be politician, while Volpone is the real
politician,whoseplansarecleverlyexecuted.LikeVolpone,SirPol is fullof admiration forhisown
cleverness and harbours plans for amassingwealth, but he only talks about these plans, unable to
execute them.LadyWould-beinherturn imitates the legacy-hunters,andherextravagantlyabsurd



behaviour parodies the more sinister gestures of Voltore, Corbaccio and Corvino. In her jealousy
she is like Corvino, in her pedantry she reminds us of Voltore, while like Corbaccio, she makes
compromising proposals to Mosca who can therefore blackmail her. Like the three main legacy
hunters, she becomesMosca’s dupe, blinder and more self-deluded than any of the three men. In
theirmimicry, Sir Pol and his wife, like Voltore, Corbaccio andCorvino, emphasise a major theme
of the play— that it is unnatural for human beings to imitate animals and birds. By duplicating the
habits of beasts, the characters in both themain plot and the sub-plot make a travesty of humanity.
Another effect of the interaction between themain plot and the subplot is the heightening of Celia’s
chastity by contrasting it with Lady Would-be’s lecherousness. Lady Would-be is very fond of
cosmetics and makes explicit sexual advances to Volpone. In fact, the thwarting of LadyWould-
be’s attempted seduction of Volpone sets the stage for Volpone’s attempted seduction of Celia.
Celia’s behaviour during this attempted seduction is a telling contrast to the conduct of LadyWould-
be.While LadyWould-be is busy applying extravagantmake-up, Celia, after realizing thatVolpone
lusts after her beauty, prays that her beautiful facemay be disfigured by poison in order to prevent
Volpone’s lust. For LadyWould-be, the cosmetic art is an essential prelude to sexual conquest; for
Celia, it is the desired disfigurement of her facewhich becomes a mark of her chastity.Again, Lady
Would-be tries to ape Italian vices, but Celia’s behaviour shows how uncontaminated she is by the
prevailingimmoralityofVenice.Yetanotherreminderofthemoral
degeneration prevailing inVenice is to be found in Sir Pol’s
grandiose schemes formoney-making.He tells Peregrine that
heknowsmanysurewaysofmakingmoneyandonlyneeds the
help of a trustworthy assistant to execute those schemes. This
could have provided a neat parallel with the Volpone-Mosca
relationship if onlyPeregrinewerewilling toplayMosca toSir
Pol’s Volpone. But Peregrine merely wants to know the
particularsofSirPol’sPlans.However,whileSirPol isoutlining
his schemes to Peregrine, LadyWould-be suddenly bursts in
onherhusband,remindingusofanearlierscenewhereCorvino
findshiswifeconversingwithamountebank.Corvinobeatsaway themountebank;LadyWould-be
abuses Peregrine. BothCorvino and LadyWould-be swear by ‘honour’, but both discard it when
itproves inconvenient.Corvino forgetshonourwhen it stands in thewayofhisavarice,hisdesire to
inheritVolpone’swealth.LadyWould-be forgetsall abouthonourwhenshediscovers thatPeregrine
is a young gentleman and not, as she had suspected, a harlot in disguise. During the process of
perverting justice inAct IVweseemany instancesofunnatural, beastlybehaviour.The irony is that
thecharacterswhoarebeastlike innature accuse the innocent peopleof behavingunnaturally.Thus
Corbacciocallshisson‘themereportentofnature’, a ‘Monsterofmen,swine,goat,wolf,parricide’.
LadyWould-be,whose testimony almost clinches the false case against Celia, brands the latter as
‘chameleonharlot’ and‘hyena’.CorvinohasearliercalledCeliaacrocodile, implyingthat shesheds
false tears. Thus ‘the beast characters in the play display an unerring faculty for describing the
innocent as beasts’. It is only Bonario and Celia who are free from the tendency of all the other

Another effect of the interaction between
the main plot and the subplot is the
heightening of Celia’s chastity by
contrasting it with Lady Would be’s
lecherousness. A reminder of the moral
degeneration prevailing in Venice is to be
found in Sir Pol’s grandiose schemes for
money-making…What is ironical about
the play is that the characters who are
beastlike in nature accuse the innocent
people of behaving unnaturally.



LETUSDISCUSSOURPROGRESS
Discuss thestructureof theplay,Volpone.

characters to try to become what they are not. In this overall tendency towards metamorphosis
Bonario andCelia strike a different note in alwaysbeing true to their essential natures. In the unnatural
state of Venice, it is these unchanging characters who are castigated as chameleons and hyenas. In
the monstrous perversion of justice during the first trial the avocatori express their horror at the
unnaturalness ofCelia andBonario.

However,another trial is to followin thecourseofwhichVolponeoverreacheshimself, asdoes
Mosca, and both are given harsh sentences. Before we come to that part of the play it will be
interesting toseewhathappens to thesub-plotcharacters.LadyWould-behasmadesexualovertures
not only toVolponebut also toMoscaand the latter threatens herwith blackmail : ‘use thepoor Sir
Pol, your knight, well; / For fear I tell some riddles : go, bemelancholy’(V.iii). Thus the pedantic
lady,whohadearlier reeledoffdifferentexoticwaysofcuringVolpone’smelancholy, isnowtold to
treat herself for the same ailment. It is true that the justicemeted out to her is less severe than that
administered to the legacy hunters, but that is because a parrot is less dangerous than a crow or a
vulture. LadyWould-be, therefore, is left to correct her folly privately. Much the same kind of
treatment is received by her husband, Sir Pol, though his final humiliation is comparable to some
extentwithwhat happens toVolpone in the end. The group ofmercatori organized by Peregrine
performtheofficeof theavocatoriwhopronouncejudgementonVolpone.OnbeingtoldbyPeregrine
that his persecutorswill put him to the rack, Sir Pol climbs into an engine’ designed by himself, a
tortoise shell. But themerchants by stamping and poking the shell, force Sir Pol to come out of it.
This scene has been severely criticised by many, but its relevance to the theme of the play is
unquestionable. The play has shown throughoutmen imitating beasts and the theme ofmimicry
reaches a visual climax in this farcical scene.Sir Pol, themost imitativeof the characters, putson the
shapeof ananimal.Thefinalunshellingof the tortoiseprovidesa visualprefigurationof thefoxin the
last scene.However,SirPol, likehiswife, displays folly rather thanviceand is chastisedby ridicule
rather than anykindof severepunishment.Unlike thevicious characters, again, he is purgedof his
follyby themedicineof ridicule.

(e) : Let us sum up
It should be clear by now that the subplot is relevant to the total structure ofVolpone. Jonson

offersacontrastbetweenItalianviceandEnglish folly.TheWould-becouple,whoembodyEnglish
folly, are likeparrotswhomimic Italianvice.Thevice itself is alsoa kindofmimicry thoughmuch
morevenal innatureandmuchmorecomprehensive.These twoaspectsofunnaturalness are linked
dramaticallyby thebeast fablewhichprovides thebasisof theplay.

(f) : THE ENDING
TheendingofVolponehas aroused a great deal of critical controversy. It is often said that this

ending is contrary to the spirit of comedybecauseof the severity of the punishments visited on the
main characters. Jonson himself anticipated this criticism ; as he says in hisDedicatory Epistle, he
wanted ‘to put the snaffle in their mouths that cry out, we never punish vice in our interludes’.



Besides, we may detect a comic appropriateness in the sentences delivered on the beast-like
characters.As the 1stAvocatori concludes : ‘Mischiefs feed / Like beasts till they be fat, and then
they bleed’. The five criminals are imprisoned in the shapes chosen by them : Mosca is a galley
slave,Volpone is to be crippled in a way that matches hismoral nature,Voltore is banished from the
legal profession, Corbaccio is despatched to a monastery, and Corvino is turned into an object of
public ridicule, wearing an ass’s cap. Jonson maintanins, moreover, that the end of comedy is not
always joyful and cites in this connection the example of some ancient classical writers. Jonson does
notmentionany classical dramatist byname, but it has beenplausibly argued byHelenOstovich that
he hasAristophanes inmind, for Plautus andTerence offer no models of unhappy comedy. On the
otherhand, inAristophanes’sEcclesiazusaeeveryoneis satiricallypunished.

Ostovich,whocitesAristophanes’splayas anexampleofcomedywhichdoesnotend joyfully,
calls Ecclesiazusae a ‘black comedy’. T. S. Eliot thought that the terms ‘burlesque’and ‘farce’
weremore suitable to Jonsoniancomedy.Someothersmaintain that comedy likeVolponecouldnot
be easily accommodated evenwithin the flexible notions of comic art held by theElizabethans.A
possible explanation for theunmistakable difference in tonebetweenVolpone and Jonson’s earlier
comedies has been found in the fact that JonsonwroteVolpone after his failure with the tragedy,
Sejanus.The stern catastropheofVolpone and the criminality of the characters, it has been argued,
comenearer to Jonson’s ownviewof tragedy ; he himself had stated in relation to an early comedy
like EveryMan inHisHimour, that the aimof comedywas to ‘sport with human follies, notwith
crime’.Coleridge suggested that theplaywouldbemore like a comedy if the role ofVolpone could
bediminishedand ifCeliawere thewardor nieceofCorvino rather thanhiswife; an ideallyhappy
ending thenwould be to cast Bonario asCelia’s lover.

But thereare indications that Jonsonwaspreparing theaudience for the sterncatastropheof the
play. In the first place, the cruel sentencesdeliveredby theAvocatori are consistentwith the toneof
sadistic superiority that runs throughout the play. Secondly, as the playmoves towards its close
there aremore frequent reminders of thebestialityof the characters than there have been earlier. It
may also be suggested that the manner and sequence of the punishments are anticlimactic.
Moscaand Volpone are sentenced first. Our attention is then directed to the minor criminals, to
the less
serious andmore comical retributions.Afarcical not is struck
whenCorbaccio, of whose deafnessmuch fun has beenmade
earlier in the play, is even unable to hear the sentence that has
been pronounced. An ironic light is also thrown on the
Avocatori’s manner of dispensing justice. They are confused
by the contradictory nature of Voltore’s notes and equally
contradictory reports of Volpone’s death. They are impressed
byMoscaandfindhimattractive,oneof themeventhinkingof
Mosca as a prospective son-in-law. Therefore the severity of
their judgementsmaybe takenas evidenceof their venality. So
far asVolponehimself is concerned, he is no doubt unnerved
by thefirst trial,butrecoverssufficientlyto turn the tableson thelesser rogues,unmaskingthemand
dismissing themwith contempt.He even pours scorn on his punishment by punning on theword

It is often said that the ending of
“Volpone” is contrary to the spirit of the
comedy because of the severity of the
punishments visited on the main
characters. Perhaps Jonson had
Aristophanes in mind.....The stern
catastrophe of “Volpone” and the
criminality of the characters come nearer
to Jonson’s own view of tragedy as he
himself stated earlier that the aim of
comedy was to “sport with human follies,
not with crime”.



‘mortifying’ in his response to the firstAvocatori’s pronouncement of judgement : ‘This is called
mortifyingofa fox’.Thereismultiplepunhere,for‘mortifying’means: (1)neutralizingordestroying

power;(2)subjugatingthroughbodilydiscipline;(3)humiliating;
(4) disposingof property for charitable or public purposes; (5)
hanginggame tomake it tender for cooking.Besides,Volpone
comesbacktodelivertheepilogueinwhichhedeclares, ‘though
the foxbepunishedby the laws, /Heyet dothhope there is no
sufferingdue/Foranyfactwhichhehathdone’gainstyou’.He
even asks the audience to ‘clap your hands’ if they decide not
tocensurehim.Itmaybesuggestedthat theaudience’sapplause
forhisversatility and vitality acquits himasVolpone appeals
beyond moral condemnation to an appreciation of his role-
playing.ThewayVolponeslipsoutof theplots of theplay into
thetheatre isalsoreminiscentof theReynardbeastepic inwhich
thefoxadoptsmanydisguises,istriedforhiscrimeswhichinclude
rape and feigning death, but always escapes the final sentence
of thecourt.Ourgeneral feeling is that the fox,hisvictimsand

the courtwhich sits in judgement over themall are equally corrupt and that retribution is therefore
pointless.Theaudience isappropriatelyaskedto ‘fare jovially’.

(g) : Let us sum up
TheendingofVolpone is verydifferent fromthe traditionalhappyending that isoftensupposed

to be essential for comedy; it is also unlike the conclusions of Jonson’s own earlier comedies in
which follies are corrected by being subjected to the medicine of laughter. Some therefore call
Volponea ‘blackcomedy’, arguing that theextremelysevereways inwhich themaincharacters are
punished darken themood of the play. However, the punishments delivered by the judges raise
questions about the judges’ ownmotives and conduct. Jonsonwanted his comedy to endwith the
punishments of vice. But by suggesting that the judges are almost as venal as the criminals Jonson
portrays theverysystemof legal justice ironically.Afurther ironyoccurswhenVolponemanages to
escapethesentencedeliveredonhimandspeakstheepilogueinwhichhe remindsusof theproverbial
abilityof the fox to escape punishmentdespite repeated trials.

There are indications that Jonson was
preparing the audience for the stern
catastrophe. Mention may here be made
of the cruel sentences delivered by the
Avocatori which are consistent with the
tone of sadistic superiority that runs
throughout the play, and of the frequent
reminders of the beastiality of the
characters towards the closing of the
play The severity of Volpone’s and of
Mosca’s judgement may be taken as
evidence of their venality. Our general
feeling is that the fox, his victims and the
court are all equally corrupt and that
retribution is therefore pointless. The
audience is appropriately asked to “fore
jovially”.
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Suggested Reading
Assignment

An important clue toVolpone’s character is to be found in Florio’s explanation of the Italian
name—‘anoldfox’, a ‘sneaking, lurkingwilydeceiver’.Fromhisopeningspeechdeifyinggoldwe
aremade aware of the fact that his ‘humour’or obsession is greed and as the play progresses, this
greedassumesmonstrousproportions.He is also an accomplishedperformer till theveryendwhen
he responds to the sentencepassedonhimwith thepunningcomment : ‘This is call’dmortifyingof
a Fox’.Hegivesdazzlingperformances in all thevaried roleshe assumes; but evenaswe admirehis
skills, the dramatist ensures that our judgement is never suspended. It has been said that Jonson’s
characterizationofVolpone drawsupon the parallel between his own talents and those of his hero,
bothbeingsupremely inventive, clevermimics,entertainersandvirtuosocomedians.ButVolpone is
also Jonson’s version of the paradox of the comedian. On the one hand, he is the master of a
uniquelyeffectivekindoforatory; on theotherhand, this figureof theorator is accompaniedby the
double he can never get rid of : the clownish and shameless juggler whose boundless capacity for
transformationor shape-shifting is subversive.Volpone’s brilliant performance as Scoto ofMantua
inAct II scene iiwill serve as a goodexample.The scene is, fromaBakhtinianperspective, one of
Jonson’s most direct and positive reproductions of popular theatrical form.As a real-life actor,
Scotowasknown inEngland, not in the role of a seller ofmedicines but as a juggler andperformer
of card tricks. Volpone’s virtuoso performance makes it difficult to say whether to regard his
extravagant claims forhismedicines as liesor asoratory.According toBakhtin, thecriesof quacks
and druggists operating at fairs belong to the genres of folk humour. The quacks are ambivalent,
filled with both laughter and irony. Theymay at anymoment show their other side, turning into
abusesandoaths.ThepowderwhichVolponeoffers as theelixir of life is presentedas theone ‘that
madeVenusa goddess’, ‘keptherperpetuallyyoung’and‘fromher,derivedtoHelen’.Theinvocation
of these legendarybeautiesexalts thepowder, but thepowderalsohas theeffect ofundermining the
dignity of the legend.AgainVolpone’s performance is a double falsehood— thepowder is not the
elixirof life,asheclaims,andhehimself isnotScotoofMantua.Notonly is thisscenethebroadest



and frankest statementof thecarnival themes that run throughVolpone’s entire role, but it is alsoofa
piece with his other performances. He pretends to be a sickman, and this pretence is a falsehook,a
criminal conspiracy to defraud those whose own greed and folly make them his easy prey. When
Volpone and Mosca congratulate each other on the brilliance of their performances, we remain
awareof the fact that their tricks are as immoral as thegreedof their victims.

The sameambivalence canbe found inVolpone’s attempt to seduceCelia inAct III scene vii.
Volpone plays the role of the lover rejuvenated byCelia’s beauty and inspiredby her to reach ‘the
true heavenof love’whichwill forever remain inaccessible tomen likeher husband,Corvino,who
is prepared to sell her, that is, ‘part of paradise’, for ‘ready money’. Volpone’s magnificent
poetic eulogy of Celia, his song urging her to prove, ‘While we can, the sports of love’, and his
frequent allusions to legendary loversmight almost induce us to admire his vigour andhis desire to
transcend the bond that ties Celia toCorvino, especially asVolpone’s condemnationof Corvino’s
acquisitive spirit is felt to be just. Butwe are also aware thatVolpone is employing the seducer’s
classic techniques.

Moreover,Volpone too sees loveas a commodity that canbebought.Natural instinct hasbeen
replaced inhis characterbyan unnaturalone—hismock family is bothunnaturalandunhealthy.His
opening speech eulogising gold is of course satirical commentary on those for whom gold is the
highestgood,butVolponehimself isnot exempt fromthisvice.He literally tries topurchaseCelia’s
lovebyofferingher ‘a ropeofpearl’, ‘a carbuncle’, a diamondandvariousother things.Somehave
seenVolpone as indulging the fantasiesof aMarlovianhero, likeFaustusorBarabas, in a societyof
corruptmoney lenders. CertainlyVolpone has theMarlovian hero’s ability to invest even immoral
desires with the grandest poetic terms, as when he appeals to Celia in a song which recreates
Catullus’s famous fifthpoem.But the song is usedbyVolpone to celebratean illicit affair in termsof
a contempt for ordinary human values. The seduction scene also showsVolpone’s rich delight in
sensuous pleasures a qualitywhichdistinguishes himfrom theother gold-lovers in theplay.While
Corvino is ready to sell hiswife forgold,Volpone tellsMosca thatCelia is ‘Bright asyour goldand
lovely as your gold !’In so far asVolpone proves that other people are debased andmaterialistic
and exposes their hypocrisy and pretense, he has amoral function in the play and the audience no
doubtconsidershimthemost fascinatingcharacter in theplay.But in theendanarchic identification
with theFox’smischief-which is directedagainst creatures no better than himself-is overturned by
condemnationof the evils he represents.However, the ambiguityof thecharacter andof the response
he arouses in the endhasalreadybeen indicatedearlier in the lesson. It only remains to examine the
nature of his psychological appeal. Psychoanalytic theory maintains that the adjustment to
realitywhich is the basis of all social standards can be achieved only by shedding the narcissism of
infancy. But this is never completely achieved and adult fantasy too has recourse to various
forms of self-gratification.Comedybecomesfromthepointofviewofpsychoanalysisthecatharsisof
such fantasies, so that Volpone becomes our surrogate escape from normal social and moral
repressions. But sympathyat thispre-moral levelcanalsocontainanelementof alienatingcruelty.
Volpone’s greed for life has both positive and negative sides. On the one hand, there is a
pleasure in sensual andmaterial possession; on the other hand, there is fierce aggression, a desire
to dominate others and to confirm this domination by watching the humiliation of others. Thus
Volponederivespleasurefrom



thespectacleofMosca torturing the gulls inActVscene ii; not contentwith this,he prolongs their
humiliationbydisguisinghimselfas ‘commandatore’.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
Write a note on the character and role of Volpone in the play Volpone

(b) : Mosca
Volpone’s acting skills, superb as they are surpassed by those of Mosca, whose name in

Italianmeans ‘fly’ and suggests almost total degeneration.On the stage this rolemaybe played in
such amanner that the character is felt to represent a fly. In a 1952 production of the play the actor
AnthonyQuayle wore shiny black clothes, and displayed great physical agility, often rubbed his
hands together to suggest a flymassaging its legs and produced a buzzing soundwhile laughing.
When he read outVolpone’s will inAct Vscene iii hewas seated at a table whose four legs were
shaped likehisownshoe-clad legsso thathe seemed to havesix legs.But even without such visual
representation, Mosca’s fly-like character as well as his close resemblance to the parasite of
classicalLatin comedy is heavily stressed in theplay.Mosca sees theworldexclusively in termsof
‘parasites or sub- parasites’. He is proud to be a parasite himself and defines the true parasite as
being ‘Present to anyhumour, all occasion’.According tohim, a parasitemust be able to ‘changea
visor, swifter thana thought’andhisownextraordinaryability in this respect isdisplayedthroughout
the play. Flexibility is his most noticeable trait. Volpone is also a great shape-shifter, but once he
assumes a role, he continueswith it for some time ; butMosca can shift roles in the twinklingof an
eye. Thus he is by turns the humble servant of the legacy-hunters, a sympathetic friend of the
virtuous Bonario telling him that he is about to be disinherited by his father, a panderer to
Volpone’s lust, a modest inheritor ofVolpone’s fortune, the dignifiedmagnifico.His performance
in all these roles isflawless. Even aswe admire his acting skills, however, we cannot forget that he
is simultaneously playing two major roles — in Volpone’s presence he is the obedient and
admiring servant,with thegulls he is whatever the occasion requires him to be, but essentially he
is the cunning opportunist

waiting for a chance to outwit his master. But is Mosca
treacherousfromthebeginning,ordoesheturnagainsthismaster
only when Volpone makes him his heir? The answer is that
Mosca’s cynical asides give us ample warning of his
opportunistic nature. Besides, there is his soliloquy inAct III
scene i, in which he reveals his real character directly to the
audience.Somewouldeven tracehis animosity tohismaster to
ActI scenevwherehe says, ‘He’s the true fatherofhis family,

/ In all saveme’. Some explanation forMosca’s perfidy is provided by a number of his speeches
which reveal his painful awareness ofhis lowbirth andpoverty.

It is possible to find inMosca other theatrical talents. He shows his skills as a make-upman
whenhe anointsVolpone’seyes as the eyes of a dyingman.He acts as a costumerwhenhe arranges
fur robes on the ‘sick’Volpone and later arranges a sergeant’s uniform for his master. He is a
producerwhen he helps in erecting themountebank’s platform inAct II. But he is at his best as a
director.In thefirstfouractsof theplay,Moscaorganizesall thelittleplayswithintheplay,preparing

Mosca shows his skills as amake-upman,
as a producer, andathisbest, as a director.
The punishment he receives at the end
may appear richly deserved, but the way
he can impress people and deceive them
all about his real nature is evident when
one of the judges happily thinks of him
as a prospective father-in-law.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Criticallyexamine thecharacterandMosca inVolpone.

Volpone for his role in the sick-room scenes inActs I and III, givingVolpone directions about how
he should act his part, and opening and closing the curtains ofVolpone’s bed at the right moments.
His greatest triumph as a director comes in the court-room scene ofAct IVwhere he takes actors
of varied talents, such as Voltore, Volpone, Corbaceio, Corvino and Lady Would-be, and draws
from each an appropriate performance. So successful is his directorial skill that the innocent Celia
and Bonario, despite their attempts to state the truth, are turned into villains of the piece. Indeed
Mosca’s treatment of Celia and Bonario shows his ruthlessness and his complete lack of moral
considerations. Mosca behaves like a true fly again when he torments the disappointed legacy
hunters. The punishment he receives in the end may appear richly deserved, but the way he can
impress people and deceive them about his real nature is evident when one of the judges happily
thinksof himas a prospective son-in-law.

(c) : The Legacy Hunters
All the three legacyhuntershave suggestivenames; in fact, as pointedout earlier in the lesson,

their names define their characters. Voltore is like a vulture and is a lawyer, a profession which
Jonson intenselydisliked. In severalofhisplays lawyersand thevariousmeansbywhich theymake
moneyare stirisedbyJonson.Like theother legacyhunters,Voltore is avaricious, though there is a
touch of unsuspected goodness in himwhenhe tells the court thatCelia andBonario are innocent.
Buteven this rareglimpseofgoodness isquicklydrownedinhisgreed. It is hisargumentativeskill as
a lawyerwhich isperverselydeployed toproveCelia andBonarioguilty at first. It is his greedwhich
enablesVolponeandMosca tomanipulatehim.Greed is also themain characteristic ofCorbaccio.
Indeedhisgreedassumesmonstrousproportionswhenheshowshis readiness todisinherit his only
son so that he can acquireVolpone’swealth.There is terrible irony in the fact that thougholder than
Volpone,Corbacciohopes tooutlive the latter.Hisdeafnessmakeshimaplaything forMosca,who
makes jokesagainsthiminhispresence. In one respecthe goes further than theother legacyhunters,
forhe isprepared tokillVolponeby usingpoisonwhich is disguisedas a sleepingdraught.He is also
distinguished from theothers by theobviousdelight he takes in hearingaboutVolpone’s supposed
illness.Themorehe learnsaboutVolpone’s allegedlydeteriorating condition, thegreater is his own
desire to outliveVolpone : ‘Excellent, excellent, sure I shall outlast him : /Thismakes me young
again, a score of years’. He is probably themeanest of the three regarding money, as seen in his
hagglingwithMosca over the payment due toVoltore.

InCorvinowe findyet another type of legacyhunter.He is expressly comparedwith a crowin
Act I scene iiwhenVolpone refers toAesop’s fable of the fox and the crow.He is absurdly jealous
abouthisbeautifulwife,as seeninhismountingangerat hiswife for lookingoutof thewindowat the
mountebankinAct II scenev.Weare repelledbythe sexualnastinessof thechastitybeltwithwhich
he threatens hiswife.And thenwe are amazed by the depth of his depravitywhen he displays his
readiness tooffer her forVolpone’s sexual pleasure.Hisavarice thusoverrideswhatever feelinghe
has for hiswife’s chastity.Whenhe threatensCeliawith the chastity belt, he swears by honour, but
bythetimeithasbeenmadecleartohimthathecaninheritVolpone’swealthonlybyprostitutinghis



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Write anote on thecharacter and role of the legacy-hunters.

wife, honour has come tomean for him ‘amere term invented to awe fools’. That he treats his wife
as a commodity and not as a human being is clear from his attempt to persuade his wife to go to
Volpone’sbedby the specious argument thathis ‘gold’cannotbe ‘worse for touching’.

(d) : Bonario
Bonario andCelia are the onlyvirtuous characters in the play.They cannot adapt their natures

to circumstances and as such remain constant in their commitment to virtue, truth and justice. In a
playwhich forcesout of us a grudgingadmiration for theclever andquick-changingrogues,Volpone
andMosca,Bonariomayappeardull anduninteresting.Hehashisheroicmoment,of course,when
he rushes on to the stage with a drawn sword to rescue the virtuous Celia, and certainly he draws
oursympathyas ayoungmanwho, fornofaultat all, is about tobedisinheritedbyhisvenal father.

His goodness is seen to be naivewhenMosca easily deceives
him.EvenhisrescueofCeliais theresultofanerrorofjudgement
made byMosca rather than the result of his active initiative.
WhenbothVolponeandMoscaareexposedin theend,Bonario
has no role to play in the exposure.Both the clever rogues are
punished because they overreach themselves and quarrelwith
each other. Perhaps Jonson presents Bonario’s goodness as
ineffective in a world where clever rogues are seen to have
morewit anddrawourunwillingadmiration. IfVolponewere

simply a play condemning evil, Bonariowould certainly have been presented asmore active and
effective. Since his namemeans ‘honest, good, uncorrupt’, Bonario is also, however, intended to
suggest the standardsbywhichweare to judge theactionsof theother characters in theplay.But in
a playwhereeveryoneelse is eithera foolora knave,BonarioandCelianeitherknownorunderstand
what they are doing, nor do they knowwhat is happening to them.After seeing a performance of
Volpone in1921,W.B.Yeatsmadea significant commenton the roles ofBonario andCelia in the
play : ‘The great surprise to mewas the pathos of the two young people, united not in love but in
innocence, andgoing in the end their separateway.The pathoswas somuch greater because their
sufferingwasanaccident,neither soughtnornoticedby the impersonalgreed that caused it.’

(e) : Celia

Celia’sLatinnamemeans‘heavenlywoman’ andinsofarassherepresents incorruptiblevirtue,
shemaybe said to liveuptoher name. She is also for Jonson the dramaticmeans for showinghow
private lifemirrors the aggresive greed and parancia in public life amongmen. Thus Corvino has
ensured that Celia is watched by ‘a guard of ten spies thick’. Volpone’s attempt to seduce her
represents, at the sexual level, the prostitutionof valueswhich the play as awhole embodies.Celia
may also be taken to symbolise the cure for such a state of affairs, but like Bonario she remains
largelyineffectiveatawidersocial level.Insteadof restoringheavenlyvalues,Celiasimplyconfirms

Bonario cannot adapt his nature to
circumstancesand as such remain constant
in his commitment to virtue, truth and
justice. He appears rather dull and
uninterestingwhen compared with rogues
like volpone or Mosca. If ‘Volpone’ were
simply a play condemning evil, Bonario
would have been presented as more active
and effective.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Commenton thecharacterand roleofCelia in theplayVolpone.

their loss. Celia is the ideal wife of time-honoured tradition-chaste, silent and obedient ; but Jonson
has little patience with this model of wifehood. She remains obedient to her unworthy husband in
most respects, refusingonly to let herself be rapedbyVolpone, as desiredbyCorvino.

It hasbeenpointedout thatCelia is like all other Jonsonianwives in lackinga conventionally
good husband and Helen Ostovich suggests that she is a
variation on theAristophanic type of the silent bride, just as
LadyPoliticWould-be stands for theAristophanic type of the
Amazon. However. Celia’s resemblance with the silent,
compliantwives inAristophanes’scomedies ismostlyphysical:
shehas a bodywhichexcitesVolpone’s lust, promptinghim to
fantasizeabouther‘soft lips’andmeltingflesh.Sheissometimes
presented on the stage as the sort of woman who entices
strangers toherbedroomand thenscreamsforhelp. IfCelia is

seen to appear too soon at herwindow, enjoying the entertainment provided byVolpone disguised
as Scoto ofMantua, and throwing down her handkerchief to him, shemay appear as a temptress.
But it iswiser tomakeher appear at thewindowafter Scoto’s claims about hiswonder drugs have
alreadybeenmade,so thatheractionof throwingdownherhandkerchiefappears tobea spontaneous
response to Scoto’s appeal to the crowd for some token ‘to show I amnot contemnedof you’. But
bothCorvino andVolpone interpret the tossing of her handkerchief as a sexual provocation.This
only shows the great discrepancy between themale view of her voluptuous body and the genuine
chastity of her character. In this respect she provides an effective dramatic contrast with Lady
Would-be; the latter is grotesquely eager to dowhat Celia is too pious even to contemplate. It is
profoundly ironical that themoreCeliapleadswithVolponenot to feedhis lust onher ‘beauty’, the
more she drawshis libidinous attention to that beauty.Celia’smisfortune is that thoughshe is herself
a chastewoman,menonlyseehersexappeal.Sheseemstobeanembodimentofpassive,masochistic
suffering.This ismost remarkablydramatisedwhen she pleadswithVolpone to ‘Flaymy face /Or
poisonitwithointments’orplagueherwith‘leprosy’rather thanstainher ‘honour’. In theendshe is
silenced, returned toherfather.Celia’s fate in theplaybrings to the foregroundthedepravity‘inherent
in social codes that entrench quantitative values’ (Ostovich). For thosewho judge by such codes,
like theavocatori, the sheer quantityof the charges levelled againstCelia is enough tobesmirchher
goodname.In their judgement,Volponeisnotguiltyofattemptedrape,partlybecausehedemonstrates
that sickness renders him unfit to seduce other men’s wives, but mostly because the volume of
testimoniesagainsthermakes the judgescondemnthevictim.Although theavocatori find thatCelia
possesses ‘unreprovedname’, the cumulative forceof the attackson her virtue leads them tovoice
suspicion: ‘Thiswomanhas toomanymoods’. That domesticvirtues andvaluescannot be a refuge
fromor a correctiveagainst the corruptionandcontaminationof public life is strikinglydemonstrated
inVolpone by the fate ofCelia.

‘Celia’, meaning ‘heavenly woman’
represents in-corruptible virtue. She is,
for Jonson, the dramatic means for
showing how private life mirrors the
aggressive greed and parancia in public
life amongmen. Her resemblance with
the silent, compliant wives in
Aristophanes’s comedies is mostly
physical.



SUBUNITII:SOMEIMPORTANTISSUES
(a) : Anti-theatricality

Jonson’splayshavebeenseensometimesasembodimentsofhisdeep-rootedanti-theatricality.
JonasBarishhasshowninhisAnti-TheatricalPrejudice that Jonsonwasfundamentally inagreement
with those of his contemporaries who had nothing but contempt for the theatre. Jonson’s anti-
theatricalitywas not, however, simply an outcome of his classically cultivated snobbery for low,
popular formsof entertainment. Jonson always prefers the plain, solid and stable, thingswhich are
exactlywhat theyappear tobe.Hismajorplays arecritiquesof the instabilitywhich theyembody:

change is presented as something to be avoided, something
which only the foolish characters and the rascals, gulls and
knaves seek. InVolpone it is the knaves,Volpone andMosca,
who frequently change their shapes and adopt disguises. But
Jonson’sdistrustof shape-shiftinggoeshand inhandwithwhat
maybe called a subversive fascination for show and illusion,

andthisgivesVolponeitsuniquetension,a tensionwhichsomewouldinterpretasanuneasysynthesis
betweenanti-theatricality anda pronounced refusal tomake this anti-theatricality the lastword.The
parodicdesignsandsatiric assaultson follies in Jonson’splays areexplicitly theatrical.LikeVolpone,
whosimply cannot refrain fromcreating complications and enjoying them, Jonsonhimself cannot
stopemplying theatrical devices likeparodic designs.

(b) : The Golden Age
Volpone’smorning invocation togold,withwhich theplayopens, introduces amajor themeof

theplay, that of theGoldenAge.While expressinghis adoration for gold,Volpone says, ‘Well did
wisepoets, by thygloriousname /Title that agewhich theywouldhave thebest’. Later in the same
scene he paraphrases Ovid’s famous description of an ideal age when nobody had to strive for a
living.Buthe finds in the ideaof theGoldenAgeanexcusefor realisinghisownpervertedends; as
hedeclares at the endof theopeningscene: ‘What should I do
/Butcockerupmygenius [give free rein tomynatural talents],
andlivefree /Toalldelightsmyfortunecallsmeto?’Theconcept
of aGodenAgewhenhumanitywas sexuallyuninhibitedand
livedinharmonywithanimalsandnature,withoutmoney, labour
or agriculture,was central tomuchRenaissance literature.The
ideaof thisGoldenAge isusedby Jonson in someofhis other
writings,notablyThe Alchemist.But inVolponehis treatmentof themotif,ideal to a ruthless pursuit
of moneywhile the second can be best described as a self-indulgent saturnalia. So far as the first
formof degeneration is concerned,Volpone’s opening speech and the subsequent behaviour of the
legacy hunters amply demonstrate how the idea of a Golden Age has been reduced to mere lust
for gold.For Volpone, gold is brighter than the sun, more desirable than sexual beauty, and the
objectwhich

Jonson’s major plays are critiques of the
instability which they embody; change is
presented as something to be avoided,
something which only foolish characters
and the rascals, gulls and knaves seek.

InVolponeJonson’s treatment of themotif
of using golden age is ironical, for he
dramatises here two of its perversions. The
first shows the degeneration of the ideal
to a ruthless pursuit of money while the
second can be best described as a self-
indulgent saturnalia.



definesall humanvalues. InOvid’sdescriptionof theGoldenAgeoneof the features that standout is
freedom from toil made possible by the bounty of Nature, but Volpone’s desire for an existence
without toil is based on other people’s greed. TheGoldenAge wasmarked by total harmony but in
theworld of crudematerialism that replaces it inVolpone, gold is responsible for breaking even the
most intimate of family bonds— those between father and son, between husband andwife.Volpone
himselfhasan ‘unnatural’ familywhichconsistsof three freaksanda servantwhomheembraces likea
mistress. Greed for gold disrupts the family bonds of the legacy hunters. Another feature of the
GoldenAge, the harmony between men and beasts and mankind’s need to learn some valuable
lessons fromanimals, is parodied inVolponewheremen imitate the bestiality of animals and not their
wisdom.

Thesecondperversionof theGoldenAge takes the formofunbridledself-gratification inwhich
wisdom and folly become interchangeable and fantasies of power and sensuality proliferate.As
DavidBevingtonandBrianParkerhaveshown, its roots lie in theclassicalcelebrationsofSaturnalia
andCarnival, theGerman peasant’s Land of Cockayne, or the Lubberland that Jonson referred to
as an analogue to his comedy,BartholomewFair. Psychologically, its appeal can be understood in
termsof theFreudianconceptof ‘pleasureprinciple’,whichinsists thatan individual’s adjustment to
reality on which all moral and social standards are based depends on his/her ability to get rid of
narcissistic fantasiesofself-gratification.But thisadjustment isneverwhollycompleteandchildhood
fantasiesof self-gratificationmaysurfaceanymoment inadulthood.Volpone’s appeal asa character
lies in thewayhisunbridled self-indulgence taps the infantilenarcissismofeveryone.Themarksof
thiskindof narcissism,as describedbyFreud, are found inamplemeasure inVolpone’s character
— ‘imaginary gratification of ambition, grandiose erotic wishes’ and the sense ofwielding power
over others.Anothermeansof self-gratificationon thepart ofVolpone is hisplay-acting.Wehave
seen that Jonson distrustedman’s instinct formimesis. In his Discoveries he expresses an almost
Platonic disapproval of acting,warning that ‘we so insist on imitatingothers, aswecannot (when it
is necessary) return to ourselves ... and make the habit to another Nature’. This is howVolpone
comes toa stickyendandfor ‘feigning lame,gout,palsy, and suchdiseases’, he is sentencedby the
Avocatori ‘to lie inprison, crampedwith irons, /Till thoube’st sickand lame indeed’.Acting isone
ofVolpone’schiefdelights.Theplayasawholealsocontainsseveralplay-within-the-playsituations
of characters either watching others play roles or playing different roles themselves. There are,
moreover, several theatrical comparisons like that of Sir Pol’s tortoise to a puppet show and the
mountebankscene to the commediadell’arte or amorality play. It is clear that acting so appeals to
Volpone because it gives him a sense of power over others.Acting is also for him amode of self-
display, as isclear fromhisboastfulmention toCeliaofhisactingasAntonius inhisyouthand from
the flattery he expected fromMosca, especially for his performance as Scoto ofMantua. Finally,
acting appeals toVolpone because it gives him a chance to humiliate others, as is most obvious in
his role as commandotore.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Write a note on the themeof the golden age.



UNIT - 12
REVIEWOFCRITICISM

CONTENT STRUCTURE:
UNIT 12(a): Marxist Perspective
UNIT 12(b): Carnival and License
UNIT 12(c): Gender and Sexuality

Suggested Reading
Assignment

(a) : Marxist Perspective
Avery influential early approach to Jonson’s plays, that of L. C. Knights in his bookDrama

andSociety in theAge of Ben Jonson, published in 1937, related Jonson’s drama to the social and
economic conditions of the time.Knights saw Jonson rather than Shakespeare as a representative
figure in the growth of capitalism in the early modern period. However, Knights’ approach was
ultimatelymoral despite the newmethodology adopted by him.He saw Jonson as an exponent of
theanti-acquisitiveattitude,upholding traditionalmoral andsocial values inanagewhichwitnessed
asharpdeteriorationinsocio-economicconditions.KnightsrecognizedthatJonson’splays registered
an awarenessof a neworder emergingout of a traditional,medieval viewof theworld, that Jonson
understood the implicationsof the emergenceof a newclass, thebourgeoisie,whichchallenged the
predominanceofthefeudalaristocracy.ButforKnightstheneweconomicconditionswhichJonson’s
plays clearlydepict are ultimately reducible to themoral aimsof a satirist : Jonson’s ‘diagnosiswas
moral rather thaneconomic.Or, toput it anotherway, thedramatic treatmentof economicproblems
showed them as moral and individual problems—which in the last analysis they are’. It is this
approachthatwaschallengedbyDonWayneinhisessay, ‘DramaandSociety in theAgeofJonson
:AnAlternativeView’.Wayne’s essay is, in his ownwords, an ‘attempt to redefine the relationship
between Jonsoniandramaand its sociohistorical context’.While admitting that plays likeVolpone
satirize the acquisitiveness thatwas thehallmarkof the risingmercantile capitalism,Wayne argues
that Jonson’s own identity as a playwright depended on ‘the same emerging structure of social
relationships that he satirized in his plays’.Wayne substantiates this view bymeans of a detailed
analysis of Bartholomew Fair, a play which now receives more critical attention than any other
Jonsonianplay.Wayneadmits thatKnights’view that Jonson’scriticismof bourgeoisacquisitiveness
in termsof traditional popular and religious values, values shared by author and audience alike, is
applicable to a play likeVolpone, but not toBartholomewFair, whichKnights does not discuss at
all.SofarasVolponeisconcerned,Knights isrightinseeingitasa relentlesscritiqueofacquisitiveness.
This play shows that the lust for gold is a disease that threatens the entire body politic and that this
lust leads Jonson’s characters to seek power and self-aggrandizement in one form or another. But
Jonson’s attitude tocapitalismis farmore complex than thephrase ‘anti-acquisitive’wouldsuggest.
The complexity is due to the tensionbetween thepoet’s authority,his need for self-assertionand that
of the theatreaudiences. Jonsonoften incorporates intohis texts,generally inaprologue, induction



or epilogue, his awareness of the relationship between his own assertion of the power and authority
of the poet and his audience’s authority to pass judgement. Volpone is a play in which the poet’s
authority is stated categorically, asserting in the Epistle Dedicatory that the poet is a person ‘that
comes forth the interpreter and arbiter of nature, a teacher of things divine no less than human, a
master inmanners ; and can alone orwith few, effect the business ofmankind’. Jonson’s confidence
here indicates the special status ofVolponeamong hisworks : it is a playwhich shows little authorial
intrusion into the action, a play where the moral is enforced without the appearance of a character
like Crites in Cynthia’s Revels who ensures that the audience grasps the author’s meaning. In
Volpone Jonson had found a formula bymeans of which he could bring together the diverse sections
among his audience in the act of judging and censuring the action on the stage. Such a unity of
judgment reinforced the author’s claim of being the ‘arbiter of nature’. But the ethical consistency of
Volpone depended on whatWayne calls ‘something of a red herring’— the choice of a Venetian
setting.Theunity of judgmentbetween author and audience aswell as the applicability of an accepted
moral standard is rendered possible in the play by ‘the scapegoating of the Italians’. Thus Volpone
‘permitted a sense of commonpurpose and of social order basedon a strictly negative appraisal of a
certainkindofacquisitivebehaviour thatwasconvenientlydisplacedelsewhere’.

Leavingaside thequestion, raisedbyWayne, of theauthority of author and audience sharinga
common judgement on the action ofVolpone, we can try to understand the significance of that
action inMarxist terms.Here an important insight is providedbyPeterWomack inhisBen Jonson.
WomackpointsouthowCorvinobetrays hiswife,LadyPoliticherhusbandandCorbacciohis son,
as they seek tobecomeVolpone’sheirs.By the timeMosca too joins the legacyhuntingand is seen
byoneof themagistrates as a prospective son-in-law, thecompetition for the legacyhas assumeda
form that can be best described by the famous words of Marx and Engels in The Communist
Manifesto. Thepursuit ofmoneyhas ‘pitilessly tornasunder themotley feudal ties that boundman
tohis “natural superiors” and has left remainingno other nexus betweenman andman than naked
self-interest, thancallous“cashpayment” ’. It ‘has tornawayfromthefamily itssentimentalveiland
has reduced the family to a mere money relation’. Thus we come back to the view that Volpone
reflectsamajor trend thatwas emerging inRenaissanceEngland—thedecayof feudal values and
the rise of capitalism.

(b) : Carnival and License
The ‘saturnalianpattern’of clarification through releasewas traced inShakespeare’s comedies

by C. L. Barber in the 1960s. The representation of popular festivity in Jonson’s comedies has
subsequently emerged as an important critical concern. Ian Donaldson demonstrated in his The
WorldUpsideDownhowJonson’splays take ‘the festive ideaas a startingpoint to explorequestions
of social freedom and social discipline, social equality and social distinction’. The link between
JonsoniancomedyandRenaissancepopularfestivitiesprovidesthebasisofsomelatercritical studies
undertaken fromaBakhtinianperspective. In hisRabelais andHisWorldMikhailBakhtin addeda
politicaldimension to the studyofRenaissance literature.ForBakhtinEuropeanculture in theearly
modernperiodwasa richmedleyof competing languages, high and low.The tradition of carnival,
whose history is traced back to the Roman saturnalia, is described by Bakhtin as abolishing the
distinctionsbetweenthepublicandprivatespheresandbetweenperformersandspectators,andas



establishing an inverted order in which fools and outsiders become kings for the day. It offers a
mocking challenge to the serious official culture of the time by destroying social differences and
making all social levels equal. Carnival was the time which most comprehensively embodied this
levellingspirit. In his accountof carnival festivityBakhtinsaw its particularvalue in theway it suggested
cultural subversion, a bold political challenge to the official order. Peter Womack (Ben Jonson)
applies Bakhtin’s theory of carnival to the theatre, which is readily recognized as the space of
carnival, a placewhere the official order, the order of monarchywhich is singular in its absolutism,
was challenged by a plurality of other voices and other faces. The single ‘truth’ of the official order
was replaced in the theatre by thedialogue betweendifferent voices, the openingupof thepossibility
of other truths. The actor’s role itself is the manifestation of an unstable identity. ThusVolpone’s
performance in the role of a sick man is susceptible to a double reading. On the one hand, we can
see it as the representation of a falsehood, a criminal device to deceive people whose greed and
folly are highlighted by the way they become easy prey for Volpone. On the other hand, as a
performanceVolpone’sfeignedsickness is a kindofcarnival : a celebration,against the rigidcategories
ofofficialcultureand legality,of thecontinuallydyingand renewingbody,‘the invincible resourcefulness
withwhich it provokes fresh transformations’. The tricksters in the play are artistswho challenge the
authoritarian barrier between what is and what could be. Lying and deception are held up for our
moral condemnationby theauthorially controlledplot,but the showchallenges this authorial control
by its exuberant cleverness and entertainment. In other words, the play speaks in two voices,
undermining its singularmeaningandauthority by thedoublenessof its appeal.However, the inversions
of the official order in Volpone ultimately produce only the mirror image of that order, a ‘travesty
court’over whichVolpone rules and which produces not a carnivalesque celebration of generation
and regeneration but ‘a parodic apotheosis of money’. ‘Its cold and abstract utopianism takes the
form, not of a saturnatlianbanquet for all theworld, but of an infinitely large pile of preciousmetals’.
Womackalso shows thatTheAlchemist andBartholomewFair aremore amenable to a carnivalesque
interpretation.

(c) : Gender and Sexuality
It is feminist criticismwhich ismost obviously concernedwith the representationofwomen in

Renaissancedrama.Butevensomemalecriticshadwritten, beforefeministcriticsbegantohighlight
it, about themarginalizationofwomen in Jonson’s plays. Itwas pointedout, for example, howfew
femaleroles thereare inJonsoniandramaandhowstereotypical theserolesare.Thefrigidlyvirtuous
Celia inVolpone is sucha stereotype. Jonson’sdeficiencies in this respectbecomemorepronounced
whenone thinksof the livelyandassertivewomen inShakespeare’s comedies.However, there is a
muchmorecomplexandsympathetic treatmentofwomenin Jonson’s laterplays likeTheDevil is an
Ass andTheNewInn.Somefeminist critics have alsopointedout that themost crucial issue in this
respect is thestatusofwomeninRenaissanceBritainand that Jonson’splaysdofocuson this. In his
playswomenareshowntobemarginalizedorsilencedandoftenpursuedforvaluesthatarefinancial
rather thanpersonal or spiritual. Jonson revealswomenas commodities in an increasinglymarket-
dominated capitalistic ethoswhich reduced the relationships between the sexes to ameremoney
relation. In this respect feminist criticism reinforcesMarxist insights into Jonsoniandrama.Celia is
revealingly identified with gold byMosca : ‘She’s kept as warily as is your gold’. Her jealous



husbandCarvino, before pushing her intoVolpone’s bedroom, tells her that, like hismoney, shewill
be none theworse for touching. Both LadyWould-be andCelia ‘convey, bymeans of sexual shock,
the depravity inherent in social codes that entrench quantitative values’ (Ostovich). They also show
how thewrongness of public life amongmen corrupts private life. Ostovich praises Jonson’s insight
in showinghowprivate lifemirrors the aggressivegreed in public life amonggroups ofmen. In a play
concerned with the prostitution of values, Lady Would-be and Celia sexualise plots as potential
cures.But instead of restoring value, they simply confirm its loss.Not beingmarried to conventionally
good husbands both women share an affliction common to all Jonsonian wives. LadyWould-be
resembles theAmazonian type ofwomanwho is portrayed as a female intruder onmasculine territory
inAristophanes’s comedies like Lysistrata and Ecclesiazusae. She also refuses to conform to the
prevailing cultural construction of thewife, though this onlymakes her offensively self-assertive, and
sexually open. Ceilia is a complete contrast to her. But in the ultimate analysis Jonson makes no
distinction between the aggressively seductive woman and her self-effacing counterpart : both are
silencedandeliminated.

Some have argued that the comparative blankness of Jonson’s plays regarding heterosexual
love goes with a tolerance for homoeroticism. Mario di Gangi has traced the operation of
homoeroticism inorderly anddisorderlymaster-servant relationships inRenaissancedrama.Some
examples of this homoeroticism aremarked as transgressive (Volpone), while some are obviously
notso(Epicene). ‘Volponesuggests thatwhentransgressiveofmarriage, inheritance,andhierarchical
authority, a partnershipbetweenmaster and servant canbepowerful andprofitable, evenattractive,
but is liable to be unstable and self-destructive’.Mosca gets hismaster’s consent to violate social
propriety, but in the end he destroys the master-servant hierarchy itself.Moreover, the erotically
disorderedmaster-servant relationship in theplaymirrors thesocialdisorder.

(d) New Historicist Approach
Oneof thecentral critical questions about Jonsoniandrama is thenatureand importanceof the

Jonsonianselfandits relation toauthority.Acontrast is sometimesdrawnin thisconnectionbetween
the centeredor ‘gathered self’and the ‘loose self’. Jonson’s own imageof a broken compasswhich
cannot trace a circle is often taken as emblematic.Aconfrontation between these twoprinciples of
selfhood is staged in the plays. The strain of this confrontation ismade into a great work of art in
Volpone.Volpone is a shape-shifter, a Proteanmanwithout core and principle. Once the ideal of
moral constancy is abandoned, onehas an almost infinite andvicious capacity to change the self at
will.But thiscontinual shape-shifting, thisconstant alterationof theself, in theend leadsVolpone to
disaster, as it does everyoneelse in the play,who is committed to the sameprinciple.Thus thedrama
reflectsthedangersofanalwaysshiftingself,a selfwhichlacksinnerpoiseandstability.IanDonaldson
suggests that this conflict is central to Jonson’s plays and hisnon-dramatic verse.On the onehand,
there is the ‘gathered self’—collected, contained,morally strongbut tending towards theposition
that only the self exists ; on theother hand, there is ‘the loose self’ready to shift in an opportunistic
manner fromone role to another, a selfwhichbecauseof its instability is completelyuntrustworthy.
Thisoppositionhasbeen takenbyNewHistoricists to ‘historicize’ theJonsonian self, to establish its
relationshipwith the historical conditions inwhich suchnotions of selfhoodwere constructed.The
critical trend of tracing social identity as a process of self-creation was pioneered by Stephen



Greenblatt’s influential bookRenaissanceSelf-Fashioningwhichdoes not, however, dealwith Jonson.
But an earlier essayby him, ‘TheFalseEnding inVolpone’,has all themain traits ofNewHistoricism.
In that essayGreenblatt argues that part of the attraction of Volpone for us today is that we feel we
are watching the beginning of modern consciousness. Volpone is a man who has created his own
identity, fashioned for himself roles which he goes on to play with the consummate skill of a fine
actor. From this view of a character in a play, the NewHistoricists proceed to a similar view of its
creator. Selfhood, in the viewof such critics, is an entitywhose exact dimensions are determined by
the structures of power and forms of discourse peculiar to the culture in which it is generated. The
qualities of ‘the gathered self’can be understood historically as related to a Renaissance ideal of the
‘laureate self’, a serious self-characterized by its knowledge of and fidelity to itself as well as the
ethos of the age. This laureate self is authorial, a normative ideal againstwhich contemporary varieties
of authorship can be measured. But this self is also an authoritative self because of its conformity
with the governing ethos of the age. In his early works Jonson tries to establish himself as this
elevated kind of author. But a mere declaration of such status does not ensure laureate selfhood and
Jonson’s plays also reveal the paradox and difficulty involved in the process. Volpone is prefaced by
an address to the Universities.As another means to ensure his elevated status as an author, Jonson
alsoemphasizeshisdidactic intentions.But theparadoxanddifficulty lie in the fact that suchastatusis
sought in the allegedbasenessof the theatricalworld.Consequently, Jonson’s aspiration towards the
status of an elevated author involves him in a paradoxical downplaying of the form chosen byhim.
He could be a laureate poet in the theatre only by opposing the theatre, by unmasking the moral
emptinessof itsmimicry (see the sectionon‘Anti-theatricality).
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ASSIGNMENT
Short-answer type questions:
1. What do thenamesVolpone,MoscaVoltore,Carbaccio andCorvinomean ?
2. Whatdoes thenickname ‘SirPol’ suggest ? Inwhatway is he contrastedwithPeregrine?
3. Whatare theUnities?DoesJonsonmaintain theminVolpone?
4. Brieflymention the reasonswhy Jonson is considered unique in British drama of the early
modern period.
5. Mention the titlesof four comedies and two tragediesby Jonson.
6. Whatwas theWar of theTheatres ?What role did Jonson play in it ?
7. Suggest twoaspectsof Jonson’s classicismwhichmakehimunique.
8. Whowas the first critic to relate Volpone to the emerging capitalism of the period ?Briefly
mentionhismainargument.
9. What is the relationshipbetweenauthorandauthority inJonson’splays ?
10. HowwouldyoucompareJonsonandShakespeareinrespectof their representationofwomen
?
11. Whichaspectof Jonsoniandramado theNewHistoricists focus on ?
12. Whatare themarksofJonson’s anti-theatricality inVolpone?

Answerthefollowingquestions indetail andwithclosereference to thetext:
1. Attempt an estimateof Jonson’s achievements as a comicdramatistwith special reference to
Volpone.
2. CommentonJonson’shandlingofhissources inVolpone.
3. What is thesignificanceof theVenetiansettinginVolpone?
4. Bringout themajor themesofVolpone.
5. Analyze thestructureofVolponeandshowhowthesubplot is related to themainplot.
6. Does theendingofVolpone satisfyartistic requirementsaswell as thedemandsof comedy?
7. Commenton the role and character of eitherVolponeorMosca.
8. DoesCelia live up to themeaningof her name ?Howeffective is her presence in the corrupt
publicworld ofVenice?
9. Howdoes Jonsondealwith the themeof theGoldenAge inVolpone ?
10. What isCarnival ?Attempta readingofVolponeinCarnivalesque terms.
11. AnalyzeVolpone fromaMarxistperspective.



BLOCK IV
UNIT-13

THE DUCHESS OFMALFI: JOHNWEBSTER
CONTENT STRUCTURE:
UNIT 13(a): Objectives
UNIT13(b): JacobeanTragedyand theDistinctiveness ofWebsteras a tragic playwright

UNIT 13(a): OBJECTIVES
In thismodulewe shall dealwithoneof thegreatest Jacobean tragedies,TheDuchess ofMalfi,

by JohnWebster.TheDuchess alsohappens tobe a revenge tragedy, verydifferent inkind fromthe
revengetragediesof theearlier,Elizabethan,period, and its treatmentof the themeof revengehas to
be examined.The Jacobean period in the historyofEnglishdrama introduced some important new
trends.Again, comparedwith theearlier,Elizabethan,period’s dramatic achievement, the Jacobeans
appear tobedecadent.Thefigureof theDuchesshasauniquesignificance in respectof the statusof
women, especially when the question of the marriage of a widow came up, in a predominantly
patriarchal society. Other figures of great interest in Webster’s tragedy are Bosola, the Duke
(Ferdinand)andhisbrother, theCardinal.All theseissuesandaspectsof theplayhavebeenthoroughly
discussed in thismodule.

UNIT 13(b): JACOBEAN TRAGEDY AND THE DISTINCTIVE-NESS
OF WEBSTER AS A TRAGIC PLAYWRIGHT

Just as the phenomenonof Elizabethan tragedywas followed a crest in the sea is followedby
that of a trough, so also by Jacobean tragedy, indicating a distinct falling-off from the achieved
standardof literaryexcellence.Thepatriotic outburst of national life after thedefeat of theSpanish
Armada in1588and the freedom illuminedofmindandconscience, anoffshoot of the initial phase
of thatbiggestmovement in humanhistoryknownas theRenaissance,hadalreadyspent themselves,
andreactionwas inevitable. InElizabethantragedytherewasmuchofexhilaration; Jacobeantragedy
wasmarked by decadence.

Contemporary tragic playwrights practically deprived people of any stable system of moral
values, made them crave like inebriates for more andmore abnormal stimulus and provided an
authentic reinforcement of the pessimisticworld-viewof the Jacobean period. Elizabethan tragedy
signified the triumph of life ; it was the dance of death that made Jacobean tragedy a powerful
mediumofevoking shudders. Insteadof theexaltationof thecult ofhumanismin themost glowing
terms,wehave, in Jacobean tragedy, the ‘dialect ofdespair’(CharlesLamb), thenoteofdisjunction,
themuddleof thepositivevaluesof life—obviouslyonaccountof anumberof changesonvarious
planesof thought,political, social, economic, religious, evencosmological.Thewholeassumption,
thecentralmessageofElizabethanEnglandwassummedupbyShakespeare’sVikingprince:

“What a piece ofwork is aman!How noble in reason! how infinite in faculty ! in form, in
moving, howexpress andadmirable ! in actionhowlike an angel ! in apprehensionhowlike
a god! thebeautyof theworld ! theparagonof animals !” (Hamlet, II, ii.)



WiththedismantlingofthePtolemaictheoryoftheuniverse,theocentric,hierarchicandimmutable,
and the erosion of the philosophical foundations of themedieval principle of cosmic harmony /
order, however, things began to fall apart and lose their coherence.Morally and spiritually adrift,
manfoundhimselfabandonedinaworldofacceleratedchange.Therapidmovementfromfeudalism
to capitalism, the ceaseless conflict between orthodoxCatholicism and radical Protestantism, the
tense relationshipbetween theKing andParliament over their rights and, above all, theastounding
discoveriesmade by Copernicus andKepler, Galileo andVesalius converted Jacobean England
intoa landconfusionandunease.Flamineo, inTheWhiteDevil, expresses the zeitgeist (time-spirit)
whenhe says:

“While we look up to heaven we confound
Knowledgewithknowledge.O I am inamist.” (V, vi)

Inconformitywith thepressuresandprinciplesof theJacobeanperiodGeorgeChapmanoffered
to the theatre-audience Bussy D’Ambois and The Revenge of Bussy D’Ambois. Replete with
sensational scenes and inspiredbyphilosophical ideas, eachof the tragediespresents a newversion
of theMarlovian superman.MarstonwroteAntonio’s Revenge and TheMalcontent, andThomas
Heywood did his work in the field of domestic tragedy, the genre of Arden of Feversham. In
Heywood’sAWomanKilledwithKindness, a revengeplaywithoutrevenge,oneinwhichmurderous
impulsesarecontrolledanddispelled,wehaveaperfect antithesis to thegrandioseeventsandhigh-
mindedphilosophical reflectionsofChapman.Muchof themeritofChapman’sdramareallyconsisted
in his philosophical perception of the human condition. Bussy D’Ambois, like so many of the
marginalisedmalcontentswhofollowedhimin theplaysof the1600s,wasamisfit (primarilybecause
ofhis fiery individualism) in thecorruptcourtlyworld inwhichhemoved.Marstonhowever testified
to the Jacobean spirit in a different way ; his discordant moral vision was reflected in his equally
discordant rhetoric.He echoed Senecan stoicism and indulged in Senecan bombast, but he added
to themhisownmodeof thought,hisbroodingdespondency.AsidefromChapmanandMarston, Ben
Jonsonwrote two tragedies, SejanusandCatiline, both ofwhichwere concernedwith thedownfall
of evil protagonists. J. B. Bamborough rightly observes : ‘If Sejanus is an essay on the evils of
TyrannyandFlattery,Catilineisademonstrationofthedangersofpoliticalturbulence’.(BenJonson).

Middleton, incollaborationwithRowley,wroteTheChangeling,a tragedyofoutstandingmerit
withaplot that isbothdexterouslyarticulatedanddeeplyengrossing.Themoraldegenerationof the
heroine,thedeviantandduplicitousBeatrice-Joanna,andhertotalsurrendertothediabolicalcreature,
the ugly and lustful De Flores, are indeed acutely painful.
Middleton’s interest inwomenandtheircapacityforevil is further
illustrated inWomen Beware Womenwhere tragic passions
culminate in crude and atrocious slaughter. Tourneurwas the
authorofTheAtheist’s Tragedy andTheRevenger’sTragedy.
In these, especially the second, there is ampleevidenceofa strong taste for themercilesslyperverse
and thegratuitously horrible among theplaygoersof the Jacobeanperiod.Tourneur evidently tried
to feeda public appetite almost as cruel as that of theRomansunderNero.The early revengeplays
were as little terrifying as puppet-shows, but, in course of time, the theme of revenge handled by
Tourneur came to be intensified and enriched by moral perceptiveness and proved both

The age saw the publication of a number
of revenge tragedies, domestic tragedies,
in the hands of Chapman, Ben Jonson,
Marston and others.



credible andmeaningful. Tourneur could give a whole inferno in a single line.The vision of evil he
conjured up in his skillful verse is almost too menacing to observe. The Revenger’s Tragedy is
structurally the better of the two plays attributed to Tourneur and there is now a school of thought
that would attribute it toMiddleton. Themost famous collaboration of the periodwas that between
Beaumont and Fletcher. They wrote TheMaid’s Tragedy, a high-flown, aristocratic and neo-Greek
drama,oftencharacterizedbyastrainof implausibility.

The greatest tragic playwright of the Jacobean periodwas doubtlessWebster whowrote two
extremely fascinating anddynamic tragedies,TheWhiteDevil andTheDuchess ofMalfi.Webster
hasoftenbeencriticized forhisdefectiveplot-construction.Objectionshavebeen raisedagainst his
penchant for the decadent world-view and his predilection for the sinister and violent modes of
action.But he forms a class by himself in the history of Jacobean drama, thanks to his tantalizing
poetic power and his searching study of the riddling complexities of the human mind. In some
respectsWebster exhibited the true dramatist’s skill in his treatment of sensational scenes ; and
hardly any playwright of his time couldmatch him in the construction of grim or grisly situations
relievedbya poetic imaginationever dwellingon thegloomy thought of death.Perhapshewas the
only Jacobean playwrightwho camenearest to Shakespeare in his power of character delineation,
but his tragedies served tohighlight Shakespeare’smagnificent balancebetween plot and character
rather thanvyingwith hiswholework. It shouldhowever be noted thatWebsterwas by nomeans
just a flamboyant sensation-monger, an unthinking composer of eloquent melodrama. He had a
deep tragic vision and an expansive ethical consciousness. It is true that one ofWebster’s salient
characteristics ishispreoccupationwithdeath.AsT.S.Eliotsays inhis ‘Whispersof Immortality’:

“Webster wasmuch possessed by death
Andsawtheskullbeneath theskin:
And breastless creatures underground
Leanedbackwardwitha liplessgrin.

Daffodil bulbs instead of balls
Stared from the sockets of the eyes !

Heknew that thought clings rounddead limbs
Tighteningitslustsandluxuries.”

It isalsotrue thatWebsterisoftenpessimistic, thathe ‘relisheswitha near-psychopathicobsession
the cruel variationsof humanmortality’(S.GorleyPutt : TheGoldenAge ofEnglishDrama), and
that,while depicting aworldwheremankind is abandoned, he anticipates ‘theSartreannotion that
it is death itselfwhich renders life terrifyingly absurd and devoid ofmeaning.’(RowlandWymer :
Webster andFord). But equally true isWebster’s ‘agonized search formoral order in the uncertain
and chaotic world of Jacobean skepticism’ (Irving Ribner : Jacobean Tragedy : The Quest for
MoralOrder)—his response toandappreciationof the luminous idealof the suffering individual’s
‘integrity of life’ in a heap of broken images. Reflecting on what he regards as ‘a strictly moral
universe’inWebster’s playsD.C.Gunbyhasgone so far as to claimthat ‘all the resourcesof poetic
dramaaredirected towards the embodimentof a complex,moving and deeply religious vision of
human existence.’



The Jacobean period came to an end with
JohnFord,Massinger and ShirleyFord’s
focus of interest was on thematic
relationships which he succeeded in
making vibrant with a definable
emotional tone of melancholy and grief.

JohnFord, anotherplaywrightof theperiod,hadsomethingof thesamesharpnessofvisionand depth
of feeling and the same sort of fascination with Websterian horrors. His two tragedies, ’TisPity
She’s aWhore and The Broken Heart, are generally regarded as the last two great tragedies of the
Jacobean period, though it must be conceded that the first one is great only in patches. In a
sense, ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore dealing, like Beaumont and Fletcher’s AKing and no King, with
incest, is a persecution tragedy where a loving couple (brother and sister, we presently learn with
revulsion) persist fatally in their love against a hostile world of traditional ethics. T. S. Eliot has
characterized the lovers with clarity and precision Giovanni is merely selfish and self-willed, of a
temperament to want a thing the more because it is forbidden :Annabella is pliant, vacillating and
negative : the one almost a monster of egoism, the other virtually a moral defective. (Elizabethan
Essays) Ford could face all themoral implications of a genuinely incestuous passion, but his poetic
powerwas not often of an elevated quality or of a rich timbre. The BrokenHeart is a more coherent
study and has a more sustained plot-structure. Ford was content to represent life’s tragic situations,
knitting them into a unity.His focus of interestwas not on anymoral pattern, but on thematic relation-
shipswhichhesucceededinmakingvibrantwithadefinableemotionaltoneofmelancholyandgrief.

WithMassinger, an exact contemporary of Ford, we leave the Jacobean age for the Caroline
age, and with Shirley, author of The Traitor and The Cardinal, we come to the end of the great
periodofEnglishdrama.Shirley’s tragediesarewell-craftedandwithoutanyglaring faults,but they
lacktheoriginality,spontaneityandvitalityofhismasterlypredecessors.

T. S. Eliot examinesWebster’s view of life and arrives at the conclusion that his underlying
philosophy is characterized by confusion, morbidity and
disequilibrium.EquallyresponsivetoWebster’sdecadentworld-
view isGunnarBoklundwhobelieves thatWebster’s purpose
in TheWhite Devil is to portray ‘a world without a centre’—
‘aworldwheremankind is abandoned,without footholdon an
earthwhere themoral lawdoes not apply, without real hope in
aheaventhatallowsthispredicament toprevail.’ (TheSources
of TheWhite Devil) In The Duchess of Malfi, he asseverates, ‘plot and theme combine and co-
operate to’produce a final effect of unrelieved futility, foreshadowed several times in the past by
Bosola’s bitter denunciations of theworld’(TheDuchess ofMalfi: Sources, Themes, Characters).
Nevertheless,whatmarksWebster off from the other tragic playwrights of the Jacobean period is
his ultimate focus on the positivevalues of life. It has beennoted byD.C.Gunby that at the endof
TheDuchess ofMalfi,Delio, presenting after the gory carnageAntonio’s son as a symbol of hope
andregeneration, expressesa largerviewandabrighter philosophy.Usingwhat is, significantly, the
only sun image in a darkplay, hepoints to ‘the negativity and futility of evil’and reveals his deep-
seatedconviction that ‘integrityof life’ is rewardedbeyond thegrave.
LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Howwouldyoucharacterize JacobeanTragedy ?
2. What are the distinct features of John Webster as a playwright ?
3. Namesomegreatdramatistsof theJacobeanPeriodother thanJohnWebster, and theirplays.



UNIT 14(a):
LIFE AND WORKS OF WEBSTER

CONTENT STRUCTURE
UNIT 14(a): Life and Works of Webster
UNIT 14(b) Sources and Influences, Plot

AlmostnothingisknownofWebster’s lifeexcept thathewrotea numberofplays incollaboration
and at least four unaided, as well as some poems and pageants. He was born most probably in
1580, but we do not know when he died. He might have been the John Webster buried at St.
James’s Clerkenwell on 3March 1638, but scholars have been perturbed by the fact that in 1634
Heywood’s Hierarchy of the Blessed Angels referred to him in the past tense. As regards his
ancestryWebsterhimself remarked in theDedication tohispageant,MonumentsofHonour (1624),
that hewas aLondoner, ‘born free’of theMerchantTaylors’Company. It has been conjectured—
mainlybecauseofhisconsiderableknowledgeof the law—that, following the leadof anotherpoet
and dramatist, JohnMarston, he entered as a student at theMiddle Temple in 1598, but, for some
reason or other, he did not complete his course of studies. Webster’s earliest surviving play is
Appius andVirginia (C. 1608), a dignifiedmasterpiece, thoughmanymodern critics believe that it
wasWebster’s lastworkwrittenprobably incollaborationwithHeywood. InhisearlyyearsWebster
wrote the Introduction to Marston’s popular tragicomedy, The Malcontent. The play came out
during 1603 or the spring of 1604. During 1604-5Webster wrote two city comedies,Westward
Ho!andNorthwardHo! In collaborationwithDekker.Webster’s reputationhowever rests onThe
White Devil (1612) and The Duchess of Malfi (1614), two tragedies which really constitute the
apogee of his dramatic ouvre, and to a lesser extent The Devil’s Law-Case (1620), a deeply
seriousplay, though in the tragicomicmode.Theseareall darkandviolentworks, shot throughwith
passages of extraordinary poetry, and obsessed, even the last and lightest, with death, decay and
doom.Of these threeplaysTheWhiteDevil, thoughacclaimedbyDekker for its ‘BraueTriumphs
ofPoesie, andElaborate Industry’, hada ratherpoor reception in the theatre’.Themost successful

production was The Duchess of Malfi ; it had an immediate
impact on the audience.Webster offered the play, not to the
Queen’sMen,but to their rivals, theKing’sMajesty’s Servants.
The playwas first produced at the Blackfriars and afterwards
at theGlobe.
SomeotherworksofWebsterdeservemention,although they

tell us nothing special aboutWebster’s artistic excellence or
moral vision.Oneof his plays,Keep theWidowWaking (1624),written in collaborationwith John
Ford, put both of them into legal problematics. AMonumental Column (1613), an elegy on the
death ofHenry, Prince ofWales, serves as an aid to our understanding ofWebster’s tragicworld-
view.Another work ofWebster’s is the group of thirty-two prose ‘characters’added to the 1615
edition of Sir ThomasOverbury’sCharacters.Webster’s comic geniuswas never as great as that
ofShakespeare,butonefull-length, full-fledgedcomedyentitledGuise (C.1616)hasbeenattributed
tohim.Websterhimselfmentioned it in thesamebreathashis two tragedies.

Webster offered “The Duchess ofMalfi”,
themost successful of his plays which had
an immediate impact on the audience, to
theKing’sMajesty’s servants, the rivals of
Queen’s men. Other works that deserve
mention are ‘Keep the Widow Waking’,
‘A Monumental Column’ etc.



Websterwas a Londoner, ‘born free’of the
Merchant Taylor’ company He
entered
as a student at theMiddle Temple in 1598,
but did not complete his course of studies.
....He wrote a number of plays in
collaboration and at least four unaided,
as well as some poems and pageants —
‘Appius and Virginia’, his earliest play
— he wrote a tragic comedy and two city
comedies. However, “The White Devil”
and “The Duchess of Malfi” constitute
the apogee of his dramatic ouvre. These
are dark and violent works, with passages
of extraordinary poetry and obsessed with
death, decay and doom.

LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1.Whatdoyouknowof JohnWebster’s life andworks?Whichone is themost successful
ofWebster’s productions?

How to Approach THE DUCHESS Of MALFI?
Explorations of ‘the rich network of finer effects’(to borrowDoverWilson’s phrase inWhat

Happens in ‘Hamlet’) may contribute towards a better understanding ofWebster’s play. These
‘effects’ have been produced not onlybywhat has been stated
butalsobywhathasbeenimplied—bywhat lies inthecontexts
or on themargins.UnlikeHamlet, theDuchess ofMalfi is not
amysteriouscharacter—herpassion,ungovernableandactive,
iswellpronouncedandmaybrackether togetherwithanumber
of tragic heroines in the history of world drama, who are
commonly regarded as deviant and disorderly (from
Aeschylus’s Clytemnestra to Ibsen’s Rebecca via
Shakespeare’s Desdemona), though with some basic points
of contrast. Thosewhowant to punish and torture theDuchess,
all representatives of relentless, feudal patriarchy, Ferdinand
and the Cardinal and their tool, Bosola, the foul-mouthed
malcontent and self-seeking opportunist (Machiavellian in
astuteness and design), are howevercomplexcharacters.The
irresistiblequestionswehave
to answer are : Why do the two brothers want to take revenge on their sister ? What role does
Bosolaplayintheirschemeofrevenge?DoesFerdinandentertainanyguiltypassionfortheDuchess?

Above all,wemust try to find outwhatWebster seeks to spotlight as he presents theDuchess
who is so radically different from her predecessors in Bandello, Belleforest and Painter) in the
decadent social perspectiveof the Jacobeanperiod.Howdoes he dealwith theproblemsof female
sexuality,widow remarriage, class conflict and power-politics in a society that is absolutelymale-
dominatedandintegratedramaandliterature in theresonancesofcontemporaryculture?Thereare

manymagnificentpassagesofpoetryintheplay.Studentsshould
particularly concentrate on the dying speeches of different
characters,whichoftenthrowagooddeal lightoncontemporary
humanconditioncharacterizedbyconfusionofvalues.Onemust
understand thatWebster’s poetry is indissociably intertwined
withthe totaldramaticstructure.
LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. How should the reader approach TheDuchess of Malfi ?

(b) : SOURCES, INFLUENCES AND PLOT
Inhis letter totheReader,prefixedtoTheWhiteDevil,Websteracknowledgeshis indebtedness

to contemporaryornear-contemporaryplaywrights, settinggreat store by their ‘worthy labours’.

What may contribute toward a proper
understanding of Webster’s play are the
explorations of “the rich network of finer
effects”, produced not only by what has
been stated, but also by what has been
implied. we must try to find out what
Webster seeks to spotlight as he presents
theDuchess.



Webster’s immediate source of inspiration
was William Painter’s The Palace of
Pleasure. But the events of The Duchess
of Malfi reached Webster in a fictional
form.

He speaks of the ‘full and height’ned’ style of Master Chapman, the labour’d and understanding
works of Master Jonson : the no less worthy composures of the both worthily excellent Master
Beaumont andMaster Fletcher : and lastly (without wrong last to be named) the right happy and
copious industry of Master Shakespeare, Master Dekker, and Master Heywood ...’Webster’s
dependence on borrowed material as a method or technique of composition was not looked upon
in his age as the blemish of plagiarism. It was, on the other hand, a rhetorical virtue to make a
creative use of the borrowedmaterial.

While writing The Duchess of Malfi,Webster derived impetus from various sources and
assimilatedvarious influenceswithin theorbit ofhiscreativeart.Thedeviceof thedeadman’shand
(used byFerdinand in darkness)might have been derived fromBarnabeRich’s translation of The
FamousHistories of Herodotus (1584),while other features of the torturing of theDuchessmost
probablycamefromCinthio’sHecatommithiandSidney’sArcadia.Echo-sceneswerequitecommon
inElizabethan / Jacobeandrama.Theworksmost likely to have influencedWebster in this respect
includedDekker’sOldFortunatus, Jonson’sCynthia’s Revels, the anonymous SecondMaiden’s
TragedyandGeorgeWither’s elegy,PrinceHenry’sObsequies.The lunatics indulging incharivari
perform in anti-masquewhich certainly suggested a distortion of the Elizabethan tradition of the
courtmasque.Campion,Beaumont andJonson alsocontributed towards the formationof a formal
structure resembling that of the marriage-masquewith Bosola as the ‘presenter’of the bride (the
Duchess) to the groom (Death).

The events ofTheDuchess ofMalfi really tookplace during the years 1505-13, but in spite of
their historical authenticity, they reachedWebster in a fictional form.The tragic storyof the strong-
willed but ill-fated Duchess fascinated many writers and had a wide currency in contemporary
literature. It occurred inGeorgeWhetstone’sAnHeptameronofCivillDiscourses (1582),Thomas
Beard’sTheTheatreofGodsJudgements (1597) andEdwardGrimestone’s translationofGoulart’s
Admirable and Memorable Histories (1607), to name only those works thatWebster had read.
Webster’s immediate source of inspirationwas howeverWilliamPainter’s collection of tales,The
Palace of Pleasure (1566-67), which contained the account of theDuchess as it was given in the
second volume of François de Belleforest’sHistoires Tragiques (1565). Belleforest had however
taken theaccount fromMatteoBandello’s collectionofNovelle (1554).

WhileBandelloonlyplays the roleof a story-teller, fanciful, thoughbynomeansunrealistic, and
surprisingly free frommoral obligations, bothPainter andBelleforest take anuncompromisingly

rigorous and sternly moral attitude to the Duchess and look
upon her as a wanton widow, lascivious and disorderly.
Webster’s focus of attention is however on the suffering of a
woman (who is a widow, supposed to be disorderly) in
confrontationwith thepatriarchalpowerof a feudal society.
The storyof theDuchess remains the same in all the sources

mentioned above andWebsterwho comes closer to Painter’s version of the story in tone and spirit
does not depart from its basic structure.TheDuchess in the story isGiovanna d’Aragonawhowas
married toAlfonso, son and heir to theDuke ofMalfi, in 1490when shewas only twelve years old.
Alfonso succeeded to the Dukedom in 1495, but he died a premature death. His son, born
posthumously, succeededhimand theDuchess ruled for himas regent. In 1504AntonioBologna



who belonged to an illustrious family in Naples was appointed as thestewardin the household ofthe
Duchess.Theyoungwidowfell in lovewithhimandsecretlymarriedhimbecause shewasafraid that
hermarriagewouldmake her brothers extremely angry.Themarriagewas successfully concealed for
someyears. In themeantime,childrenwereborn.Noproblemoccurredafter thebirthof the firstchild,
but the birth of the second child started rumours and her brothers employed a spy to watchher
movements,Antonio took his children toAncona and shortly afterwards theDuchesswent to meet
himalongwitha large retinueunder thepretext of goingona pilgrimage toLoretto.The secretof her
marriage became an open secret and one of the brothers of the Duchess, Lodovico, now the
Cardinal ofAragon, persuaded theLegate ofAncona tobanish
Antonio.Asadvisedby theDuchess,Antonioescaped toMilan
withtheeldestchild.TheDuchesswashowever takenprisoner
beforelongand in thepalaceof Malfi ; sheandherotherchildren
were ruthlessly killed.Ayear laterAntoniowas also killed by
oneDaniel da Bosola under instructions from the brothers of
theDuchess.

Websterdoesnot incorporateanystrikingchanges in theplot-structureofhisplay, basedon the
receivedstory-line,but someofhisadditions toPainter’s storyhavenotonlyenhancedthespectacular
effect of theplaybut also intensified theemotions evoked—thoseof pity and fear. In thewords of
FrederickAllen (Introduction,TheDuchess ofMalfi):

ToPainter’s story thedramatist added the brothers’definite instructions to theDuchess against
a secondmarriage, thewholeof thepart assigned toBosola prior to hiskillingAntonio, the sudden
visit of the sudden visit of the Duke of Calabria to the Duchess’s bed-chamber, the spectacular
‘instalment’ atLoretto, thewholeof the sub-plot concerning.Castruchi Julia and theCardinal, and
practically the whole of the Fourth and FifthActs— the incident of the dead hand, the artificial
figuresofAntonioandhis childrenappearingas if theyweredead, themadmenwith their song and
dance, theepisodeof the tomb-makerandof thebellman,Antonio’svisit to theCardinal, the‘echo’

scene, the soldier-scene at Rome andMilan, the intrigues and
counter- intriguesofBosola and theCardinal,Antonio’s death
by mistake, the deaths of Ferdinand and the Cardinal and
Bosola. It cannot in denied that Webster is often derivative,
dependent on borrowings, butwhat is of central importance in
hishandlingofthesourcesishisoriginalityofperception,which
neverleaveshiminhisartofcharacterdelineation.Indeed,much

of themerit ofWebster as a dramatist consists in his ability to explore the psychological and the
introspective, themysteriousmindset ofman—what theSwedish playwright,August Strindberg,
wouldhavedescribedas ‘the richnessof the soul complex’. It is in this respect thatWebster invites
comparisonwithShakespeare andBrecht:while puttingoldwine in a newbottle (to use a trite but
pardonable colloquialism), each of them reveals an insight that probes and plumbs the
unknownmodes of being. Ferdinand, by far themost complex character in TheDuchess of Malfi
testifies toWebster’s rare skill in the art of character drawing and recalls Shakespeare’s depiction
of Iago (inOthello), Edmund (inKingLear) andAngelo (inMeasure forMeasure).

Webster is indebted to contemporary or
near contemporary playwrights e.g.
Chapman, Jonson, Beaumont, Fletcher,
Shakespeare, Dekker, Heywood, Barnabe
Rich, Cinthio, Sidney, George Wither.....

Webster does not incorporate any striking
change in the plot- structure of his play,
but some of his additions to Painter’s story
not only enhanced the spectacular effect
of the play, but also intensified the
emotions evoked— those of pity and fear.



ACT I: Antonio, newly returned from France, talks to his friend, Delio. He speaks highly of the
well-governedFrenchcourt.ThejudiciouskingofFrancehasdrivenoutofhiscourtall theflattering

sycophants and dissolute persons. Soon come in Bosola, the
court-gall, disgruntled and embittered, railing at one and all,
and theCardinal who has deprivedBosola of his due rewards
in spiteof the serviceshehas donehim.Ferdinand thencomes
in along with some courtiers. Antonio tells Delio that the
Cardinal is cold and taciturn, while. Ferdinand, Duke of
Calabria, is of ‘a most perverse and turbulent nature’. Soon
theCardinalwho

went out in scene i comes inwith his sister, the ‘Duchess ofMalfi, forwhose rapturous discourse,
sweet countenance and noble virtueAntonio has only words of unstinting praise. The Duchess
agrees to employ Bosola as the provisor of the horses at Malfi, as desired by the Duke, without
relalizing thatBosola’smain purpose is to spy on her.The brothers depart but not before giving a
sternwarningtotheirsisteragainsta remarriagethatwillmostspecificallywitnesstoherlasciviousness.
But after their departure theDuchess reveals her secrets inCariola herwaiting-woman,whoagrees
to keepthemconcealedfromtheworld.Antonioand theDuchessmeet;wordsof loveareexchanged
under a veneer of ambiguity; and at the endAntonio responds to theDuchess’s amorous proposals
positivelybutwith someapprehension.Their clandestinemarriage takes place, thoughwithout the
approvalof theChurch, andCariola finds in it a sureevidenceof theDuchess’s ‘fearfulmadness’.

ACTII:Bosola’s conversationwithCastruchio, an elderly courtier, husband to Julia, proves as
cynical as his conversationwith theOldLady.Antonio communicates the secret of hismarriage to
Deliowho isgenuinelyamazed.Bosola sees theDuchess,grownfat and ‘exceedingshort-winded’,
and suspects that she ispregnant.Hedevisesa scheme to test thevalidityof his suspicion.Hegives
her some apricots which she eats with great relish and consequently falls into premature labour.
Antoniopanics,but is savedby the resourcefulDelio.TheDuchesshowevergivesbirth to a sonand
Bosolacomes toknowof thisnew-bornchild fromahoroscopewhichAntonioaccidentallydrops.
He is still in the dark as to who the father of the child is, but he proceeds to give this piece of
information (regarding theDuchess’smotherhood) to Ferdinand and theCardinal.At the place of
theCardinal the conversation between Julia and theCardinal reveals their adulterous relationship,
butDelio’sappearanceandsuit to Julia,alongwithhisofferofmoney,makewayto furtheradvance
towards degeneration in the human condition.On receiving the news of their sister’s remarriage
Ferdinand flies into a rage anddisplays inhis ravingshisobsessiveconcernwith sexuality,whereas
the Cardinal, though not less angry, remains outwardly cool, and expresses his disapproval in a
laconic fashion.

ACT III: At the outset there is a conversation between Antonio and Delio regarding the
Duchess who, meanwhile, ‘hath had two children more, a son and daughter’. The two brothers
have becomeextremely angry. Ferdinand comes toMalfi and cunningly concealing his evil designs,
puts up a show of affection for his sister. Afterwards however he steals into the Duchess’s
bed-chamber and hurlsthe wildest reproaches to her as she mumbles about her hidden passion.
Ferdinand gives her adagger, asking her to commit suicide, and chastises her in a language of
unmatched foulness for being shamelessly wanton. The Duchess urges Antonio to escape to
Ancona and spreads the storythat hehascheatedher inaccounts.Bosoladoubts thegenuinenessof
thestoryandgoesonpraising

Webster’s originality of perception,
though he is derivative and dependant
never leaves him in his art of character
delineation. He is skilled in exploring
the psychological and the introspective,
themysteriousmindset ofman.



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Write a note on the sources ofWebster when hewrote TheDuchess ofMalfi?
2. What alterationdidWebstermake to the storyof Painter and towhat effect?
3. Briefly narrate the story ofTheDuchess ofMalfi?

the virtues ofAntonio, his honesty and integrity. Tired andworried, theDuchess finds a kindred soul
in Bosola and confides her secret to him. Bosola advises her to pretend to go on a pilgrimage to
Loretto, but at the same time, in sick self-hatred, he decides to pass the secret on to Ferdinand. The
Cardinal gives up his religious portfolio and prepares to take up arms for the Emperor, and Ferdinand
sends a seemingly affectionate letter to the Duchess to bringAntonio to him. The Duchess has
however grownwiser than shewas; she now understands everymove of her brother’s dirty stratagem.
EventuallyAntoniogoes toMilanandBosolaarrests theDuchessand takesher toMalfi.

ACTIV:Enragedby theDuchess’scalmacceptanceofhersufferinginhersolitaryconfinement,
Ferdinanddecides to tortureher in amore ruthlessway.Againhe visitsher in darkness andgivesher
the severed hand of a deadman to kiss, hinting that this hand is that ofAntonio’s. TheDuchess is
then shown thewax-effigies ofAntonio and their children; the ‘sad spectacle of her near and dear
ones, appearing as if theywere dead’, brings theDuchess to the brink of despair. But shebears her
sufferingwithdignityand fortitude.Thencome themadmenwithall their pranks, producing raucous
notesandunleashingthe forcesofchaos.Theclimax is reachedwhenBosolaappears in avarietyof
roles, first, as tomb-maker, and then, as bellman, and then again, as the guide of the executioners.
TheDuchess is strangledandso isCariola.Ferdinand isdeeply shocked thenhesees thedeadbody
of theDuchess, andwhenBosola demands his reward forwhat he has done, Ferdinand gives him
onlya ‘pardon’.Unable to facewhat hehasbrought about in thenameofhonouror justice, hegoes
mad.Bosola is also tormentedby his conscience, andwith the temporary recovery of theDuchess
he entertains hopes of redeeming himself. He will execute theDuchess’s last will— hewill deliver
her dead body ‘to the reverenddispose /Of somegoodwomen’.Hewill thus avenge her death and
then go toMilan to assistAntonio.

ACTV: Pescara iswilling to giveAntonio’s land to Julia, though not toDelio, andAntonio, a
patheticandingloriousman, thinksofgoingto theCardinal’schamberatmidnight torequesthimfor
reconciliation.Ferdinandhasbeenafflictedwith lycanthropy; theCardinal suffering from‘wondrous
melancholy’ looksuponJulia ashis ‘ling ’ringconsumption’; Julia, enamouredofBosola, seeks, at
his instruction, the information about the cause of hismelancholy and is made to kiss a poisoned
religious bookwhen she tells theCardinal that shewill not be able to conceal the secret about the
Duchess’s death. Bosola decides to retaliate, but before killing the Cardinal, he killsAntonio by
mistake.TheCardinal, obviously a victimof ‘guilty conscience’, dies ‘like a leveret /Without any
resistance ’. He is stabbed by bothBosola and Ferdinand. Bosola also kills Ferdinand, but he has
beengivenhisdeath-woundbyFerdinandin theirscufflewith theCardinal.After thedeathof Bosola,
Delio,alongwith theeldest sonofAntonio, enters,and theplaycomes toan endwith the finalwords
ofDelio, suggesting the emergence of aneworder of hope andassuranceout of ‘thisgreat ruin’.



UNIT 15

MARKSOFDECADENCE
Marks of decadence in The Duchess of Malfi

CONTENT STRUCTURE:
UNIT 15(a): Theme : Marks of Decadence
UNIT 15(b): Theme of Revenge
UNIT 15(c): Webster’s presentation of the Duchess

The Duchess of Malfi has often been regarded as a revenge tragedy with a liberal dose of
melodrama. Disintegration and bewilderment, so characteristic of the Jacobean period, seem to
havecharacterizedWebster’s perceptionof lifeas revealed in thisplay.One feels inclined tobelieve
that in spiteofWebster’s emphasison the integrityofa courageouswoman’s struggle to remain true
to herself, it provides an evidence of the decadent world-view of the Jacobean period. Ian Jack
who looks uponWebster as a ‘decadent’ speaks of his lack of a profound hold on any system of
moralvalues.HedwellsonWebster’s proclivity towards the representationofflesh-creepinghorrors
and expresses theview:

The sensationalismof his [Webster’s] plays is the stigmaof anoutlookon life as narrowas it is
intense.Websterseesthehumansituationasa chaoticstruggle, lit indeedbyflashesof‘bitter lightning’,
but, fated tosinkagainintoamistofconfusionandsub-humanactivity.

[‘TheCase of JohnWebster’, Scrutiny 16]
L.G. Salingear is equally emphatic aboutWebster’s turgid sensations and inflamed emotions

and the judgementhe pronounces is unambiguous:Webster is sophisticated, but his sophistication
belongs to decadence.Thepoet’s solemnity and his groping for a newbasis for tragedy only serve
to exposehis inner bewilderment.

[‘Tourneur and theTragedyofRevenge’,ThePelicanGuide toEnglishLiterature,Vol 2, ed.
BorisFord]

DukeFerdinandandtheCardinal, twocreaturesofhell,decide
to take revenge on their sister, theDuchess ofMalfi, who has
deviated from the accepted norms of social hierarchy by
marryinghermajordomo.HerclandestinemarriagewithAntonio
(describedbyFerdinandas‘aslavethatonlysmell’dofinkand

counters’) has brought dishonour to the royal family ofAragon and Castile. The free choice and
active sexuality of a widow further prove disruptive of the patriarchal confines. The two brothers
suffering frommoral decadence become uncompromising in their scheme of revenge. Ferdinand
seems to entertain a guilty passion for his own sister and theCardinalwho is expected to embrace
the ideal of the spiritualwelfare ofmankind isnothing short of a cold-bloodedvillain remorselessly
cruel. Imagininghis sisterwitha tormentingvividness‘in theshamefulactof sin’,Ferdinandconjures
upfor the loversa punishmentdemonic in its implications.And inexchanginghispriest’s vestments
for thearmsof the soldier, theCardinal notmerely takes up armsunder theorders of theEmperor

The Duchess’ brothers suffering from
moral decadence become
uncompromising in their scheme of
revenge. What thetwo brothers and the
spy do is bring the Duchess to
“mortification” by degrees.



“The world called Webster”, where life
“seems to flow into forms and shapes with
an irregular, abnormal and horrible
volume” suggests an abandonment of
values.Morbidity and pessimism intensify
the atmosphere of decadence in the play.

but also puts off his priestly office in order to persecute his sister the better. The two brothers
employ Bosola, an embittered cynic and blunt moralist, to watch the movements of the Duchess.
What the two brothers and the spy do is bring the Duchess to ‘mortification’ by degrees. The
gratuitous horrors they incorporate in their scheme of revenge have disgusted a number of critics,
includingBernardShawwhocrownsWebster ‘TussaudLaureate’.

Morbidity andpessimism intensify the atmosphereof decadence inTheDuchess ofMalfi.We
have the impression that there is nopointof reference, no regulatingprinciple for the scepticpeople
of the Jacobean age. ‘The world called Webster’which Rupert Brooke sees as one where life
‘seems to flowinto formsandshapeswithan irregular,abnormalandhorriblevolume’(JohnWebster
and the ElizabethanDrama) suggests an abandonment of values. The fundamental problems of
ethicsgenerated in thisworld have been traced to the spiritual exhaustionof the Jacobean age, the
‘dread of death and horror of life’ (Una Ellis-Fermor : The
JacobeanDrama), the predicament and anguish of Jacobean
negation. It is in thisworld that the passions of retribution spin
theplot of a persecution tragedy.The two brothers confine the
Duchess in a solitaryprisonmadehideousby thedisconcerting
clamourofagroupoflunaticswhoembodytheforcesofchaos.
Thelunaticsareinstructedtoindulgeincharivariinthepresence
of theDuchess so that shemay lose herwits, despair and die an inglorious death.Onone occasion
Ferdinandoffers theDuchess the severedhandof a deadmanandmakes herkiss it in darkness.On
another occasion he shows her thewax-effigies ofAntonio and her sweet children so that, in the
words of Bosola, she ‘may, wisely, cease to grieve / For that which cannot, be recovered’. ‘The
case of JohnWebster, and in particular TheDuchess ofMalfi’, T.S. Eliot says in his essay, ‘Four
ElizabethanDramatists’, ‘will provide an interesting example of a very great literary and dramatic
genius directed towards chaos. Scenes of murder and madness inWebster’s play witness to the
central ideasof instabilityanddislocationassociatedwith this ‘chaos’.The formFerdinand’smadness
takes after the death of the Duchess is as appropriate as it is extraordinary. He falls victim to
lycanthropywhich not only suggests guilt and remorse but is also associatedwithwitchcraft and
love-melancholy. His obedience to light as well as his fear of his own shadow leads us to endorse
Bosola’s feeling that ‘a fatal judgment hath fallen upon this Ferdinand’. In the Cardinal we find
neither guilt not fear, only continuing villainy : he makes Julia kiss a poisoned book of prayers.
Murder aftermurder takes place inActVof the play : deeds of revengewith harrowing bloodshed
are performed as an inexplicable andmonstrouswrong. But before they die, all the characters in
TheDuchessofMalfiaremade to acknowledge theprevailing atmosphereof confusion.Theirs has
always been a life of erroneous judgment, hopeless and anguished. TheDuchess is almost on the
verge of despairwhen she says inAct IV, scene i:

“I account this world a tedious theatre,
For I doplayapart in’t ‘gainstmywill.”

The echo-scene (Act.V, scene iii) registers the ‘deadly accent’of inexorable fatalism that leads to
Antonio’s sad realization :

“Pleasureof life,what is’t ?



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS
1. Describe, how the marks of decadence in the Jacobean period is reflected in John
Webster’sTheDuchess ofMalfi.

Only thegoodhours
Of an ague :merely a preparative to rest,
Toendurevexation.”(V,iv)

InActV, scenev,Ferdinandsayswith intenseagony,
“I do account thisworld but a dog-kennel;
Iwillvaultcredit, andaffecthighpleasuresBeyonddeath.”

At theendof theplay,beforehisdeath,Bosola feelshe is ‘inamist’.Reflectingonthepointlessness
andmiseryof human life, he cries out:

“Othisgloomyworld,
In what a shadow, or deep pit of darkness
Doth,womanish,andfearful,mankindlive”?

B) The Theme of Revenge:
The Duchess of Malfi as a Revenge Tragedy

The ancestry of the dramatic genre known as revenge tragedy (a genre itself part of a larger
group under the heading of the tragedy of blood)may be traced back toAeschylus’s Oresteia. In
Agamemnon, the first play of the trilogy, Clytemnestra, in collusion with Aegisthus, murders
her husbandAgamemnon.An outragedmother, she is the horrifying instrument of pitiless justice,
but in the second play of the trilogy, The Choephori, she is murdered by her son Orestes. The
tragic playwrights of the Elizabethan period took a keen interest in devising stirring revenge
plots for a variety of reasons. Dwelling on the rich vein of norms and assumptions in revenge
tragedy, social, political andreligious,L.G.Salingar says inhis essay ‘Tourneut and theTragedyof
Revenge’:

“The theme of revenge [the ‘wild justice ‘of Bacon’s essay] was popular in Elizabethan
tragedy; because it touched important questions of the day; the social problems of
personal honourand the survival of feudal lawlessness; the political problemof tyranny and
resistance; and thesupreme question of providence, with its provocative contrasts between
humanvengeanceanddivine.”

The Spanish TragedywhereKydmade themost effective use of the Senecan apparatus is by
far themost outstanding revenge tragedy of the Elizabethanperiod. Full of action that is rapid and
exciting,Kyd’splay testifies tosomestrikingcharacteristicsofElizabethanrevenge tragedy—stoic
moralizing,descriptive skill andmacabreblood-thirstiness.

The Duchess of Malfi is also a revenge tragedy whereWebster depicts a world of murder in
violent detail.Marrow-freezing horrors abound, but in this characteristic product of the Jacobean
period, it is theelement introspectionrather thanthatof actionwhichpredominates.ElizabethBrennan,
in her introduction to theNewMermaids editionof TheDuchess ofMalfi, observes thatWebster’s
play has thedramatic frameworkof a revenge tragedy, but she can trace in this framework only a



few conventionswhichwere popular on the English stage between 1580 and 1642. Two important
actions, the Cardinal’s investiture as a soldier and the Duchess’s banishment, are performed in a
dumb-show.There is no ghost, though the echo from theDuchess’s tomb fulfils one of the functions
of the ghost of revenge tragedy bywarning a doomedman of the dangers in store for him and at the
same timepointing towards theunknownbut inexorable fact of his owndeath.The final actionof the
play, consistingof accidental ormistakenmurders, the treacherous poisoningof Julia and the repeated
stabbings of the last scene, produces enough bloodshed and a number of corpses to remind us of
the sensational, gory tragedies of the 1590s.

InWebster’s play theDuchess is obviously theprotagonist, but it is not shewho takes revenge
on the perpetrators of injustice.Her brothers are, on the other hand, the revengers; they look upon
her clandestinemarriage withAntonio as a blot on the escutcheon and think of the Duchess as a
lasciviouswomanbothdeviant anddisorderly, sinceher active sexualityhas proved tobedisruptive
of theexistingpatriarchalconfines.ThecomparisonbetweentheDuchessandShakespeare’sHamlet
is too tenuous to last, forHamlet appears both as revenger and as object of revenge, having a dual
role and a dual situation.Gripped by an uncontrollable passion, theDuchessmarriesAntonio, but
her marriage makes her brothers so angry that they decide to punish her by bringing her to
‘mortification’ by degrees. The revengeful brothers are both villains, creatures of hell, who carry
theirvillainy to the farthestvergeof humandepravity.Theysubmit themselves to an insensate fury
thatblinds thevision,maddens the intellect andpoisons thespringsof pity—apity that in themore
choleric temperofFerdinand, leads tohorrifying remorseandin themorephlegmaticconstitutionof
theCardinal, to a callousness that strikes one cold.

The conventions of madness and themasque are combined in the charivari of lunaticswhich
forms part of the complicated mental torture to which the Duchess is subjected by Ferdinand.
Madness has indeed been incorporated in the action of the play in a strikingly original fashion.
Ferdinand’s lycanthropy certainly serves a doublepurpose.Grounded in the crude animality of his
nature, it constitutes a significant part ofWebster’s art of character-drawing.As lycanthropywas a
recognized symptom of love-melancholy, it confirms, as Lawrence Babb points out,Webster’s
depiction of Ferdinand as a jealous lover of his sister. In the art of plot-construction, it enables the
playwright tomakeuseof an unpredictable element in the final conflict. The device ofmadness is
also treatedwith considerable skill in the character of theDuchess, and at thebeginningof theplay,
it is anticipatednot only in someofAntonio’swords, which also focus on the later presentation of
Ferdinand,but in the revealing lineswhichCariola speaks at the endofAct I :

“Whether the spirit of greatness, or ofwomanReignmost in her, I knownot, but it showsA
fearfulmadness : I owehermuch ofpity.”

InAct IV theDuchess’smadness ismore powerful as a threat than in its brief and intermittent
reality; there is no doubt of her sanitywhen themoment of death approaches,making her a tragic
heroine,humbleandgraceful.Asa revenge tragedyTheDuchessofMalfi is considered less action-
oriented thanTheSpanishTragedy, but it forms a class by itself.What actually enrichesWebster’s
playand redeems it froth the stereotypical charges ofmelodramatic excess andstructural imbalance
is the element of true tragedy it contains. One of themost scrupulous adherents of the Senecan



LETUSCHECKOURPROGRESS:
1. ConsiderWebster’sTheDuchessofMalfias a revenge tragedy

revenge tradition, Webster nevertheless turns from the mere
horror of event to the deep and subtle analysis of character. In
the heroic death of the Duchess, in her firm preservation of the
‘integrity of life’, and in her gradual progress from arrogance to
humility,Webster finds the stable basis of a suffering woman’s
character that evokes endless admiration. Surrounding the
Duchess withmadmen in her solitary cell, the revengers seek to
crushher soul out, but she remains stoical till the end andproudly
vindicates her self-dignity with the assertion : ‘I amDuchess of
Malfi still’(IV, ii) TheDuchess’s assertionmay admit of different
interpretations, and Ania Loomba, in Gender, Race,
RenaissanceDrama, raises a pertinent question
Is shehereaffirmingher identifyasamemberof thearistocracy
which she has threatenedbymarryingher steward andwhich,
in turn, has tried to punishher, or is she asserting her feminine
selfwhohas rebelledagainstpatriarchal control?

Whatever be the answer toLoomba’s question, the final impression left by theDuchess is that
she is courage incarnate in a state of grace. She suffers because she challenges the conservative
imperatives of a patriarchal social ethos, but she triumphs over her suffering by virtue of her self-
composure and self-assertion.

(b): WEBSTER’S PRESENTATION OF THE DUCHESS
Thestoryof theDuchessofMalfihada firmbasis in fact. It gainedawidecurrencyin theworks

ofGeorgeWhetstone, ThomasBeard andEdwardGrimestone,withwhichWebsterwas familiar.
The treatment of theDuchess byBelleforest and Painter as a wanton and lasciviouswidowwho
remarried for thegratificationof her carnal desireshowever captured theattentionofWebstermost,
buthisDuchess is awomanofa differentkind. InPainter’sPalaceofPleasure (1567)whichcontained
a translation fromMatteoBandello’s original story of theDuchess, she is a ‘fine and subtile dame
who lusts forAntonio in order tomake herway to pleasure’and hermarriage is just a ‘coverture to
hide her follies and shameless lusts’.Webster does not deny theDuchess’s active sexuality, but he
wants to showhowdespite her voluntary confinement in the domestic arena, she is thwarted, not
merelywithin the family, but by public authority—by all the institutions of feudal andmercantile
patriarchy.AniaLoomba, inGender,Race,RenaissanceDrama,comments in thisconnection :

Although the Duchess is a good wife and mother she violates some of the notions of ideal
femininity, as indeedshemust, for suchnotionsare totalonlywithina stereotype.Preciselybecause
she is socompliant, she cannot bedemonisedas a totallydeviantwoman.Yet she is destroyed even
as a witch would be. It is this combination of the normal and the radical, the domestic and the

The genre, revenge tragedy, traces back to
‘Oresteia’ of Aeschylus, Agamemnon, The
Choephori, The Spanish Tragedy,
Hamlet......
Webster’s play has the dramatic framework
of a revenge tragedy, but one can trace few
conventions of that genre in this play, e.g.
Instead of the Duchess, the main
protagonists, her brothers are revengers ;
there is no ghost....
Madness has been incorporated in this
play in a strikingly original fashion. In
the art of plot-construction it enables
Webster to make use of an unpredictable
element in the final conflict. The play
is less action oriented than “The Spanish
Tragedy”. What enriches the play is the
element of true tragedy it contains.



political, that makes the implications of the story so deeply disturbing, particularly in a situation
where themost everydaynormalwomanis subject to themostviolent fate.

The Duchess would be regarded as a misogynist’s delight because of her disorderliness and
duplicity as evident inher choiceof a secondhusband. In respect of her active female sexuality, her
breach of patriarchal decorumandher violation of the public
order she would invite comparison with Vittoria, Bianca,
Beatrice-Joanna and Desdemone. But Webster turns our
attention to thehelplessnessof theDuchessenclosed inamale-
dominatedcastle.Shehasbeendeniedan independent identity,
even a name. She suffers miserably and has to endure torture
andhumiliationonlybecauseshemarriesAntonio,amanofher
choice,whohappens to beher steward, amanmuch inferior to
her in social status.The clandestinemarriageof theDuchess is
obviously a challenge to the internalized imperatives of the
patriarchal socialethos inwhichshe lives.Thecaseofawidowremarriage, thoughnot lookedupon
with resentfuldisfavour in theJacobeanage,wasonlygrudginglyacceptedby thosewhowanted to
maintain thephallocentric statusquo.

The two brothers of the Duchess, the choleric Ferdinand and the phlegmatic Cardinal, two
creatures of hell, strongly disapprove of their sister’smarriagewithAntonio. They think that this
marriage has been an affront to the prestige of the royal family ofAragon andCastile. Of the two
brothersFerdinand is vocal about the class inferiority ofAntoniowhomhecalls ‘Aslave, that only
smell’d of inkandcounters’(III, iii).Moreover, asGunnarBoklundsays inTheDuchess ofMalfi
: Sources,Themes,Characters, he entertains a guilty passion for his own sister.His assessment of
theDuchess is lardedwith explicitly sexual innuendoeswhichprove toooutrageous to be confined
within thepermitted zoneof a family relationship.Thehastymarriageof theDuchess, indicativeof
sexualwaywardnessandfemaleduplicitybythestandardsofconservativeethics,producesa shocking
effectonall thosewhoconform to theprinciplesofpatriarchy.EvenCariola, themaid-servantof the
Duchess, is at a loss to understand the nature of theDuchess’s love.At the end ofAct I of the play
she says:

Whether the spirit of greatness, or ofwoman
Reignmost inher, I knownot, but it shows
Afearfulmadness : I owehermuchofpity.

Orthodoxmorality discovers elements of pity in the ungovernable passion displayed by the
Duchess. In TheDuchess ofMalfiwe are fascinated by the evil-doers, Bosola, Ferdinand and the
Cardinal, but their power to attract is more thanmatched by thewarm and luminous figure of the
Duchess.DavidGunbyrightlyobserves inhis Introduction toJohnWebster:ThreePlays.Watching
her progress from pride to humility and hence to salvation through a providential care which not
evenBosola, the agent throughwhom it is provided, recognizes, we are introduced to a positive
elementgreater thanthe impliedvaluesofTheWhiteDevilcanreveal.

The Duchess would be regarded as a
mysogynist’s delight. But Webster turns
over attention to the helplessness of the
Duchess enclosed in a male-dominated
castle. The clandestine and hastymarriage
of the Duchess is a challenge to the
internalized imperatives of the patriarchal
social ethos and that’s why produces a
shocking effect on those who conform to
it.



Orthodox morality discovers elements of
pity in the ungovernable passion
displayed by the Duchess. Watching her
progress from pride to humility and hence
to salvation through a providential care,
we are introduced to a positive element
greater than the implied values of “The
White Devil”, can reveal.

Watchingherprogress frompride tohumilityandhence tosalvation throughaprovidentialcarewhich
notevenBosola, the agent throughwhomit is provided, recognizes,we are introduced toa

positive element greater than the implied values of TheWhite
Devil can reveal. In the heroic death of theDuchess— in her
preservation of the ‘integrity of life’ even when she is being
strangled —Webster is able to excite our admiration for a
womanwho has an independence of spirit and thus can leave
theaudiencewiththepositivevalue,attainableonlyindeath, in
a world where all moral assumptions are in a sad disarray.
Surrounding theDuchesswithmadmen, bawds and ruffians in

a solitary cell, Bosola tries to crush her soul out and bring her on to the brink of despair. But the
Duchess’s stoicproclamation—‘I amDuchessofMalfi still’—andhercalmacceptanceof thedire
cruelties of Fate initiateWebster’s search for a newmoral order. The time is out of joint, but the
Duchessachievesgreatheightsofmoraldignity. In thefaceof evilanddangershe isable to thinkand
speak of heaven ; she accepts persecution as a necessary means of divine guidance ; she meets
death, kneeling, in anattitudeofChristianhumility.When life briefly revives inher strangledbody,
Bosola sees her as the ‘fair soul’ capable of leading him to salvation.When she is dead at last, she
epitomizes ‘thesacred innocence, that sweetlysleeps/On turtles’feathers’. (IV, ii)

At the beginning of the play the Duchess is arrogant and impudent. She woosAntonio in a
manner that attests toher almostunrestrainedpassion.ToAntonioshe says :

“This is flesh, and blood,
sir, ’Tisnot thefigurecut in
alabasterKneelsatmyhusband’s
tomb.

Awake, awake,man,
I do here put off all vain ceremony

Andonlydo appear to you, a youngwidow
Thatclaimsyou forherhusband,and likeawidow,

I usebuthalfa blush in’t.” (I, ii).
It is true that she suffers because of her passion, but incessant suffering in aworld of debased

humanitychastensherandshemusterscourage somuchso that sheconquersdespair.She succeeds
in sailing over the crooked clutches of her monstrous brothers into a realm of peace and harmony
where thescreech-owlswillnotdisturbheranymore.Herrarepowerofminddefeatsboth‘solitude’
and ‘anguish’ characterizing, as Eugene Ionescowould have said, ‘the fundamental condition of
man’. She is not afraid even of death :

Whowouldbe afraid on’t ?
Knowing tomeet such excellent company In
th’otherworld. (IV, ii)

Death is, she says, thebest gift shehas received fromher brothers.At themomentof her death
hersoulispreparedforheaven—andsheisfullofcourageandgraceas theexecutionersstrangle her.



UNIT 16
THE ART OF CHARACTERIZATION

Machiavellian elements in Webster’s art of character delineation:

CONTENT STRUCTURE

UNIT16(a): The Art ofCharacterization
UNIT 16(b): Some Important Issues in the Play

Suggested Readings
Assignment

The Elizabethans had hardly any direct access to the weightiest writings ofMachiavelli, the
terribly fascinatingpolitical philosopher ofFlorence, becausenoEnglish translationsofThePrince
(Il Principe) and theDiscourses (II Discorsi)were printed before those of EdwardDacres of 1636
and1640 respectively.Yet bothof theseworkswere read byElizabethan intellectuals in Italian, in
FrenchandLatintranslations,andinvariousEnglish translationscirculated inmanuscriptwellbefore
1600.Machiavelli’s doctrines andmaximsofpolitical conductwerehowever severely attackedby
theFrenchHuguenot InnocentGentillet in1576.Aslanderousmisrepresentation inprintofapolitical
philosopher as an embodiment of cunning, cruelty, cynicism and immorality, his book attracted
universalattentionandwas immediately translated intoEnglish (1577)bySimonPaterickeunder the
title ofADiscourse upon theMeans ofWell Governing, popularly known as Contre-Machiavel
(unpublished till 1602).Machiavelli’s ideas and advice, as the average reader in Tudor England
understood them from the corrupt version ofGentillet were readily incorporated into the English
drama of the Renaissance. The Machiavellian character came to be distorted by exaggeration;
undue emphasis was laid on his deceitfulmachinations and pitiless atrocities. The commendable
qualitiesof strength, sagacity, astuteness andwill (calledvirtu) thatmadehimamatch for theblind
and capricious fortune were hardly brought to the fore. Iago, Edmund and Richard III are
Shakespeare’s Machiavellian characters; no lessMachiavellian wereMarlowe’s Barabas, young
MortimerandtheDukeofGuise,whileFlamineoinWebster’sTheWhiteDevilgloatsover‘the rare
tricksof aMachivillian’. (V, iii)

Byfar themostMachiavellianofall theevilcharacters inTheDuchessofMalfi isBosolawhom
Webster delineates as aman of ‘foulmelancholy’. Frustrated in all hismaterial ambitions, he has
become a ‘courtgall’; he is cynicism incarnate and projected into action.AJacobeanmalcontent,
ruthless,unscrupulousandamoraltoa fault,he isatonceabluntmoralistanda self-seekingadventurer.
He rails against theworld he lives in, exposes the vices and follies ofmankind, and yet the critical
observationofAntonio andDelio as a discontented follower of theCardinal.WhenBosola appeals
to the Cardinal for some compensation for the services he has rendered him, he is reproved for
over-emphasizing his ownmerit.After the Cardinal’s departure, this slighted soldier banteringly
comments on the life of a court-dependent :

Whowould relyupon thesemiserabledependences, in expectation tobe advanc’d tomorrow
?Whatcreatureeverfedworse, thanhopingTantalus;noreverdiedanymanmorefearfully, thanhe



that hop’d for a pardon ? There are rewards for hawks, and dogs, when they have done us service;
butforasoldier,thathazardshislimbsinabattle,nothingbutakindofgeometryishislastsupportation. (I,
i) To ‘hang in a fair pair of slings, take his latter swing in the world, upon an honourable pair of
crutches, fromhospital to hospital’ seems to himmuch too ridiculous an idea to acceptwith grateful
acknowledgment.

Bosola is sour and sardonic; there is ‘inward rust’ in his soul, thanks to his ‘want of action’ (as
Delio says inAct I, scene i) which ‘Breeds all blackmalcontents, and their close rearing, / Like
moths incloth,dohurt forwantofwearing’.But shortlyafterwardshe isgivenemployment, though
his employment is by nomeanshonest or honourable.He is hiredbyFerdinand—by theCardinal
aswell— tospyon their sister. In a societywheremoraldecadenceis all-pervasive,Bosolabecomes
themost effective tool ofFerdinandand theCardinal andmanipulates his relentless scheme tobring
theDuchess to ‘mortification’ by degrees. He is the perfect agent of the two brothers, who are the
revengers,but he is not out andout aMachiavellian.WhenFerdinandrefuses togivehimhisdue, he
decides toweanhimself fromevilandatonefor thesinhehas committed.Whenhe sees theDuchess
stirring,he refers to her as a ‘fair soul’whichcertainly reinforces the impressionof hergoodness and
virtue.TheDuchess’srevivalishoweveronlymomentary,andherdeathextinguishesall thepossibilities
ofBosola’s salvation.

Ferdinand and the Cardinal, mentioned by Antonio at the beginning of the play, are partly
Machiavellian. Ferdinand,DukeofCalabria, is amanof ‘most perverseand turbulent nature’. If he
laughs heartily, it is to laugh ‘All honesty out of fashion’. (I, ii)TheCardinal is supposed to be an
honestmanwithmoralpurity, butAntoniobelieves that thedevil speaks in theoracles that ‘hangat
his lips’. Incidentally, the popular imagination of theElizabethan / Jacobean age came to associate
Machiavelliwith the devil himself. Ferdinand is choleric; he flies into rage and reacts very strongly
against theclandestinemarriageof theDuchess.TheCardinal is, on theotherhand,phlegmatic; he
is rather unenthusiastic, even callous in his approach to life and believes that there is not a thing in
nature that makes man ‘so deform’d, so beastly / As doth intemperate anger’. (II, v) Like his
brother, he is also opposed to themarriage of his sisterwithAntonio, amanmuch inferior to her in
respect of rank and position.His inordinate vanity about his aristocratic lineage and his profound
shockat itsdefilementby theDuchesshavebeenmanifest in the reaction tohisnewsof hermarriage
which he obviously looks upon as a blot on the escutcheon :

“Shallourblood?
The royal bloodofAragonandCastile,

Be thus attainted?” (II, v)
The Cardinal is no less infuriated than Ferdinand, but he has the deceptive composure of a

demonically possessed villain. Indeed he is a man with a mask on his face. He is supposed to
supervisethespiritualwelfareofhisfellowmen,buthehashimselfformedanillicitrelationshipwith
Julia,wife ofCastruchio. So treacherous is he that in order to keep his own image untarnished he
brings about thedeathof Juliabymakingher kiss a poisonedbookof prayers.



Webster has however added new levels of significance to all the three evil characters in The
Duchees ofMalfi. Ferdinand, the Cardinal andBosola areMachiavellian, in parts, at least, but they
touch greater depths and reach greater heights. Ania Loomba, in herGender Race, Renaissance
Drama, speaks of the affinities between Ferdinand and Iago in Shakespeare’sOthello. Iago loves
Desdemona; this is racial love— this is the love of a self-appointed, self-styled protector of the
white community facing the problems of fissures and schisms caused by the encroaching Others.
Ferdinand’s ‘love’ for the Duchess is compounded of brotherly possessiveness, erotic desire and
male authoritarianism, but like Iago, he suspects and castigates active female sexualitywhich proves
disruptive of the patriarchal enclosures. It is because of his love-melancholy that he falls victim to
lycanthropy after the death of his sister. TheCardinal becomes absolutely helpless and isolated in his
last hour ; both Bosola and Ferdinand give him the death-wound and he learns of the power and
inexorability of Justice. He has to pay the penalty for the sins he has committed. Bosola is vicious
and villainous, like the two evil brothers, but it is his personal tragedy that having sold his services to
them, he is forced to be the destroyer of the luminous goodness that is personified in their sister.
Bosola is indeed powerless to prevent himself fromdestroying theDuchess.He admires her courage
and integrity and speaks of her purity and innocence, but he cannot turn his mind away from the
thoughts of hisownmaterial benefit. ElizabethBrennanexpresses the view thatBosola’s appearances
in a variety of disguises are not further acts of torment, they are sympathetic attempts to make the
Duchess rise fromdespair.As the tomb-maker, he not onlymakes her see the emptiness of rank and
position but also emphasizes the importance of the soul by reminding her of the frailty of the body.
His message about the soul is one of Christian comfort, and it is to this message that the Duchess
responds, asserting the dignity of her soul. In spite of the collapse of traditional ethics he encounters,
Bosola tries to work out his own salvation, but the darkness of the ‘sensible hell’ lengthens out,
engulfinghiswholebeinginbewilderingpessimism.

Focus on some Important Issues in the Play
(1)Ferdinand’s lycanthropy : After the Duchess’s death, Ferdinand sinks into a state of

derangement.He fallsvictim to lycanthropywhich isa formofmadnessmanifesting itself inviolent
paroxysmsofwolfishanger.ToWebster’s contemporaries this diseasenot only suggestedguilt and
remorse butwas also associatedwithwitchcraft and lovemelancholy. One does not require to be
told thatFerdinand, twinbrother to theDuchess,hadsinister thoughtsof incest inhismind.Butguilty
passion had itsmost appalling nemesis. Ferdinand’s avoidance of the light and fear of his shadow
lead us to endorse Bosola’s verdict that ‘a fatal judgement hath fall’n upon this Ferdinand’. The
symptomsof lycanthropy, a delusionhavingits roots in ‘malancholyhumour’, havebeenreferred to
by theDoctor.Thosewhoare ’possessed’with this disease imagine

“themselves to be transformed intowolves, Steal forth to churchyards in the dead of night,
And dig dead bodies up” (V, ii)

In the Elizabethan / Jacobean times lycanthropy was regarded as a ‘diabolic possession’. Thus
WilliamPerkins observed inADiscourse of the Damned Art ofWitchcraft:

“The devil, knowing the constitution ofmen, and theparticular diseaseswhereunto they are
inclined,takesthevantageofsomeandsecondeththenatureofthediseasebytheconcurrence



of his own delusion, thereby corrupting the imagination and working in the mind a strong
persuasion that they are become that which in truth they are not. This is apparent in thatdisease,
which is termed Lycanthropia, where some, having their brains distempered with melancholy,
haveverilythought themselvestobewolvesandsohavebehavedthemselves”.

(2) The ‘echo’-scene : Act IV, scene iii in The Duchess of Malfi is known as the ‘echo’-
scene.AntonioandDelio lookat theCardinal’swindowin the fortwhichhasgrownfrom the
ruinsof anancientabbey.On theothersideof therivertheyapproacha cloisterwhichproduces
thebest echo.There is reallynothingsupernatural about theechoproducedand to thinkof the
echo as rendering the voice of the dead Duchess seems to be a product of over-stretched
imagination.Theechohowevercreatesanominousandeerie impression.Repeating thewords
ofthetwofriends,especially Antonio,theechopointstowardsa futureofbewilderingpessimism.
Words and phrases like ‘death’, ‘sorrow’, ‘deadly accent’, ‘dead thing’, ‘do not’and ‘fate’
are echoed,much in the disturbance and agony of the two friends.WhenAntonio’s ‘Never
see hermore’is repeated, he thinks of theDuchess’s face ‘folded in sorrow’.Delio however
says that this is only a figment of his imagination.Nevertheless, the purposeof an echo is to
duplicateavoice,andinWebster’splay,it is infact thevoiceofFatewhichhasbeenduplicated.
In spite ofDelio’s observation that Fate sympathizeswith thosewho encounter sorrows and
sufferingswithdignity,FateprovesreallymalevolentinAntonio’s life.BosolakillsAntonio‘in
amist of error’—and such are theways of Fate,mysterious and inscrutable

(2) The Italian Setting : The typical Englishman of the sixteenth- and early seventeenth centuries
acquaintedwith thesternlypragmaticpoliticalcontrivancesofMachiavelli,authorofThePrince,
thoughtof Italyasahotbedof intrigueandcorruption. It became‘amodeofhumanexperience’
(G.K.Hunter) rather than a country, a centre of vice andviolence, ofmoral transgressions and
manipulative stratagems,mainly because of the distortions of truth in contemporarywritings.
Historians likeGuicciardinimade theEnglish Protestants hate Italy as the homeofAnti-Christ
andhis armyof Jesuits. They filled theirmindswith horrifyingaccounts of papists, politicians
and poisoners at work. In The Unfortunate Traveller; or The Life of Jack Wilton (1594),
ThomasNashewrote about Italy thus:
O Italie, theAcadémieofman-slaughter, the sportingplaceofmurther, theApothecary-shop
ofpoisonforallNations : howmanykindsofweaponshast thou inventedformalice?

Considerably influenced by Seneca (whose plays were translated into English between 1559
and1581) andCinthio (whoseHecatommithiwaspublished in1565), theEnglish playwrights
sought to spin their revengeplots in theexotic settingof Italy.Wemay remember in this context
the ItaliansettingofOthello, themostmovingdomestic tragedyofShakespeare, and the Italian
villain, Iago,hedepictsasa tragicparasitewithconsummatevirtuosityincrime.
Useof imagery :Exhaustive and insightful studies of Shakespeare’s imagery have beenmade
bymanydistinguishedcritics including, amongothers,CarolineSpurgeon,WolfgangClemen,
RobertHeilmanandMauriceCharney.ButcriticalandscholarlydiscussionsofWebster’s imagery
are indeed sparse. The essays written by Inga-Stina Ekeblad, H.T. Price andDavidGunby,



however useful, can by no means be regarded as full-length studies of Webster’s imagery.
Whether literal or figurative, decorative or functional,Websterian imagery not only provides us with
a sense of vividness and immediacy but also suggests or symbolizes larger meanings or themes.
The blood-imagery in The Duchess of Malfi is doubtless predominant, as it is in Macbeth (so
penetratingly observed by Jan Kott in Shakespeare Our Contemporary) in the descriptions of the
bleeding Captain, the murdered Banquo shaking his ‘gory locks’ and the blood-thirsty Macbeth
himself, whose hand ‘will rather / The multitudinous seas incarnadine / Making thegreen one red,
Theblood-imagery inWebster’s playevokes the ideasof violenceand atrocity,passion andmurder,
but its prime emphasis is on the idea of family honour. The Cardinal’s opposition to the possible
remarriage of the Duchess — ‘No, nor anything without the addition Honour / Sway your high
blood’ (I, ii) or Ferdinand’s frenzied cry after he has come to know ofthe remarriage of her sister—
‘Apply desperate physic, / We must not now use balsamum, butfire / The smarting cupping-glass,
for that’s themean /Topurge infectedblood, suchashers (II,v)highlightsinimagisticlanguageoneof
the central concerns of the play. Almost equally important are the death-imagery and the diabolic
imagery ; the former intensifies the atmosphere of doomand gloom generated by the Duchess’s
secondmarriage and its reaction upon her brothers, while the latter seeks to stress the evil of the
Aragonian brothers, who are devilish in their designs, and their agentBosola.TheDuchess and her
husband are under the shadows of inevitabledeath from start to finish. The Duchess has practically
taken their death for grantedwhen shesays toAntonio:

“Letme lookuponyouoncemore: for that speech
Camefromadyingfather:yourkiss is colder
ThanI haveseenanholyanchorite
Give to adeadman’s skull” (III, v)

In the samescene, seeing through theMachiavelliandesignof Ferdinand, theDuchess indentifies
himwith thedevil :

“Thedevilisnotcunningenough
Tocircumventusinriddles.”

Ashortwhile afterAntonio’s exitBosola comes in, puttingon amaskonhis face andwhenhe
tells theDuchess thatshe isher‘adventure’ andthat shewill seeAntonionomore,shequestionshim
thus : ‘What devil art thou, that counterfeits Heaven’s thunder ?’The devil is, she knows, wily
enough todeceiveordinarymortalswith false shows.

SUGGESTED READINGS
1. John Webster — The Duchess of Malfi, ed. J. R. Brown.
2. TheDuchess ofMalfi, ed. ElizabethBrennan (NewMermaids).
3. TheDuchess ofMalfi, ed. FrederickAllen.
4. JohnWebster— Three Plays, ed. D.C. Gunby.
5. TheSelectedPlays of JohnWebster, eds. JonathanDollimore andAlanSinfield.



6. Travis Bogard— The Tragic Satire of JohnWebster.
7. M.C. Bradbrook— Themes and Conventions of Elizabethan Tragedy.
8. Gunnar Boklund—TheDuchess of Malfi, Sources, Themes, Characters.
9. Clifford Leech—JohnWebster : ACritical Study.
10. Clifford Leech—Webster : TheDuchess ofMalfi.
11. G.K. and S. K. Hunter (eds.)— JohnWebster.
12. BrianMorris (ed.)— John Webster : ACritical Symposium.
13. IrvingRibner— Jacobean Tragedy : TheQuest forMoral Order.
14. Robert Ornstein— TheMoral Vision of Jacobean Tragedy.
15. AniaLoomba—Gender, Race, RenaissanceDrama.
16. Lisa Jardine— Still Harping on Daughters : Women in Seventeenth Century Drama.
17. Catherine Belsey— The Subject of Tragedy.
18. UnaEllis-Fermor—The JacobeanDrama.
19. Ralph Berry— The Art of JohnWebster.
20. David Cecil—Poets and Story- Tellers.
21. Ranajit Basu — Webster’s Plays : Functions of Imagery in Elizabethan and Jacobean
Tragedy.

ASSIGNMENTS
1. Pointout themarks of decadence inTheDuchess ofMalfi.
2. AssessTheDuchessofMalfi as a revenge tragedy.
3. Wouldyou regardTheDuchessofMalfi as amelodramaor a tragedy?Give reasons for your
answer.
4. ExaminetheroleandfunctionofBosola inTheDuchessofMalfi.
5. CommentonWebster’s handlingof thesources inTheDuchessofMalfi.
6. DiscussWebster’s artof character-drawing inTheDuchessofMalfi.
7. CommentonWebster’s presentationofTheDuchessofMalfi.
8. TheDuchess isobviouslyamisogynist’s delight,but sheachieves tragicdignity.Examine the
validity of the statementwith close reference to the text.
9. ‘The.... atmosphere, itspoetry, and the twoor threesupremescenes—theseare thegreatness
ofTheDuchessofMalfi.Discuss.
10. Writeacriticalnoteon theuseandfunctionof imagery inTheDuchessofMalfi.
11. DiscusstheelementofMachiavellianisminTheDuchessofMalfi.
12. TheDuchessofMalfihasmagnificentpassagesof poetry, but these arenot ingrained into the
total dramatic structure.Discuss.



13. Assess the adequacy of the view that TheDuchess of Malfi is remarkable for its strikingly
effective individualscenes.

ENDNOTES
1 coat-of-arms : the family insignia granted by the office of the Herald against payment. The permission to wear
this sign on one’s coat signified that the concerned person and his successors would henceforth be considered
as gentlemen.
2 groat : an old English coin worth four pennies
3 epitaph : words written or said about a dead person, usually on the gravestone
4The dates in parenthesis indicate the date of printing of the first authoritative version of the play, many of which
were published for the first time in the

First Folio of 1623.
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