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ABSTRACT 

A Wondrous Necessary Man shows that the villainous subordinate is a 

conventional character type in Renaissance drama. He exists in a symbi­

otic relationship with his master, and seeks to gratify his appetite by 

exploiting his master's passions. His master is deluded, believing him 

to be a subservient instrument offering fulfilment of his hopes. The 

villainous subordinate is an expression of his master's appetite, with 

its pre-eminence, the roles of master and subordinate are reversed. 

Ultimately, appetite consumes the pair, their destruction is the final 

event in a cathartic process which brings a rebirth of order 

The introductory cha?ter def i nes the villainous subordinate by show­

ing his major characteristics. His principle is inversion, which has 

psychological and social manifestations. He shares a relationship with 

his master which commonly has overtores of a sexual bond, his utilitarian 

beauty is an illusion of good, which is represented as a literal or 

metaphorical disguise. By abetting his master's destructive vices, the 

villainous subordinate functions as Nemesis. He also is a personifica­

tion of time, and provides ambiguous warnings which his victim fails to 

heed. He seldom lies, except about the availability of grace, in that 

respect, he is symbolic of despair . The villainous subordinate's char­

acteristics relate him to prototypes in earlier drama. As a fully 

developed character, he is a result of a coalescence of earlier conven­

tions, and he also reflects contemporary sentiments. 
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As overre~cher, tempter, and destroyer, the villainous subordinate 

has demonic characteristics which identify him with Lucifer, as a victim 

of his own passions, he also exemplifies fallen man. The villainous 

subordinate, as Adam's antetype (Mephistophilis excepted), represents 

the end result of the Expulsion, and he labours to reduce his victim to 

his own fallen state. The sequence of subsequent chapters approximately 

parallels the Fall, Expulsion, and a cycle of decay and regeneration. 

Chapter Two is an analysis of Guise (The Massacre at Paris) and the 

Cardinal (The Cardinal), as examples of the villainous subordinate as an 

ambitious overreacher. The moral suasion Guise exerts on Catherine 

results in civil strife, but his control is circumscribed by opposing 

political interests, and by moral forces which eventually destroy hllll 

The Cardinal, on the other hand, spreads an aura of dislocation encompass­

ing the whole social order. He fosters passion in others, and he turns 

reality into appearance by imposing his solipsistic psychology on the 

court. 

Mc.>histophilis (Dr. Faustus) and De Flores (The Changeling) are the 

subjects of Chapter Three, which shows the villainous subordinate in his 

role as a tempter. Mephistophilis embodies the metaphysical and psycho­

logical principles involved in Faustus' fall. De Flores is a more 

individualized parallel, embodying his mistress' passions. De Flores is 

a victim of appetite as well, for both he and Beatrice-Joanna are brought 

to destruction by his lust. 

Chapter Four is a consideration of Iago (Othello) and Mosca (Volpone), 

who are symbolic of the spirit of mockery. They attempt to affirm their 

superiority, using mockery to exploit their victims' fear of weakness. 
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Iago destroys Othello's belief in himself by exciting his fear of mockery, 

and Mosca exploits Volpone's dread of mortality, manifested as boredom, 

by providing opportunities for laughter at the legacy-seekers Iago's 

and Mosca's defeat, like their triumphs, reflect cosmic laughter at 

mortal pretention. 

Bosola (The Duchess of Malfi) and Vasques ('Tis Pity She's a Whore) 

are discussed in Chapter Five Bosola's ambiguity and Vasques' outward 

adherence to ideal codes of conduct present complexities which reflect 

social chaos and moral decay. The nature of Bosola's and Vasques' success 

does not accord with accepted conceptions of justice, so the divine scheme 

appears inscrutable. Bosola's obedience to vicious masters results in 

the deaths of innocents, and his choice of a moral course perpetuates his 

role as an assassin. He kills, and is killed, by mistake in an appar-

ently random worla. Vasques uses knowledge antl restraint to ffianip~late 

Soranzo. His purpose is to destroy vice, so that his guilt is question­

able, according to his society's rules. Ratiocination proves inadequate 

as a means of discerning moral truth, ideal codes of behaviour bea no 

relation to morality, and mercy exists as mere expediency. 

Chapter Six deals with Malevole (The Malcontent) and Vindice (The 

Revenger's Tragedy. As revengers with legitimate grievances,they exem­

plify evil's self-destructiveness. Malevole and Vindice enhance disorder 

by abetting vice in their corrupt masters. Assuming disguises that 

reflect their perversion by inJustice, they are moral critics who are 

morbidly fascinated with the vices they seek to destroy. Malevole's 

"killings" are symbolic only, but he does not escape the guilt of motive. 

Malevole's transformation and reinstatement, and Vindice's execution, 
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bring about a qualified moral regeneration in their societies 

The conclusion shows that the villainous subordinate's career as a 

conventional character type reflects a continuing strain of philosophical 

doubt. His dramatic importance, and the extent of control he is por­

trayed as achieving, may be indications of the degree of pessimism in 

English society, his dramatic centrality in the last play of the period 

parallels the social chaos which culminated with the Protectorate 

Examining Committee· 

V 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT •• 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .•••.••.••..• 

DEDICATION •..•••••.•••.•••..• 

Chapter 

I 

II 

III 

IV 

V 

VI 

INTRODUCTION. A WONDROUS NECESSARY MAN •.•..•..••.••.••. 

ASPIRING PRIDE AND INSOLENCE .••...•••••.••••. 
The Massacre at Paris and The Cardinal 

THE TREACHEROUS SERPENT • . • . • ..••....••••.••..•..••..... 
Dr. Faustus and The Changeling 

THIS FOOLISH-COMPOlJm)ED CLAY ••• 
Othello ana Volpone 

THE GOLDEN AGE AGAIN IN QUESTION •..•.••....••.•••• 
The Duchess of Malfi and 'Tis Pity She's a Whore 

A JUST REWARD .••.•• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .................. . 
The Malcontent and The Revenger's Tragedy 

ii 

vii 

Vl.l.i 

1 

26 

78 

124 

197 

246 

CONCLUSION • • • • . . • . • . . • • • • • • . . • • • . . • • • • • • • . • . . • • • . . • • . • 313 

A SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY . • • . • . • • • • . • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • . • • . . • • . • . • . 320 

vi 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

My debt of gratitude is to the many who have assisted me, both 

before and during my preparation of this study. First, I wish to acknow­

ledge my professors at Queen's University, whose dedication and wisdom 

have had a lasting influence. Also, I wish to express thanks to those 

at the University of British Columbia and the University of Victoria, 

under whose instruction I continued with graduate studies 

While I cannot name all, I should like to acknowledge those who have 

contributed most directly. I offer my unqualified appreciation to 

Professor Michael Best of the University of Victoria, who afforded me his 

diligent guidance, wise counsel, and patient understanding, every step of 

the way. Also, I wish to thank Professor Anthony Edwards of the Univer­

sity of Victoria, WPose reading of this thesis in its final stage ensured 

my avoidance of undue error. I owe thanks as well to Professors Gerald 

Morgan, Camille Labossiere, and James Boutilier of Royal Roads Military 

College for their tunely advice and encouragement. 

I wish also to express my gratitude to Captain (N) Robert Pee·s and 

Professor Eric Graham of Royal Roads Military College, for their support 

in arranging subsidization for study and research, as a prelude to my 

preparation of this thesis. In addition, my thanks is owing to the 

Royal Roads Military College Arts Research Council for their assistance 

in meeting production costs, and to Mrs. Eileen Taylor and Mrs. Eleanor 

Lowther for their perseverence and skill in preparing typed drafts. 

My final, and as always, greatest debt of gratitude is to my wife 

Kathleen. 

vii 



DEDICATION 

For the three ladies of Elysium 

viii 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION. A WONDROUS NECESSARY MAN1 

Come near my love, come near, thy master's life, 
My trusty servant, nay, my second self. . • . 2 

(The Jew of Malta, III.iv.13-14) 

There is a savagely comic irony in Barabas' adoring summons, for 

Ithamore, the very embodiment of his master's baseness, is the single 

being whom Barabas should hate and fear most. Ithamore is a typical 

Renaissance dramatic representation of the conventional character I call 

the villainous subordinate, one who appears to be his master's subservi­

ent instrument, wnen in reality ne is a destroyer who offers only u~spair 

Barabas is deluded in his hopes; himself a predator who is betrayed by 

his own avarice and its physical expression in the character of Ithamore, 

he in ~e end descends into a hellish cauldron, a vict1.m of Christian 

hypocrites as unredemptive as he. 

Ithamore may be seen as representative of the cosmic mockery that 

brings all hopes, except faith in God, to nothing. Yet while mocking 

his master, he too is a victim of uncontrollable greed, and he brings 

about his own destruction. The villainous subordinate gratifies his 

insatiable appetite by exploiting his vicious master, until appetite 

consumes them both. A pattern of narrative and symbol is reinforced by 

imagery that defines and delimits the characteristics of the villainous 

subordinate. So consistent are the elements of plot, the nature of the 
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relationship between villainous subordinate and master, and the imagery 

of the demonic used to define the villainous subordinate's role, that we 

may identify him as a conventional type. 

There are almost as many kinds of appetite embodied in the various 

kinds of villainous subordinate as there are traditional categories of 

3 vice. We associate Guise (The Massacre at Paris) primarily with the 

pride and envy manifested in his overweening ambition; the Cardinal (The 

Cardinal), hardly less ambitious in his aims, is a figure of wrath, 

De Flores (The Changeling) exemplifies lechery, Mosca (Volpone) is most 

often thought of in terms of avarice, and the malcontent types, l1alevole 

(The Malcontent) and Vindice (The Revenger's Tragedy), display wrathful 

envy as their predominant qualities. Only sloth seems to be missing; 

indeed, the villainous subordinate typically is engaged in frenetic 

activity, as he seizes every opportunity to further his ends of self­

gratification and destruction. While categories of the sort JUSt named 

are useful as a starting point for defining the villainous subordinate 

in terms of his demonic qualities, they are of course far too facile, 

for each villainous subordinate partakes in some degree of the impulses 

for evil that are the most obvious ruling passions in the others. More­

over, there are those whose complexity of character and purpose is such 

that we would be hard put to label them as representative of any one 

vice over another. Iago (Othello), Vasques ('Tis Pity She's a Whore), 

and Bosola (The Duchess of Malfi) may be cases in point. 

Every villainous subordinate is, like Mephistophilis (Dr. Faustus), 

an expression of the monolithic nature of evil. Yet, with the exception 

of Mephistophilis, whose fall is metaphysical and irreversible, these 



other villainous subordinates are themselves mortals, whose fallen con­

dition consists in a state of mind, rather than in a wholly external 

principle of evil. Their demonic qualities as insatiate tempters and 

destroyers do not preclude the availability of grace, but as with their 

masters, their fates are assured through the necessity of their own 

natures. The villainous subordinate's fallen condition associates him 

typologically with the Fall itself. He commonly is represented as a 

4 "natural slave" whose circumstances place him lower in society's hier-

3 

archy than his victim. Guise is a youngest son, for whom the winning of 

a throne by colour of right would be highly unlikely, the Cardinal is not 

of the aristocracy, and is obsessed with establishing family ties with 

titled nobility, De Flores has some undefined gentility of origin, which 

rankles him in his servile condition, Iago is a mere ancient, and chafes 

at being passed over for promotion; Mosca thinks of himself as having 

fallen from above; Bosola is down at the heels, and out of favour, after 

having murdered for the Cardinal, and having endured imprisorunent for 

him without reward; Vindice has bee1 dispossessed of position and patri­

mony, and Malevole has lost a ducal throne. Each villainous subordinate, 

either through birth or circumstance, occupies a position parallelling 

his psychic state, and even those who have been deposed unrightfully 

have been corrupted by their vengeful passions, so that they too are 

fallen from virtue. All share with Ithamore, whose "birth is but mean" 

(II.iii.162), in his natural slavery. 

The villainous subordinate's fallen condition is shown figuratively 

in his situation; similarly, the final act of destruction involves an 

event symbJlic of a kind of death, although death is not always given a 
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literal representation dramatically. The Cardinal, for instance, dies 

by his own hand, but the King, whose fear and weakness he exploits, 

survives, having experienced a moral awakening which transforms and 

cleanses him after a long enchantment. In that sense, when the Cardinal 

dies, the King "dies" too, rising again with opened eyes, and restored 

to his true self. Mosca is sent to the galleys when his master is sen­

tenced to confinement, and they are neither transformed nor killed, that 

is perhaps due, not only to the requirements of comedy, but also to the 

Jonsonian attitude that society itself, suffering an incurable moral 

disease, may contain and control evil for a time, but can never expunge 

it entirely. Although Giovanni, Isabella, and Soranzo die, Vasques 

merely suffers banishment, perhaps indicative of Ford's recognition of a 

corrupting element in human affairs that can be eliminated only in death 

Malevole survives his early persona as a malcontent, his vengeful 

nature tempered and finally destroyed through his recognition of virtue's 

5 
survival in Maria, he diabolically "kills" Pietro's soul, and like 

Pietro, he undergoes a transformation. His relinquishment of his role 

as a cynic, and his resumption of his true identity as Altofront, may be 

seen symbolically as a kind of resurrection, after the death of his 

baser nature. Most common are the villainous subordinates and masters 

whose deaths are literal as well as figurative, Ithamore and Barabas, 

Guise and Catherine, De Flores and Beatrice-Joanna, Iago and Othello. 

The banishment, imprisonment, transformation, or literal death of the 

villainous subordinate and his master is inevitable, because of evil's 

self-destructive nature, their fates are to be seen as a fulfilment and 

consunrrnation of their original and decisive life-denying choices. 
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The ritual theme of sacrifice, involving evil's self-destructive 

6 principle is implicit in the figurative and literal deaths of the 

villainous subordinate and his victim. The process is one of cleansing, 

ending in tl.Dle's renewal and in society's often limited moral regenera­

tion. The villainous subordinate, both as an embodiment of evil and as 

a sacrificial figure, may be seen as central to a dramatic scheme of 

events related to folk ritual and religious rites, and to the earlier 

7 drama, both religious and secular. Usually fully developed as a char-

acter, the villainous subordinate is the Renaissance successor to the 

antagonist of Greek tragedy, the mischievous slave of Roman comedy, the 

AntiChrist of the mystery plays, the Vices and devils of the morality 

8 play, and Bighead and Slasher, the agon figures of the munnners' plays 

But while every traditional antagonist figure may be associated 

with Satan's rebellion and Fall, we do not necessarily think of them in 

that way immediately. We think of Herod (The Wakefield Plays) first of 

all as a tyrant who is punctilious in his obedience to Caesar, and we 

regard Bremo (Mucedorus) as an unregenerate wild man. By contras~, the 

villainous subordinate always destroys his victim by first undertaking 

to serve him; he abets his victim's designs for gratification, and by so 

doing, he becomes master and the master becomes his slave There is no 

situation more typical of this inverted state of affairs than that of 

Barabas, who promises Ithamore the key to his coffers. By scriptural 

analogy, Barabas becomes a sacrificial figure, and Ithamore a parodic 

saint; having affirmed their pact in a grotesque "sacrament" of soup 

9 which is poisoned immediately thereafter, Barabas exclaims when he is 

betrayed finally by Itharnore, "What a damned slave was I!" (V.i 23). 
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Yet Barabas is typical of the villainous subordinate's victim, in 

having no understanding that Ithamore has become master of his, Barabas', 

destiny. Like Fortunatus (Old Fortunatus), Barabas becomes Fortune's 

slave, and as soon as he acts according to the promptings of his folly, 

the illusion of good vanishes like Shadow. The villainous subordinate 

thus may be seen as a personification of Occasion, or Fortune, an iden­

tification made specific by Maquerelle (The Malcontent) in reference to 

herself, but no less true of each antagonist who waits for and uses his 

master's every weakness as an opportunity to bring about his fall 

The reversal of roles, and the villainous subordinate's embodying 

of appetite, show him to be a manifestation of the demonic. Represen­

tative of passion's pre-eminence over reason, and evil over good, every 

villainous subordinate is, in Iago's phrase, the '~oPster'' in his master's 

thought. Beatrice-Joanna's lust, the King's fear of disapproval (The 

Cardinal), Othello's Jealousy, Faustus' intellectual vanity, Volpone's 

avarice, and Lussuriosso's lust (The Revenger's Tragedy), all are person­

ified in villainous subordinates, whJ in this respect may be seen as Vice 

figures descended from their prototypes in medieval psychodrama. 

The villainous subordinate is representative of the subJect1v1ty 

of passion in his master, who deceives hl.Dlself in believing that he is 

ruled by reason, in the same way that he believes his subordinate is an 

instrument of his will. The villainous subordinate's power in this 

respect is a manifestation of a far wider dislocation which has social, 

and even cosmic dimensions, for the villainous subordinate must be 



extirpated before society can return to sanity, and before the process 

of renewal is complete. It is a theological commonplace that Creation 

7 

forms an indivisible unity, which in its completeness, is Good, and that 

its parts are ordered according to divine reason lO The divine order is 

reflected in human affairs in direct proportion to the extent that men 

discern and comply with reason's dictates. Further, evil is simply non-

11 
being, an absence of good. So the villainous subordinate, in so far as 

he is representative of evil, is himself insubstantial, a mere illusion 

of reality, as an embodiment of appetite, he preys on his master when 

his master's weakness of reason and absence of virtue make him vulnerable 

Weakness and a failure of positive virtue are the features which all 

12 those who fall prey to the villainous subordinate have in common 

Guise, the Cardinal, and Malevole exploit the weakness of their rulers, 

who would sooner allow others to make decisions rather than suffer dis-

approval, De Flores and Vindice take advantage of a weakness of feminine 

virtue, Iago uses Othello's ineptness in the courts of love, and Vasques 

explo_ts Soranzo's irrationality and lack of understanding 

Representative of illusion, each villainous subordinate wears a 

mask, which is either a literal disguise, or a pose. His mask is the 

product of his victim's own predilection, as Ithamore implies in telling 

Barabas, "my profession's what you please" (III.iii 163). Each master 

has a diathetic tendency in a particular direction, so that the villainous 

subordinate wears the mask that is most effective in providing an illusion 

of good. The Cardinal's religious hypocrisy, commanding manner, and 

flattering demeanour give his weak, fearful, and indecisive monarch an 

illusion or order, stability, and serenity, which conceal the social ,md 
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political chaos engendered by the Cardinal's wrath and ambition. 

Similarly, the repulsive De Flores takes on a utilitarian beauty for 

Beatrice-Joanna, and her affection, like that of Volpone for Mosca, makes 

him appear sexually attractive to her. The more obvious masks of the 

Protean malcontents Malevole and Vindice provide their masters with the 

prospect of gratifying their lusts for sex and vengeance. Appropriately, 

the villainous subordinate often is associated with images of artificial 

brilliance, connoting his demonic and deadly seductiveness 

As subsequent chapters will show, the theme of demonic inversion 13 

implicit in the reversal of social relationships is enhanced in patterns 

of imagery suggestive of the diabolical. The Cardinal, whose anger is 

most often compared to a consuming flame, is shown to be the antithesis 

of his ecclesiastical office, and he controls his reonarch much as Guise 

controls the Queen Mother Catherine, whose lust for power appears to 

proceed from a religious zeal Guise adopts as his own mask. Beatrice­

Joanna, thinking to make De Flores her instrument, finds herself ~nslaved 

to his lust, a condition represented in terms of situation and ia~ge in 

such a way that connotations of death and diabolism accompany their 

union. Volpone--who gives up his keys to Mosca--finds himself reduced 

in station and dispossessed by a servant whose very name bears associa­

tions with the demonic. Lussuriosso, thinking to employ Vindice as a 

pander, discovers too late that he has placed himself at the mercy of a 

revenger whose associations with the imagery of blood unite in him the 

themes of sex and death. 

The imagery of inversion and demonjc perversity gains its clearest 

significance in exegesis. The protagon sts are most usually shown as 
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Christ figures in reverse, who deliver up to their unholy heirs a 

spiritual legacy of evil. The villainous subordinate as heir is "con­

verted," and becomes a demonic destroyer. The plot design of plays in 

which the villainous subordinate plays a significant role may be seen as 

a perverse re-enactment of scripture, whereby the master, once having 

given himself into the power of his subordinate, is himself "converted," 

and in the fullness of time attains, not the City of God, but its anti­

thesis. Only in such rare instances as Pietro's conversion by Malevole, 

and the Duchess of Malfi's resistance of Bosola's torments does the 

pattern vary. The strength of resolution shown by the villainous subor­

dinate's victim is usually in reality an arrogance which breeds despair 

in God, so that the victim, like Barabas, makes the villainous subordinate 

the repository of all his faith and hope Faustus provides the clearest 

example of this sort of inversion, whereby even hope and despair are 

reversed Images of demonic inversion form a central motif in descrip-

tions of social disorder associated with the villainous subordinate, and 

often it is he who describes this p2rverse world whose principle he 

shares. Vindice, for example, customarily expresses his disillusionment 

in images of hollowness, revealing the absence of inner virtue, masked 

14 by outward pretences of worth. 

In an age given to analogical modes of thought, the moral, natural, 

political, and social orders were to be seen as reflections of each other, 

so that the relationship between the villainous subordinate and his 

master was regarded as "unnatural. " Much work has been done already by 

scholars who discern that kind of perversity represented in the history 

plays portraying weak or vice-ridden monarchs who lose their thrones to 
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usurpers. Richard the Second's Bolingbroke may to some extent be seen 

as one kind of villainous subordinate who, like Marston's Malevole, may 

have some Justification for his provocation, but Bolingbroke's violation 

of divine order in deposing a king results in a curse that finally is 

expunged only with Richard Ill's death (Richard the Third) What dis-

tinguishes between Bolingbroke and the fully developed villainous subor­

dinate is that he does not lead Richard to self-destruction by abetting 

his folly and exploiting his weakness. Rather, he is appalled by 

R.J.chard's frivolous policies, and acts out of indignation to depose him 

Marlowe's Edward the Second has its physical expression of the 

violation of natural order in the homosexual relationship between Edward 

and Gaveston. Unnatural love, and the resulting elevation of the para­

sitic Gaveston to an unduly exalted position result in political chaos 

and murder, personified in the younger Mortimer. Neither Gaveston nor 

Mortimer may be regarded as villainous subordinates in the complete 

sense, while Gaveston's relationship with Edward leads to Edward's destruc­

tion, ;aveston himself is not an agent of death. On the other hand, 

Mortimer, who never expresses more than obligatory fealty to Edward, 

destroys both him and Gaveston, eventually, he destroys himself, cor­

rupted by the power his violent acts afford him. Edward the Second is 

perhaps unique in showing separately, in the characters of Gaveston and 

Mortimer, the opposing principles of love and hate, seductive appearance 

and destructive reality. These are the qualities which usually are 

melded in a single villainous subordinate De Flores embodies Beatrice-

Joanna's lust, and he also is the direct agent of death, Iago probably 

is attracted homosexually to Othello and Cassio, and works to destroy 
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them, Mosca and Volpone seem to gratify each other's exhibitionistic 

and voyeuristic instincts, and the pair defeat each other Vasques, 

Malevole, and Vindice each display a vicarious fascination with acts of 

sexual license, and each is bent on destroying the source of his per­

verse delight. While there is little evidence concerning Guise's 

relationship with his mother, it is clear that he is favoured over her 

other sons, and the functional attraction mother and son have for each 

other perhaps has Oedipal overtones. Shirley's Cardinal is determined 

to control, and if necessary, destroy the nobility, a state of mind 

which finds expression in his urge to ravish Rosaura. 

The sexual attraction most villainous subordinates display towards 

their victims is Mephistophelean, in the sense that they achieve a loving 

bond of death, lacking in any spiritual quality, and motivated wholly bv 

destructive appetite. A relationship with sexual overtones, usually 

thought of in connection with fecundity and birth, becomes for the 

villainous subordinate and his master a coupling which has death cs its 

15 
consunnnation. Appropriately, a good many of the death scenes OLcur at 

wedding feasts and in marriage chambers, and the initial bond between 

the pair is usually marked by some episode which may be seen symboli­

cally as a perversely sacramental exchange of vows like that performed 

by Barabas and Ithamore. De Flores, Iago, Mosca, and Vasques undertake 

exchanges of vows with their victims, exchanges with ritual overtones 

clearly reminiscent of the Faustian blood contract. However, the bond 

which dedicates the villainous subordinate to his victim's destruction 

often proceeds from an earlier bond undertaken by a man and woman. 

Othello'G eichanse ot vows with Desdemona is echoed parodically in 
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Othello's avowal of faith in Iago, the Duchess of Malfi, like Rosaura 

(The Cardinal) enters into a marriage bond that is flawed and made vul­

nerable by innocence in her deliberate disregard for the surrounding 

corruption; Giovanni's and Isabella's exchange of vows ('Tis Pity) 

serves symbolically as a summons for the diabolical Vasques, who himself 

provides a perverse echo of their trothplight in the pact he makes with 

Hippolita 

The Mephistophelean contract creating a bond which links the desti­

nies of the villainous subordinate and his victim, seen as a perverse 

"sacrament," is a confirmation of a commitment the victim already has 

made; that is, a sunnnoning of evil and a subsequent bond, which appears 

to proceed from the necessity of the victim's own nature. Like Faustus, 

each protagonist is master of his own destiny, and free to choose, but 

once having chosen a course, he or she becomes Fortune's slave, in obedi-

16 
ence to the dictates of contingent necessity. By relinquishing 

rational control of appetite, the victim becomes controlled by it, and 
• 

hence by its embodiment, the villairvus subordinate. In The Changeling, 

for instance, De Flores appears before Beatrice-Joanna, as if summoned 

the moment she decides to make him the instrument of lust. The villainous 

subordinate in this respect functions both as a psychomachic personifi­

cation of vice, and as a symbolic representation of appetite's ascendancy 

over reason in the victim's inverted psychology. 

An increasingly "psychological and subJective" attitude towards 

reality during the Renaissance
17 

appears to parallel the growing tendency 

towards greater dramatic delineation of character. Even Mephistophilis, 

lacking fu 1 development as a character, and clearly a representation of 
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evil as an obJective metaphysical principle, may be seen as the corrupt 

element of Faustus' consciousness. There is perhaps a certain comfort­

ing simplicity in Marlowe's representation of a villainous subordinate 

whose operating principle is clearly evil, and results in evil actions 

by the fond victim, but with the Jacobeans, villainy increasingly seems 

to be construed in terms of complex psychological motivation, so that 

the resulting actions often are ambivalent. Malevole's actions, for 

example, may not be seen either as entirely virtuous, nor as wholly 

lacking in merit. Rather, motive becomes all-important in our consider-

ation of the extent of his guilt, and we must address ourselves to the 

18 
problem of revenge as Justifiable when it is born of self-interest 

The darkening world of Jacobean tragedy seems to question the possibility 

of man's motives and actions , in redressing evil , being mor a l at a ll 

Jacobean doubt about the possibility of moral action seems to have 

involved the comfortless conviction that evil necessarily corrupts the 

moral Man, for he must participate in evil by acting against it In the 

earlie r drama, we have seen tha t Barabas and Ithamore are already corrupt 

when they become victims of thei r v ill ainous subordinates, their corrup­

tion, although represented in other character s, initially proceeds from 

within. By contrast, Rosaura and Hernando (The Cardinal) are initially 

good, but they are defenceless against the Cardinal's corrupting influ­

ence. The Cardinal is shown v i r tually to create an inverted world which 

is the image of his mind, the people i n it are recreated, as it were, as 

images of his solipsistic thought,
19 

and he in turn becomes the embodiment 

of their vengeful lusts 

The master depends on his villainous subordinate for gratificaticn, 
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and the villainous subordinate, as a symbolic representation of his 

master's appetite, in turn depends for his existence on his master's 

continued hope and faith in him. So each sees the other as essential to 

survival. In this respect, the villainous subordinate is not like the 

parasites of earlier drama, nor yet is he like the mischievous slaves of 

Terentian and Plautine comedy Such characters admittedly are perpetu-

ated in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama The Ward's servant (Women 

Beware Women) derives immense enJoyment in slyly deprecating his master, 

but he is essentially an extension of his master's will, while he depends 

upon his master for his livelihood, his master does not depend on him, 

nor does he exercise control over his master's destiny. Dildo and Catzo 

(Antonio and Mellida) earn their keep by catering to their masters' 

follies, and they are raucously pitiless in their contemptuous Jibes 

concerning Castillio, a rutting sycophant, Balurdo, a cowardly and vain­

glorious dolt, and Forobosco, a pedantic flatterer. But they operate 

always in accordance with their masters' whims, and while they provide 

satirical commentary, they are not responsible for their masters down-

fall. 

Certainly, the villainous subordinate belongs in the same tradition 

as these lesser figures, in that he serves a master whose appetites he 

both shares and despises. Mosca, for example, clearly is derived in 

some respects from the tradition of the mischievous slave, and Iago bears 

some similarity with Matthew Merrygreek and his prototype, Palaestrio 

(Miles Gloriosus). But the difference between the villainous subordinate 

and these others lies in his independence of will, his destructiveness, 

and his master's absolute dependancy on him. Nor is the villainous 
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subordinate simply a tool villain like The Spanish Tragedy's Serberine 

and Pedringano, who murder according to their masters' directions, and 

in hope of reward from their masters. Iago and Mosca are explicit in 

boasting that they have interests of their own, and that they are not 

content to receive reward for serving others, Bosola has been a tool 

villain, and continues for some time to serve in hope of reward, but he 

eventually attains independent stature when he realizes the futility of 

mere servility to another's will. When the villainous subordinate's 

aims cease to be consonant with those of his master, and when, like 

Ithamore, he requires payment of his bond, he is constrained by his very 

nature to undertake his master's destruction, and in so doing, he 

destroys himself in the act of consuming all. 

As a destroyer, the villainous subordinate parado~ically functions 

as a Nemesis figure, as well as tempter; summoned by his victim's appe-

tite, he is the instrument which brings ultimate Justice This element 

of paradox is characteristic of demonic figures, the villainous subordin­

ate p .. ovides, not only a tempting illusion of good, but also a warning 

which his victim consistently fails to heed He functions as time's 

messenger, a prophet of doom who, like Bosola, the "common bellman," 

sounds a knell marking time's inexorable pace, while calling on his 

20 victim to repent. Mephistophilis is explicit in granting Faustus a 

mere twenty-four years, a span of time which appears at first as an 

eternity to Faustus, but which rushes by with increasing speed in the 

final moments, while Mephistophilis looks on with anticipation Similarly, 

Vindice lives for the "present minute" of his revenge (I.iii 26), and the 

passing of time is marked off by the four stages of his transformatioa. 
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Like Satan, he begins in fallen lillpotence, becomes in turn an illusory 

promise of sexual fulfilment, then of wrath's gratification, and finally 

he sets his mask aside to stand revealed as the reality of consummated 

evil. Malevole, as "goodman tell-clock" (III.ii.12), restrains his 

frustration at time's slow passage with constant Senecan reminders of 

21 the inevitability of sublunar flux, and Mosca, recognizing the ephemeral 

nature of worldly delight, serves as time's prophet in warning Volpone 

against the fond hope of stasis in immortality. The Cardinal imposes his 

own psychological dimension of temporality on his subJect society, only 

to find that, in his perversity, he has done so in obedience to a larger 

scheme of temporal necessity, which destroys him. 

As a symbolic representation of time, and as a prophet of doom, the 

villainous subordina te is given to ambiguous speech, and the interpreta-

tion of his words of counsel depends upon the predilections of the 

hearer. In a sense the villainous subordinate is rather like a poet, he 

both il'structs and entertains, and his victim is an audience who insists 

either on the ignorance of innocency, or on the gratification of appetite, 

and so refuses to heed the message of death. The vict1.m's suspension of 

his rational faculty allows him to perceive only that which pleases, so 

that Faustus enJoys the procession of the Seven Deadly Sins merely as 

entertainment, and Othello seizes on Iago's silences and moralizing as 

evidence of Desdemona's infidelity . Othello "needs" certain knowledge 

as much as Faustus "needs" diversion . The villainous subordinate regu-

larly expresses himself in a way t ha t offers both reality and illusion, 

and the victim, in his weakness, chooses illusion because he is blinded 

to reality by his own passions. 
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The villainous subordinate seldom actually lies, except to urge his 

victim to abJure Grace and to endure a torment of unrealized hopes by 

having faith in him. There is an ironic reversal in Iago's exhortations 

to Othello to have patience and to trust in him as a source of certain 

knowledge, 22 although Iago's mocking ambiguities provide Othello and 

Cassio with ample opportunity to perceive the nature of their errors. 

Mephistophilis laces his explicit warnings with threats and inducements, 

which Faustus persuades himself to be of greater substance than the 

threat of damnation. Similarly, Vindice's and Malevole's victims listen 

to their railing with contempt, amusement, or indignation, and only 

Pietro, who is sufficiently sensitive to be troubled, recognizes truth 

in vituperative utterance. Lussuriosso and Mendoza fail to heed warnings 

offering the prospect of their destruction, and they take heed only when 

the malcontents, in the guise of panders, offer the prospect of sensual 

delight. The warning implicit in the Cardinal's attempt to persuade 

Rosaura lies in his blatantly fallacious rhetoric, by which he unw1ttingly 

denies all that be purports to affirm. Rosaura, whose virtue at ,his 

point allows her clarity of vision, is able to heed the Cardinal's unin­

tended warning. Similarly, Bosola's advice to the Duchess to despair, 

and to despise her own flesh, expresses truth in a perverse way, for 

like Mephistophilis, who turns the pages of Faustus' bible, showing him 

only those passages to do with the dark side of creation, Bosola avoids 

mention of hope in Divine mercy. The Duchess is unlike Faustus, who 

looks no further, for she has a reserve of inner grace from which to 

draw strength 

The perverse way the villainous subJrdinate presents incomplete and 
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obscure truth, together with persuasions meant to elicit trust in him, 

relates him to the Despair figures of earlier drama.
23 

Mephistophilis 

is explicit in exhorting Faustus to be resolute in his rebellion, by 

continuing to despair of God's mercy, Mosca tentatively suggests suicide 

to Volpone; and Malevole tempts Pietro to despair of Divine Justice, and 

to act in his own behalf in revenging his wife's adultery Yet the 

evidence on which all these erroneous conclusions about despair are 

founded is literally true. The villainous subordinate simply offers an 

incomplete interpretation of the truth inherent in the facts, and he 

thus becomes a tempter to despair and self-destruction. Ithamore aptly 

points out to Barabas that "he that eats with the devil had need of a 

long spoon," then hands him a ladle which evidently is not long enough 

for Barabas to avoid his own da:nnation (III.iv 54-55) 

The villainous subordinate usually is both a tempter and a demonic 

purveyor of knowledge. Mephistophilis holds Faustus in thrall to a 

large degree by his ability to proviie knowledge of the natural sciences, 

and to produce direct experience of the past in insubstantial images 

Iago similarly uses knowledge as a weapon against Othello, Vasques manip­

ulates Soranzo by withholding and rationing out knowledge of Isabella's 

sin, and Bosola, as "familiar" and "intelligencer" (I.ii 183-185), gives 

Ferdinand information about the Duchess and Antonio, which Ferdinand 

receives with loathing, intensified, perhaps, by incestuous fascination 

As a bringer of the knowledge of evil, the villainous subordinate may be 

seen typologically as the Serpent; yet in the sense that the knowledge he 

gains destroys him as well as others, hP. is a Promethean figure, and 

like Adam 1s well, a victim of his own desires 



Using his knowledge, cunning, and powers of persuasion to manipu­

late his victlills, the villainous subordinate orchestrates events, 

thereby imposing a perverse order on disorder The order he imposes 

19 

is the logic of illogic, the harmony of disharmony, and he sees himself 

as an actor-director for whom each character plays a part until a 

climax of evil brings his "play" to a close Iago and Mosca, lost in 

self-love, see themselves as consummate artists who order events so 

that their victlills are destroyed. Iago carefully stages a drinking 

bout, with Roderigo waiting in the wings to attack Cassio, and he 

plays a part himself in his conversation with Cassio, so that Othello 

as audience will have evidence of Desdemona's adultery. Sllllilarly, 

Mosca prepares scenarios with the legacy-seekers, for Volpone's enJoyrnent, 

and he is painstaking in ordering events so that Volpone's seduction of 

Celia will not coincide with Bonario's presence. But neither Iago nor 

Mosca can exercise the God-like control over events which they believe 

possib]~, Roderigo fails to slay Cassio, and Bonario appears in advance 

of the appointed time. Vasques, too, regards himself as a director of 

some grotesque charade, and he errs because the very passion he incites 

in Soranzo escapes his control. Slillilarly, the Cardinal institutes a 

perverse order in Navarre's society, advancing and persecuting its mem­

bers at will, and by so doing, he breeds a chaos which he cannot master 

This characteristic in the villainous subordinate's character relates 

him to earlier Vice figures, like Belia! (The Castle of Perseverence), 

Cloaked Collusion (Magnificence), and Ambodexter (Cambises). Each of 

these alle~orical characters introduces order among lesser Vice figures, 

and in each case, characters whose principle is disorder co-ordinate 



24 their efforts only in response to threats and violence. 

20 

Given over to arrogant self-love which mirrors that of his master, 

the villainous subordinate inevitably succmnbs to the chaotic demands of 

his own uncontrollable appetite. Ithamore, "graced," as it were, by 

25 Bellamira's "twinkling eye," cannot settle for half of Barabas' wealth, 

and like Mosca, he rises in his aspirations to his destruction. The 

bringer of knowledge finds that knowledge of evil destroys every possessor, 

and his accusation of Barabas, "I know what I know. He's a murderer" 

(Iv.vi.14), is no less true than Iago's affirmation that Othello has come 

to "know" enough to destroy himself. 

Essentially demonic in character, the villainous subordinate dis­

plays characteristics relating him to Satan; the elements of the demonic 

emphasized in particular portrayals of the cnaracter type may be seen as 

26 parallelling the events of the Fall, and the cyclic ritual of decay 

and regeneration. Subsequent chapters will concentrate on each of those 

elements. Guise and the Cardinal, wrathful in their pride, may bE seen 

as enfleshments of the Satan who aspires beyond his reach in his dttempt 

to usurp the heavenly throne, only to be cast from on high at the 

apparent moment of triumph. Mephistophilis and De Flores, suffering in 

their private hells occasioned by their fallen condition, are like 

Lucifer in their struggle to rise, and by subverting human virtue, to 

enlarge the kingdom of damned souls. Laughter often is demonic, for it 

signifies the devil's satisfaction in his brief success, when men and 

women expose their frailty in succumbing to their own bestial natures 

Iago and Mosca use their victims' fear of exposure and self-revelatio~ 

as potent weapons, and their mockery is ~oth a means and a signal of 
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their success. Ironically, they are themselves obJects of divine mock­

ery, that laughs evil out of countenance when they destroy themselves. 

With Lucifer's brief triumph, chaos reigns in human affairs, and men no 

longer may perceive with any certainty the light of truth Bosola and 

Vasques exist in such a world, a world in which the nature of good and 

evil no longer seems clear, where goodness is persecuted and evil rewarded. 

But the onset of chaos is the event penultl.Illate to an inevitable rebirth 

of order through the death of society's corrupt elements. Malevole and 

Vindice, revengers in love with the evil they are constrained to hate and 

destroy, manifest the Satanic principle that evil is divided against 

itself, and must bring about its own defeat. 

Besides an inherited ritual consciousness and dramatic tradition, 

contemporary Renaissance attitudes had much to do with the villainous 

subordinate's emergence as an identifiable character type. For example, 

a long-standing hatred and fear of the Roman Church, localized as a 

dread of ecclesiastical despotism in the English Church, had much to do 

with Shirley's development of the C,rdinal's character. Similarly, a 

suspicion of all things Italianate, and a loathing of Machiavellian 

ethics were as significant ingredients of Tourneur's creative imagina­

tion as the influence of Senecan drama, in his drawing Vindice's char­

acter. These elements, combined with a belief in the reality of demonic 

possession and a horror of social and political disorder, were contri­

buting influences to the development of the villainous subordinate as 

a convention in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama. In every instance, the 

single most constant principle is the villainous subordinate's inversion 

of the exi,ting order of authority in exploiting the weakness of virtue 
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and reason in his victim. Embodying his victim's vicious qualities, the 

villainous subordinate is representative of man's fallen state, the end 

result of the Fall and the Expulsion, and he is constrained to reduce 

his victim to his own fallen condition. 
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gaze in the eternal present. The Cardinal and Guise may be seen as 
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of the Deity. 
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Old Time the eavesdropper? I know him, pardee' 
An ancient turner of houses upside down 
And a common consumer of city and town. 
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CHAPTER II 

ASPIRING PRIDE AND INSOLENCE
1 

Considering the Renaissance reverence for order, it is not surpris­

ing that ambitious villains should have become central figures as 

demonic rebels and usurpers in the drama. The political overreacher's 2 

centrality as a dramatic figure is usually proportional to the extent 

that he is successful in subverting and usurping legitimate authority, 3 

and it is perhaps indicative of the Duke of Guise's dramatic importance 

4 5 that The Massacre at Paris was known also as The Guise. As a villain-

ous subordinate whose aspirations drive him towards a crown, Guise 

defies two successive legitimate monarchs, however, notwitnstanaing 

backing from the Church and the equally ambitious queen mother Catherine, 

he is thwarted before he attains his goal. 

Despite the rnaJestic tones in which Guise expresses his ambiti ,n 

(I.ii.39-108), he lacks Tamburlaine's greatness of spirit and Faustus' 

initial grandeur of aspiration, his goal is concrete and limited, and 

the extent of his control is circumscribed and finally reduced to naught 

by opposing political interests as well as moral forces. Throughout his 

struggle to rise by Machiavellian policy, Guise remains as undistin­

guished in dramatic stature as his fortunes.
6 

As limited a dramatic 

character as he is shown to be in political power, Guise does not 

dominate the action, and as the variant titles for the plays reflect, 

we are at least as interested in the situ~tion and the other protagonists 

26 
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as we are in Guise. 

It may be indicative of the growth of political pessimism over the 

7 next half-century that James Shirley's The Cardinal (1641) formally 

8 bears a title unequivocally identifying its maJor protagonist. 

Shirley's pessimism appears to be implicit in the Cardinal's success, 

ephemeral though his ascendancy is Unlike Guise, the Cardinal is not 

engaged in an uphill battle, he has already arrived at the summit as the 

play opens, and he controls a weak monarch and a cowed state. Whereas 

Guise's evil is limited in its effects to individual murders and the 

Saint Bartholemew Massacre itself, the Cardinal's influence spreads an 

aura of dislocation encompassing in its totality the whole social order 

While Guise's monarchs, Charles IX and Henry III, are weak and irrespon-

sible, the Cardinal's sovereign i s actually powerless, a~d dares not 

even taunt him. The two villainous subordinates thrive on their nominal 

masters' weaknesses, while they work also towards their own destruction 

as victims of their ruling passions. As they act out their perverse 

aspirations, they effect an inversion of moral values and legitimate 

9 authority in their respective societies. 

Dealing with the theme of illegitimate political power, The Massacre 

10 
is essentially a history play, with historical events and characters 

tailored to suit the author's purpose. Like most history plays of the 

Elizabethan period, the situation described is contrasted by implication 

to conditions in contemporary England , which is apparently assumed to be 

the best of all possible worlds Thus The Massacre ends with Henry Ill's 

instruction to Navarre to "salute the Queen of England" (V viii 106) 

By contrast, Th e Cardinal has more of the characteristics of poli-
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tical satire. Shirley enigmatically claims to say "nothing positive," 

and invites his audience to "think what (they) please" (Prologue.2-12) 

Yet Rosaura, in upbraiding the Cardinal for his acts of oppression, 

pointedly warns him to effect a "timely cure" (II iii.166) before "the 

short hair'd men/ Do crowd and call for Justice" (II.iii 167-168).
11 

Clearly, the audience is meant to associate the Ca~dinal with Bishop 

Laud. Shirley appears to satirize his own society by showing a looking­

glass world in which temporal authority 1s subordinated to the Church, 

and the rightful authority of the state is reduced to mere hollow form 

Shirley reveals a pessimistic awareness,too, of social disintegration in 

his representations of court corruption and disregard for an aristocratic 

order which has lost its vitality; its members are either easily 

destroyed, or they survive for a t ime by becoming as villainous as the ir 

persecutors. 

12 
Typically, the history play, like the political satire, is con-

cerned ~-1th a situation in which a villainous subord1nate's power is 

derived from a ruler's weakness, an inadequacy of spirit reflected as 

13 
political and military impotence, the result is an inversion of the 

rightful order of authority. While Shakespeare's Bol1ngbroke (Richard 

III) is a victim of inJust1ce, and Marlowe's Mortimer the younger 

(Edward II) is an impetuous youth whose good intentions are subverted by 

his newly acquired power, Guise and the Cardinal are without even par­

tially redeeming motives, lacking comp lexity of purpose, they have raw 

power as their goal. 

The innocent suffer along wi th t he guilty for no other reason than 

that they are not strong, so tha t the Admiral, Ramus, and hundreds of 



Hugenots succumb to Guise's passion for blood and power without them­

selves suffering moral weakness making them vulnerable to retributive 

14 
justice. Similarly, it is impossible to reconcile Alvarez' death and 

the Cardinal's persecution of the innocent Duchess and Hernando to any 

conception of Justice. The villainous subordinate whose purpose is 

simply the attainment of power gratifies his need by subJection and 

destruction of others. He need not prey on their moral weaknesses, his 

exploitation of physical vulnerability affords him ample satisfaction 

29 

The dimension that has boundaries coterminous with the limits of 

the ambitious villain's control is wholly the product of his own psycho­

logy. Its inverted order of authority and its topsy-turvy moral values 

exist because he, like a demiurge, creates through action an external 

world that is the image of his own mind By imposing tneir o-.v'l. concep-

tions of "reality" on the world about them, Guise and the Cardinal effect 

Faustus' belief that his dominion extends as far as the reach of his 

intellect (Dr. Faustus, I.i 59, 60). So Guise's society is in danrer of 

becoming a moral wasteland that is illusory, insubstantial, and lie­

denying, while the Cardinal's society, wholly subJect to his control, 

actually becomes so. The ambitious villain does not merely persecute 

innocents, however, but derives his power from irrational elements in 

the body politic Thus while Guise exists in a symbiotic relationship 

with the power-hungry Catherine, he also thrives on Charles's preoccu­

pation with pleasure and on Henry Ill's lack of tough-mindedness 

Similarly, the Cardinal profits from the King's weakness. He exploits 

the state's fear of him, and he harnesses to his own ends the wrath and 

impulsiveness of Columbo, his army's commander 
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In exploring themes of illegitimate political power, The Massacre 

at Paris and The Cardinal are remarkably similar in their imagery 

revealing the ambitious villain's solipsistic psychology, and its 

perverse influence on the external world. The Massacre was popular with 

contemporary audiences, 15 thus it is useful in revealing accepted drama­

tic convention as expressed in Marlowe's portrayal of Guise's character 

Marlowe's liberties with his sources16 make Guise the maJor planner and 

perpetrator of atrocities, rather than an equal co-conspirator with 

Catherine, Charles, and AnJou. In addition, Marlowe credits Guise with 

responsibility for Joan of Navarre's poisoning, and with direct involve-

ment in the murders of Lorraine, the Hugenots, Ramus, and Seroune On 

the other hand, Marlowe reduces other characters in stature, pointing up 

their vices and weaknesses. Char les is shown to be hypocritical and 

deceitful in comforting the Admiral before his death, and the Admiral is 

shown to be plaintive and naive AnJou is credited with Ramus' murder 

directly, making him a bloodthirsty villain, while Navarre is made out 

to be ineffectual and sententious Catherine is shown to be lovinJ and 

trusting towards Guise to the extent tha t she is in his power, and her 

death is made to appear consequent upon his. 

The total effect is to create Guise a monster whose crimes would 

appeal to the audience's taste for sensationalism, but there is a fur­

ther effect which critics appea r hitherto to have overlooked Marlowe's 

portrayals of characters and events combine to make Guise a villainous 

subordinate with all the characteristics that identify the type, he 

exploits the weaknesses of his nominal masters, and he has a sp ecial 

relationship with one of them, Catherine s so that he preys on her 
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aspirations while appearing to further her aims. Typically, he exer­

cises his will through her while she thinks the opposite to be the case. 

Marlowe's rearrangement of historical events places the poisoning epi-

sode in the context of the marriage celebrations, so that the life­

affirming ritual becomes a rite of death, Guise thus exhibits character­

istics of demonic reversal from the outset. 17 

While Guise is made a central focus for hatred, he never achieves a 

dramatic stature that could make his villainy admirable. For all that 

Marlowe diminishes Guise's enemies and victims, I believe he makes sure 

that Guise himself may be seen as a pedestrian character. Admittedly, 

Guise's first soliloquy (I.ii.34-108) is widely acknowledged as compar­

able with similar passages spoken by Tamburlaine and Faustus, and this 

speech has led some critics to ignore other evidence in seeing Guise as 

18 
a villain of heroic proportions Yet the truth about Guise appears to 

lie in the soliloquy's contrast between manner and matter. Claiming to 

pride hJ11self on liking best that which "flies beyond (his) reach" (I ii 

12), Gu~se is ready at the outset to settle for a "royal seat, a sceptre, 

and a crown" (I. 11.104) to quench his supposedly "quenchless thirst" 

(I.ii.104). He is not like Barabas, who despises the Christians who 

victimize him, nor like Tamburlaine, whose military daring and boundless 

aspiration make him the scourge of God, nor yet like Faustus, who defies 

God in assaying necromantic art. Rather, Guise exults in mere verbal 

deception, winning Charles "with words" (I ii.73), cynically using reli-

19 
gion as an instrument of "policy" (I.ii.65), and exploiting his 

mother's affections (I.ii.76) 

Although Guise claims to dare all, his boasting does not make light 
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of heavy odds, rather, he exults in reciting his advantages of money and 

power granted him by the pope, and in enumerating the forces at his 

connnand in the colleges and monasteries of Paris. The real Guise lacks 

daring, and reposes faith in his supposedly superior intellect and 

superior forces. Navarre shows us Guise as others see him 

But he doth lurk within his drowsy couch, 
And makes his footstool on security 
So he be safe, he cares not what becomes 
Of king or country 

(IV. 111. 40-43) 

Guise's first soliloquy is a pale :un1tat1on of Tamburlaine's maJestic 

tones, revealing a natural subordinate who has neither greatness of 

aspiration nor love of daring. He is a petty cozener with murderous 

instincts, whose grandiose tones are hollow bombast, and by associating 

20 
himself with Caesar (I.ii 98), he becomes virtually a caricature of 

all that he aspires to be. 
21 

Marlowe uses the metaphor of vision as an image for Guise's subJec­

tive state of mind that causes him to view the world in terms of his own 

ambition. Eliminating Joan of Navarre because she is a "huge blem sh in 

(his) eye" (I ii.23), Guise is troubled by the continued existence of 

the province of Navarre as a Protestant enclave resisting the Catholic 

League. Another blemish, Navarre is "but a nook of France" that "blinds 

Europe's eyes" (I.ii.95). Thus Guise does not distinguish between his 

own fortunes and those of Europe, seeing his own aspirations as the 

embodiment of the state's hopes Yet by eliminating that which obstructs 

his view and supposedly "blinds" the state, Guise aspires to wield a 

blinding power of his own, such that 



••• those which do behold, they may become 
As men that stand and gaze against the sun 

(I. iii .100-102) 

Guise seems unaware of the ironic inversion he expresses, by clearing 

the obstructions from his aspirations' view, he will obscure the vision 

22 
of others, dazzling them with a Satanic brilliance. In effect, dark-

ness and light are reversed for him. 

Intellectual pride prevents Guise from regarding the other irra-

23 
tional elements in the body politic, Charles, Henry of AnJou, and 
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Catherine, as threats. Indolent and self-indulgent, Charles procrasti­

nates by deferring decisions that will disturb the state's superficial 

tranquility, when Catherine bridles at a marriage which promises to unite 

opposing factions, Charles checks her with "Well, madam, let that rest" 

(I.i.17), and turns his thoughts immediately to the marriage solemnities 

again. Charles's moral abdication leaves a power vacuum filled by Guise 

and Catherine. Guise makes political decisions for which the monarch 

bears responsibility, neither knowing nor caring that he is a dupe, while 

Guise gloats, "I execute, and he sustains the blame" (I ii 75). 

Although the Protestants have the "safety" of Charles's "word" (IV 

i.7), Charles protests only weakly against the proJected blood purge 

Under pressure from AnJou and Catherine, he allows his authority to slip 

to his subordinates, and rather than risk confrontation, he docilely 

permits Catherine to make decisions which he "ratifies" without question 

(I.iv.24-26). When Charles reassures the Admiral that his life is safe, 

we sense that he not only deceives him as part of the plot on his life, 

but that in some way he thinks to absolve himself by soliciting the 

Admiral's e•,teem Charles avoids conflict even at the cost of his 



integrity, and his first concern about the planned massacre is not that 

innocent blood will be spilled, but that 

• it will be noted through the world 
An action bloody and tyrannical. 

(I.iv.5-6) 
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This weakness of character in Charles has an element of the psycho­

logical inversion embodied by Guise. Only in his dying moments does his 

inner vision begin to right itself, so that he achieves a perspective 

that has previously been alien to him, confessing that he has "deserv'd 

the scourge" (III.i 9) 

O, hold me up! My sight begins to fail, 
My sinew shrink, my brains turn upside down 

(III i 13-14) 

In reality, psychological inversion has marked his mortal passage, and 

ends only with his death. 

Henry of AnJou's weakness has a different quality, but is no less 

apparent As his mercy towards a thief on his coronation day shows, he 

lacks tr~ Machiavellian tough-mindedness that Marlowe commonly portrays 

as a debirable trait in monarchs, and his attentions are taken up with 

24 
depraved pursuits. AnJou's act of mercy is an act of irresponsibility, 

rather than of compassion, indeed, Marlowe's portrayal of AnJou's lead­

ing role in the massacre does not allow us to see him as having merciful 

instincts. Bent on pleasure, he immediately turns from dealing with a 

thief to other diversions, and Catherine notes with satisfaction 

all his heaven is to delight himself, 
And, •. he sleeps securely thus at ease. 

(III. ii. 46-48) 

However, Catherine is deceived, because while AnJou's indulgence in 

pleasure may indicate self-interest, it does not mean that he relents in 
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vindictiveness and cunning. Engaging in cheap wit, he mocks Guise as a 

cuckold, and in so doing, he shows a pettiness of disposition "more than 

kingly or emperious" (IV .111 17). 

Because Guise shares AnJou's vindictiveness and murderous instincts, 

AnJou's words rebound on him as Guise reacts with rage Mistaking repu-

tation for honour, Guise is not so much incensed by his wife's infidelity 

as by the "deep disgrace" he will bear (IV. iii. 27). Whether his wife is 

indeed a "strumpet" (IV 11. 36) makes 11 ttle difference to him, if repu­

tation makes her such, then such she is in his eyes. Obsessed with the 

externals of power and reputation, Guise perceives his wife's infidelity 

as a threat to his ambitions, the value of which are apparently obscure 

to her. In berating her he equates reason with passion, suggesting that 

what his sense-bound thought makes clear to hllll should be eoually clear 

to others 

Is Guise's glory but a cloudy mist, 
In sight and Judgment of thy lustful eye? 

(IV .11. 31-32) 

As cowardly as he is irresponsible, AnJou immediately regrets having 

aggravated Guise's animosity, and sets about a reconciliation too late to 

save Mugeroun. Guise has a double motive, for while he avenges his 

"honour," perhaps his stronger motive is to inJure AnJou by killing his 

favourite because AnJou's words "have 1ncens'd (him) so" (IV 111 25) 

Later as he gazes on Mugeroun's body, Guise gloats· 

Revenge it, Henry, if thou list, or dar'st. 
I did it only in spite of thee. 

25 
(IV. v .14-15) 

Anjou's ill-advised mockery gives Guise an added purpose for attempting 

to seize the throne, Guise's personal hatred of him compounds with 



ambition, so that his aim becomes "more (AnJou's) end than extirpation" 

26 
(IV.v.20). 
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But Guise's ambition and wrath combine with his intellectual pride 

to defeat him. Like most other villainous subordinates, Guise believes 

himself invincible in his capacity for Machiavellian deception, and he 

delights in his supposedly superior understanding and execution of 

"matters of import aimed at by many, yet understood by none" (I ii 54-

55).27 It is this pride that is Guise's real blind spot, because it 

prevents him from discerning the personal motivations of others. Cathe-

rine, he believes, is immersed entirely in his interests 

The Mother Queen works wonders for my sake, 
And in my love entombs the hope of France, 
Rifling the bowels of her treasury 
To supply my wants and necessity 

(I. u 76-79) 

The exquisite pun on life and death reveals the perverse and destructive 

nature of their symbiotic relationship, each needing the other as an 

instrument by which to achieve sovere~gnty over France, for Catherine 

regards Guise as an extension of her will. When she hears of Charles's 

remorse over the slaughter of the Protestants, she makes it clear to 

Loreine that she "must have her will in France" (II ii1. 41), and we may 

presume that she includes Guise in her statement of intent which refers 

primarily to Charles and AnJOU 

For I'll rule France, bu t they shall wear the crown, 
And, if they storm, I t hen may pull them down 

(III. i. 46-4 7) 

Catherine's affection for "swee t" Guise (II.iii.30)--reminiscent of 

28 
"sweet" Mephistophilis, "sweet" Mosca , " and "honest" Iago --is none the-

less genuin, !, her ambition making her h is dupe. Receiving word of his 



death, she cries, "I will not live" (V.iv.169), so that her death is 

d h . 29 ma e to appear consequent on is. Like the genuineness of her affec-

tion for Guise, Catherine's religious motive appears to be based on 

conviction, and Guise's cynical exclamation, "Religion! O D1.abole"' 
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(I.ii.66) makes a mockery of her shattered hopes when she sorrows at his 

death. Apparently Catherine does not love Guise simply as her son, but 

as the embodiment and means of her aspiration. Thus in the same way 

that the Mephistophilis is deceptively appealing to Faustus as an 

instrument of his will, Guise has a utilitarian beauty for Catherine, 

only through him can she attempt to ful f il her vision of Catholic 

30 supremacy in France (V.iv.163-169). 

Guise's display of intellectual pride in his dealings with AnJou is 

similar in principle to tha t whicl-i he s J-, ows to,;ard s Ca therine When h i s 

facade of religious fervour (IV.v.43-46) fails to convince AnJou that he, 

Guise, should retain an army, Guise makes a show of obedience (IV v 61-

65), but when AnJou in turn expresses affection for him (IV v 66), Guise 

is far oo vain to entertain suspicion, when in fact Epernoun apprises 

AnJou of Guise's treasonous activities at Paris. Thus Guise falls at 

the moment of his greatest self-confidence, murdered Just when he 

believes Henry of AnJou to be in his power, maJestically declaiming 

Now sues the king f or f avour to the Guise, 
And all his minions stoop when I command 

(V. ii. 50-51) 

His reply to the Third Murderer's wa r ni ng is a study in miniature of 

megalomania. 

Yet Caesar shall go forth 
Let mean conceits and baser men f ear death 
Tut, they are peasants . I am Duke of Gu i se 
And princes with their looks engende r f ear! 

(V.ii.71-74) 



His words do not express a realistic contempt for death, rather, they 

reveal Guise as so convinced of his omnipotence that he thinks himself 

invulnerable. One senses that Guise's bombast would have been met with 

hoots of derisive delight by the Elizabethan audience 

Guise's verbal posturing contrasts with the truth of his vulnera-

bility and lack of stature Having aimed at a glory beyond "a connnon 
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good, that hangs for every peasant to achieve" (I.ii 40-41), the Duke 

experiences "grief" because he suffers an ignominious end at the hands 

of "peasants" (V.ii.87). Guise's death, like his wife's infidelity, is 

a cause of acute pain to him simply because the nature of the event does 

not match his conception of himself. But Guise refuses to recognize his 

lack of stature even in his final moment, and even while acknowledging 

what he considers to be h~miliation, he expires, still comparing hi~self 

to Caesar (V.ii 94). There is bathos in this scene when we compare 

Guise's crabbed spirit with that of Tamburlaine, for while both lament 

their mortality, Tamburlaine's dramatic stature is more than morta], and 

Guise's is less. Amyras' great epitaph for Tamburlaine, "Let eart' t and 

heaven his timeless death deplore" (Tamburla.1ne, Pt. II, V ii 253) is 

parallelled in The Massacre by the petty AnJou's chortling exclamation, 

"This sweet sight is physic to my soul!" (Vii 99), and Guise's son's 

ineffectual indignation, for which he is promptly marched off to prison 

(V. ii. 126-131). 

The sequence of events leading to Henry of Navarre's succession 

proceeds with a near mechanical simplicity, which by implication posits 

the working out of a moral order. The train of events set in motion by 

Guise inevitably brings about evi l 's dest ruction as Navarre becomes a 
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Nemesis figure. Unlike the others, Navarre begins as the single eye of 

reason in a world subverted by irrational self-interest His initial 

inaction appears to result from an other-worldly Christian Stoicism that 

puts faith in a Just order, apprised of the Guise's perfidy in counsel-

31 
ling a massacre of Protestants, he replies sententiously 

But he that sits and rules above the clouds 
Doth hear and see the prayers of the Just, 
And will revenge the blood of innocents 

(I. i 42-44) 

Ironically, Navarre as Nemesis is ultimately the creation of Guis e 

and AnJou, thus emphasizing the self-devouring nature of evil With the 

old Queen of Navarre murdered, and AnJou's army under Joyeux advancing 

on him, Navarre responds by "resolving to fight" (IV.ii 10) The 

psychological inversion characterizing Guise, who turns "day to 

ugly ni5ht" (I.ii.5) now imposes itself on Ndva1rl:'., as he p10c.j_ct _rniS lu.s 

purpose in tones associating him with the "scourge of God" 

The power of vengeance now encamps itself 
Upon the haughty mountains of my breast, 
Plays with gory colours f revenge, 
Whom I respect as leaves of boasting green, 
That change their colour when the winter comes, 
When I shall vaunt as victor in revenge. 

( IV . 11. 2 0- 2 5) 

While Guise is a hollow echo of Tamburlaine in vaunting his desires, 

Navarre's call for vengeance is much more convincing. With the ascen-

dancy of wrath over rational restraint, Navarre reverses principles of 

life and death in his metaphor of the seasons, the "gory colours of 

revenge" are ironically suggestive of the "blood" Guise craves as the 

means of extinguishing the "never-dying flames" proceeding from his 

"deep-engencler'd thoughts" (I.ii. 34-36). 



With Navarre's accession, comes the promise of time's renewal 

The moral winter, "this day, this hour, this fatal night" (I. 11. 7) has 

run its course in France, as Navarre's metaphor of seasons suggest, and 

Navarre's promise to revenge AnJou's death on Rome suggests the promise 

of a similar renewal throughout Europe As J B. Steane points out, 

"there is a true religious sense of God at work and triumphing through 

Navarre 1132 Admittedly, the morality of The Massacre is thoroughly 

conventional, its characterizations are simplistic, and its events tend 
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towards the sensational. Guise, Navarre, and AnJou all speak lines which 

make us suspect that Marlowe--and perhaps a later reporter--mechanically 

put Tamburlaine's lofty lines in the mouths of lesser characters to 

33 please an audience. 

All of this hackneyed dramatic machiner) adwi ttedly has about it 

34 "a bad breath of psychic decay," yet it must also be admitted that the 

play provides us an opportunity to observe a process reflecting typical 

moral and dramatic conventions. I believe it probable that Marlowe 

gives G.nse his sonorous "mighty line," reminiscent of Tamburlaine, 

early in the play as a means of contrasting Guise's pretensions with the 

reality of his littleness. Marlowe's point appears to be that Guise is 

not what he thinks himself to be, in reality, he is a natural subordinate 

who exceeds his capacity for power, but in the process of bringing about 

his own destruction, he imposes his perverse psychology on the world 

about him for a brief space. 

While The Massacre is an early and ill-executed--or at least, 

poorly recorded--example of drama embodying elements resulting in the 

emergence of the villainous subordinate, The Cardinal is a skilfully 
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constructed reworking of many of the same conventions, which may be seen 

as marking the terminus ad quern for pre-Restoration drama and many of 

. h 35 its t emes. Unlike the prosaic Massacre, The Cardinal is essentially 

i 36 1 · 1 d h 1 . ff f poet c, re ying in arge egree on t e cumu ative e ect o imagery 

and symbol. The imagery of inversion in the political and social orders 

has visual impact, the Cardinal, and not the King, "sits at the helm of 

state" (I.i.40), and the channel he navigates runs counter to nature 

Count D'Alvarez is thought by an observer to be "wiser to obey the 

stream" than to insist upon "privilege" (Ii 41-42), and in prosecuting 

his suit to Rosaura, he runs the risk of putting "both their fates upon 

a storm" (I.i 43), yet Rosaura, in favouring him despite the Cardinal's 

wishes, "moves by the rapture of another wheel, 1137 and is "transported 

by an adverse wind" (I. 1. 46-49). 38 

The rage Rosaura arouses in the Cardinal is a psychological parallel 

for the "storm" of war threatening the state (I 1. 63) The Cardinal's 

personal aims in furthering Columbo's interests are parallelled by ~is 

Machiavellian statesmanship, which apparently is the cause of war \l i 

67), and his devious machinations are as incomprehensible to court obser­

vers as his passions. Originating at a level of consciousness below the 

rational, the Cardinal's passions are, like the causes of war, "more 

than . • • present art can fathom" (I. i 69) 

When a choric lord comments that "this flame has breath at home to 

cherish it" (I i.71), he relates the Cardinal's choleric temperament and 

treasonous activities to the warfare he instigates, so that the political 

situation may be seen as a macrocosmic reflection of the Cardinal's inner 

condition. Significantly, Antonio reports the impending war to Rosaura 



immediately after he has informed her that Alvarez has agreed to obey 

her summons in defiance of the King's and Cardinal's wishes, the Juxta­

position of these causally unrelated events thus makes them parallel 

expressions of a disorder originating in the Cardinal's ambition and 

wrath Indirectly, the Cardinal's statesmanship is the cause of 

Rosaura's compounding her dilennna, which ultimately results in Alvarez' 

death 

42 

On the verge of confronting the King regarding his command that she 

marry Columbo, Rosaura procrastinates when she hears the news that war 

is 1nnn1nent, hoping that Columbo will die The Cardina l's political 

machinations thus af f ect Rosaura, by inciting "an array. of killing 

thoughts" (I. 11 74) as a basis for hope Rosaura's refusal to be intim-

idated by the Cardina l, and instead t o chart her ow~ cours e in loving 

Alvarez, places her in a psychological calm (to use Shirley's nautical 

metaphor), while at the same time making her vulnerable to the Cardinal's 

wrath. Thus Antonio's words to Columb o in presenting him with her letter 

of reJection are filled with irony 

Her Grace ne'r show'd more freedom from a storm 
When I received this paper 

(I. i.114-115) 

When the Cardinal discovers from the King wha t has transpired, Rosaura 

and Alvarez describe his wrath as "thunder" (II. iii 63) and "tempest" 

(II.iii.67, and while Rosaura "fear(s) no lightning" (II.iii 68), 

Alvarez "fear(s) shipwreck on the coas t" (I. iii. 71). The imagery of 

disorder in the elements, applied fir s t to the Cardinal's passions, then 

parallelled in the imagery of storms threatening society, crea t es a 

cumulative ·mprcssion of a single mind , governed by passion, spreading 
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its chaos to engulf and distort the consciousnesses of others. 

The Cardinal's view of reality is illusory and distorted by self-

love, and the nature of the distortion is given a visual correlative, as 

in The Massacre, through the imagery of optics. Ironically, the Cardinal 

unwittingly defeats his own argument in trying to persuade Rosa ura to 

accept Alvarez' death with equanimity when he begins by complimenting 

her 

You look with nature's eye upon yourself, 
Which needs no perspective to reach .. 

(IV. 11. 211-212) 

Indeed, with the soul's right contemplation of itself, Rosaura looks 

with the eye of reason upon a social landscape that she recognizes as 

the Cardinal's distorted creation. Yet the Cardinal, referring to the 

weak king upon whom he ½as impos ed his will, ca]ls him " another eye in 

search of reason" (IV ii.217). The ambiguity of the phrase shows the 

Cardinal to be a comically inept rhetorician, because it not only implies 

the KinP, 's supposed rationality, bu t the opposite, the King, blinded to 

reason 'Jy the Cardinal, may search, but he does not find. The Cardinal's 

argument is couched in convoluted syntax and tortuous logic, reaching 

the conclusion he wants, although t he premises are contradictory and the 

argument is a fallacious travesty of logic (IV.ii.204-221) Rosaura is 

39 quick to discern the subJectivity of thought of which she accused him 

earlier, when she told him 

You turn the wrong end of the perspective 
Upon your crimes t o dr ive them so afar 

(II. iii 140-141) 

Now her reJoinder to the Cardinal continues in the s ame idiom, illus­

trating for him tha t h i s reasoning process, like tha t of Guise, is 



obscure to other minds 

Your phrase has too much landscape and I cannot 
Distinguish at a distance. 

(IV 11. 223) 
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The Cardinal's mind is a mirror, as it were, turned away from a 

higher truth, reflecting only the Cardinal's distorted image of himself, 

and Rosaura chides him for his failure to "behold (him)self in a true 

glass" to perceive correctly "those unJust acts that so deform (him)" 

40 (II.iii.164-165) 

The distorted landscape of society, reflecting the Cardinal's 

tautology of spirit, is his solipsistic creation, a dead dimension with-

out substance In extending the world of his own consciousness to 

control society, the Cardinal is a seventeenth century version of 1984 's 

41 
O'Brien, whose solipsistic logic is no less perverse Columbo's murder 

of Alvarez requires not even a pardon, for the accompanying inference of 

guilt would be "preJudicial to his fame" (IV i 8) It is as if "the 

murder done had been a dream vanish'd from memory" (IV i.9-10). Like 

1984's Inner Party comprised of an overall-clad bourgeoisie, the C,rdinal, 

Columbo, and the army are the new elite of Navarre. The Cardinal's hold 

is so universal that treason and deception have become the norm (Ii 71-

72), conversely, natural virtue and love appear as "mutiny" (I. ii. 27-28), 

and depend on a deceptive calm, "counterfeit(ing) peace," for their 

survival (I.ii 27-28). The rightful master has become a slave of his 

title, so that Rosaura's rank has become her prison. Forced to conceal 

her love for Alvarez, she laments· 

What is it to be born above these ladies 
And want their freedom? They ar1 not constrain'd, 
Nor slav'd by their own greatness , or the King 's 

(I. ii 60-62) 



Shirley hints at the unity of legitimate love with a hereditary 

42 
social structure and the natural order. An alien in the Cardinal's 

45 

inverted world, Rosaura is at first mistaken in believing that the King 

has forbade a match with Alvarez because of his lower station (I.ii.201-

204), for according to the conventional ordering of society, Rosaura is 

correct in seeing only a "nice distinction" (I. ii. 203) between their 

titles. She finds out, however, that the Cardinal's ambition is to 

blame, in his advancing of his nephew Columbo. Thus while her refusal 

of Columbo's love does not originate in a conscious reJection of him on 

grounds of social caste, ideas of natural love are linked to a concept 

of aristocratic order and degree which are seen to conform to natural 

law. A lord voices this sentiment in praise of Alvarez, whose noble 

birth, he asserts, presupposes wor~h· 

Although Columbo's name is great in war, 
Whose glorious art and practice is above 
The greatness of Alvarez, yet he cannot 
Want soul, in whom survives the virtue 
Of many noble ancestors. 

(I. 1.. 32-36) 

The Cardinal, on the other hand, argues for merit, clai~ing Alvarez to 

be "not equal" to Columbo's "cheapest fame , with all the gloss of blood" 

(II.iii.102-103) 

The Cardinal's usurpation of royal prerogatives has resulted in 

Columbo's being favoured beyond his due as a commoner, and the perversity 

of the situation is reflected in Rosaura's inability to regard him with 

affection. The Cardinal, like a malign deity, creates an inverted world, 

the virtuous live in dread of evil which for him has the appearance of 

normality, c nd the rightful social order is reversed The ideal of 

order and d(gree is reduced to mere app earance, an image of reality with 
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nobility who are stilled "like pictures in an arras" (II.iii 149), the 

Cardinal even imposes his own dimension of temporality, marked off by 

the obedient voices of a debased puppet aristocracy who are "clocks to 

strike" at his whim (II. iii 151). 

Yet this illusion of order imposed by the Cardinal is really dis­

order, exemplified in the confusion which makes Columbo love's victim. 

Always the bluff soldier, Columbo expresses himself at court in the 

comically incongruous argot of his profession Without either grace or 

artifice, he finds court ceremony and the rules of courtship alien to 

him, and he displays his customary directness and impatience in wooing 

Rosaura "I have not long to practice these court tactics" (I 11 18), he 

tells her, referring to her as the victor's "glorious wreath" (II 111 

"3) ' h , - " "(T -z r:' o , dnu Lu 1ni::,~J.l d::. 11e1 couquc:101 .1. 1.1. • .1. :>) 

believes it necessary to "not surfeit in this happiness" (I 11 104), 

presumably in recognition of the soldier's maxim stated by Hernando, 

that wee mess accompanies satiety, and diverts a soldier from his pur-

pose. 

Because Columbo does not understand the rules of amorous combat, he 

is defenceless in a milieu where other principles of war have no cur-

rency Self-engrossed and ingenuous, he has no hesitation in believing 

Rosaura to be sincere when she plays the part of a maid forlorn at the 

prospect of her lover's departure for the wars (I ii.118-120), and he 
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never doubts that she will remain chaste while awaiting his return. 

Like his uncle the Cardinal, and like Guise (The Massacre), Columbo 

interprets all experience subJectivel y , in terms of his own aspirations 

When he reads Rosaura's letter, he is quick to construe Antonio's self-



saving report of Rosaura's placidity44 as evidence with which to per­

suade himself that Rosaura's unequivocal reJection of him is simply 

coquettishness 

She expressed a trouble in her when I took 
My leave, and chid me with a sullen eye, 
'Tis a device to hasten my return. . 45 

(II.i 129-131) 
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Indeed, the Cardinal had noticed Rosaura's sadness during that meeting 

too (I.ii.133), but Columbo's pride and lack of insight prevent him from 

suspecting the cause to be any but his own departure Thus even Ros-

aura's visible distress becomes evidence for Columbo to convince himself 

of her devotion His response to her letter and the reply he makes 

playfully, thinking he is entering into the spirit of her game of love, 

manifests the looking-glass world of Columbo's psychology What to the 

r~tio~l ~~nd ~cul~ appca~ as Rosaura's ~eni~l of Coluc~o bc20Tcc f~r 

him evidence of her affection, his reply, which ordinarily would mean 

his acquiescence to her demand, is meant to convey quite the opposite 

Meaning is reversed, as her "no" becomes for him an impassioned "ye ," 

and he says "yes" skittishly, when he means "no 1146 

Rosaura's language is that of reality, a dimension in which affir­

mation and negation have their true values , Columbo's language is that 

of the world of appearance, in which illusion and non-being have the 

currency of reality, sadly, it is the language of appearance that has 

the upper hand in the Cardinal's upside down world 

Yet that is not to suggest that Rosaura's thoughts are, by contrast 

to Columbo's, wholly rational and moral Although she has been sub-

jected to pressure from the King to marry Columbo, she is not to be 

excused entirely for wishing Columbo's de, th, or for misleading Columbo 
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initially, by appearing to accede to the King's wishes. 

Rosaura expresses her wish that Columbo Journey "to the unknown 

world" (I. 11. 78-79), a metaphor for unexplored lands and death, the 

phrase may also bear a connotation of passion which cannot be understood 

because its source 1s irrational impulse. Thus Rosaura's wish 1s 

expressed 1n more ways than she understands, when Columbo discovers her 

reJect1on of him to be genuine, he takes a psychological Journey to the 

wrathful core of his warrior's nature, bringing about his own and 

Alvarez' deaths. The "unknown world" to which Antonio refers (I. 11 81-

82) 1s thus symbolic of the unfathomable depths where Columbo's fury and 

the Cardinal's storms of anger and war originate In the same way that 

the Cardinal's motivations defy understanding by the rational intellect, 

the Cardinal is equall) unable to understand properly the forces he nas 

set in motion Using the same 1d1om a courtier has used concerning his 

state intrigues, the Cardinal muses on Columbo's reply to Rosaura's 

letter 

Strange arts and windings in the world, most dark, 
And subtle progresses 

(II 111.92-93) 

In the brief interval during which Rosaura believes her letter to 

have achieved her desired purpose, her expression of relief and elation 

reveals that she 1s not free of the same subJect1v1sm that infects the 

Cardinal's psychology. In the same way that Columbo fails to understand 

the rules of courship, Rosaura can have no conception of the soldier's 

preoccupation with "honour," so deeply grounded in the world's recogni­

tion of his arete. Otherwise, she would never have contemplated duping 

Columbo, nor would she have sent her letter, realizing the futility of 
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anticipating his acquiescence Her relief and lack of suspicion upon 

her receiving his reply reveals her to be, like Columbo, a victim of 

naivete that results in misunderstanding. By contrast, the Cardinal, 

who shares Columbo's sentiments in all things, reacts with incredulity 

and puzzlement. 

Rosaura apparently senses that her deception of Columbo is less 

than Justifiable morally, and she asks Virtue's forgiveness for having 

dissembled, defensively attempting to excuse her action by claiming that 

she has "not thought to tempt or betray" Columbo, but instead to keep 

her earlier "promise (she) first made to love and honour" Alvarez (I 11 

155) Yet for all her temporizing, she clearly has inJured Columbo in 

pursuit of her own fulfilment In some degree, then, Rosaura as a 

deceiver is the Cardinal's creation, because he na s imposed conditions 

that put her to the test, and result in exposing her spiritual weakness 

Rather than incur personal suffering and enforced separation from Alvarez, 

she has been willing to mislead Columbo, and his ingenuousness makes him 

in some sense her victim Rosaura's initial assurance to Columbo that 

he has her affection (I.11 100-120) certainly provides a basis for him 

to interpret her letter in a way that accords with his own desires 

Rosaura's conduct, while understandable, is nonetheless somewhat 

reprehensible, and in this respect as the Cardinal's creation, she takes 

on to some extent his associations wi t h the demonic There is thus some 

Justice to Columbo's anger at her "Juggl ing witchcraft" in betraying him 

to "make (his) love her horse to s t alk her curled minion" (III 11 

149-151). His reference to Rosaura a s being "possess ed with a bold 

devil" and "wanting exorcism" (II. i. 105-106) is not without found a tion, 
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for her demonic tendency originates in a situation engendered by the 

Cardinal. 

In the Cardinal's psychological world of illusion, where appearance 

usurps reality, the externals of reputation appear to have the value of 

inner worth. Proud with power, the Cardinal claims "All great men know, 

the soul of life is fame" (II.iii.175). The Cardinal has virtually 

inverted the social order, and the soldier, who is distinguished beyond 

others by his lust for blood and fame, is advanced in the social hier­

archy without regard for his rightful subordination to the ruling class 

In defending Columbo's murder of Alvarez to the King, the Cardinal 

claims that a soldier above other men is comnntted "to vindicate" his 

honour, because his calling gives hllil "his nearest tie to glory" (III ii 
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157-162) In the Cardinal's estimation, "there (is) nothing dearer 

than .. fame" (III.ii 157), and he adds off-handedly as a mere after-

thought that Columbo' s revenge "might have been less bloody" (III ii.162), 

as if indulgently censuring a mischievous child for untidiness 

Mortal glory has usurped virtuous action as an ideal in the s2ne 

way that passion has usurped reason in the maJor characters, Just as the 

Cardinal usurps the King's authority, Columbo, a soldier, displaces 

Alvarez, an earl, as Rosaura's betrothed. Concerned with the concrete 

symbols of greatness, the Cardinal regards Columbo's proJected match with 

Rosaura as a meritorious achievement in terms of Columbo's--hence his 

own--standing, for the match is the Cardinal's plan "to add more lustre 

to (his) family by the access of the grea t Duchess' fortune'' (III i.26-

28). At first baffled by Columbo's letter of acquiescence to Rosaura's 

demand, the Cardinal describes Columbo 's 1 ove for her as "sacred" (II 



iii. 81) first "to honour" and only secondly "to (her)self," for in his 

eyes, she is a mark of Columbo's "merits, given him by the King" (II. 

iii.84-85). 
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Columbo shares a similar delusion; when he first receives Rosaura's 

letter, and before he is calmed by Antonio's conciliatory words, he 

reacts to her infidelity in much the same manner as the Guise (The 

Massacre) in somewhat similar circumstances, his concern is wholly with 

the inJury to his image of himself 

How am I shrunk in fame 
To be played thus withal? 

(II.i.100-101) 

Columbo is less concerned with losing Rosaura than with becoming a "post 

that's carv'd/ I' the common street," upon which "every scurrill wit" 

may "pin disgrace" (Ii 107-109) 
48 

The pre-eminence of "avarice for fame" (II 1. 34) in Columbo' s 

psychology is typical of a society in which insubstantiality and illusion, 
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qualities of the demonic, have pre-eminence This demonic element in 

the Cardinal is expressed in Shirley'~ extended metaphor of optics and 

fire which combine to suggest that he is a perverse deity, indeed, 

Rosaura claur1s to see his "cloven foot" (V. iii 164). As the Cardinal 

reads Columbo's letter, Rosaura comments in a fearful aside 

He looks as though his eyes would fire the paper 
They are a pair of burning glasses, and 
His envious blood doth give 'em flame 

(II iii 76-78) 

The ambivalent symbolic meaning of the flame is perhaps meant to involve 

a parodic reference to the flame of Divine Grace as well as to the 

50 Cardinal's d 3vouring passion. Rosaura portrays his passion-distorted 

vision as rafs of hatred converging with searing intensity on a single 



point, thus relating imagery of lenses and fire to describe the concen­

trated force of the Cardinal's destructive fury 

Let your contracted flame and malice, with 
Columbo's rage higher than that, meet us 
When we approach the holy place .. 

(II.iii 128-130) 
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While on the literal level Rosaura expresses defiance of the Cardinal's 

wrath, she also unwittingly prophesies her and Alvarez' death, for by 

undertaking a lia ison despite the Cardinal's wishes, they "break through" 

(II iii 131) his f orce by forf eiting their lives By the liberating 

power of death, they hope pathetically to reach the "holy place," and 

"fix" their "sacred vows" (II 111.132) for all eternity, when Rosaura 

decides to revenge Alvarez' death, and before she promises Hernando her 

favours, she vows," I must come to thee,/ Thy virgin, wife, and 

widow" (IV 11.. 107), conccivi":; of her own de2tl-i :e. s a consu.TU"l2 t 1011 of 

life-affirming love. So she, like Columbo, exhibits a psychological 

inversion effected initially by the Cardinal's perversity 

The imagery of storms, flames,, ,d vision associated with the 

Cardinal and Columbo are reflected and united in Antonio's description 

of gathering clouds, thunder, and fire-shooting eyes (II i 94-95) when 

he gives Columbo Rosaura's letter. And later, when Antonio reports the 

"prodigious flame" (II. ii. 30) in Columbo' s eyes, Rosaura echoes her 

earlier complaint that her heart is "in a mist" (I ii. 239), this time 
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saying that her "soul doth bathe i t self in a cold dew" (II 11. 39). The 

moisture, storms, and heat that indica te the pervasive anger and confusion 

originating initially with the cardinal's ambition appear in the King's 

descriptior of Columbo's temperament; the King's belief that Columbo's 

temperament is truly capable of calm self-criticism seems more wishful 



thinking than fact The King's words are reminiscent of traditional 

imagery for wrath, pride, and self-love that would have been known by 

many among Shirley's court audience 

His rage flows like a torrent, when he meets 
With opposition, leave to wrestle with him, 
And his hot blood retreats into a calm 

52 (II .111 3-6) 
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The Cardinal is able to indulge his wrathful nature, like Guise, 

largely due to the King's weakness. Vacillating and amenable to persua-

sion, the King is vulnerable to the Cardinal's counsel, and the result 

is that he inadvertently elevates the Cardinal to an unnatural pre­

eminence. Rosaura, in censuring the Cardinal for his "abuse of the 

King's ear" (II.111 145-146), points out the unnatural inversion he has 

perpetrated by his "usurpations," and cautions him, "be what you were 

111eant11 (11 111 152-153) The Cdrcl.lndl' & vu Ludlly hypuuLH. holJ on lht:! 

King is observed by Hernando to have a quality of demonic enchantment, 

so that he is moved to comment in wonder that the "charmed" King (III 

iii.209: is bound J.n "chains of magic" (IV.1 10-11) The KJ.ng apparently 

is so fearful of the Cardinal's power and subtle censure that he appears 

eager to share blame with Columbo for Alvarez' murder (III J.1 201-202) 

Ironically, the King reverses the meaning of freedom, imprisonment, and 

power, his crime, as he states the case, has been his freeing of Rosaura 

from her bond to marry Columbo In reality, his guilt lies in his 

initially having enforced the bond, not through exercising excessive 

authority, but because he exercises too little. 

Yet the King vacillates, attempting pathetically to keep the shreds 

of his tattered regal dignity intact, "or be no King" (III ii 221), a nd 

he promises Rosaura that she shall "have Justice" (III ii 126) But 
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torn between Rosaura and the Cardinal, the King, like The Massacre's 

Charles IX, searches for a compromise that will allow him to escape the 

wrath of either party, his indecision in dealing with Columbo is so 

apparent to the court, that an exasperated and incredulous lord mutters 

in a contemptuous aside, "Ha, will he turn again?" (III ii 126) The 

King's wholly unsatisfactory compromise is an attempt to reduce the 

magnitude of Colurabo's offence, accusing him simply of an "insolent 

breach of Law and Duty" (III ii 215), as if murder were no more than a 

violation of the code of courtly conduct (III ii.222-231) 

The King mistakes appearance for reality, or at least he chooses to 

do so, in characterizing Columbo's crime as being, not the murder itself, 

but Columbo's destruction of the facade of order at court Murder, it 

seems, is permissible as long as the King does not have to see it. His 

weakness is evident in the temerity with which first Rosaura, then 

Columbo, tell him his Job, Rosaura threatens him to let her have "swift 

••• Justice," or face civil unrest (III ii 118-123), and Columbo 

inveighs "against this ceremony" (III n.233), aggressively airing the 

soldier's traditional complaint of ingratitude (II ii 236-249) 

Expert in psychologically manipulating the King, the Cardinal is 

careful to give an appearance of subservience to bolster the King's ego, 

and in so doing, he exerts a powerful influence on the court through the 

monarch. When the King starts out to compliment the Cardinal on Colum­

bo's successful conclusion of his campa ign, the Cardinal interrupts him, 

and seizes the psychological advantage with a flattering protestation of 

Columbo's devotion 



King 
Cardinal 

Your nephew's glory--
'Twas your cause and Justice 
Made him victorious ••.• 

(III.i.44-45) 

The Cardinal's strategy 1s subtle, for while he appears to praise the 

King, he also reinforces the King's esteem for Columbo, while retaining 

the 1nit1at1ve in his own relationship with the King 
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When Columbo and his confederates murder Alvarez, the confederates' 

escape and Columbo's boldness in remaining behind to "answer for 'em all" 

(III 11 131) point to the King's 1neffectual1ty He listens in passive 

perplexity as the Cardinal, Columbo, and Rosaura argue their cases, and 

except for reading Rosaura's letter aloud, he 1nterJects with only two 

short sentences 1n the eighty-one lines of dialogue When the King 

accuses himself of having contributed to Alvarez' death, the Cardi na l 

s1gn1f1eb nis approoac1on oy cnoos1ng words--"rour Judgment 1s aivine in 

this" (III.1i.212)--wh1ch acknowl edge the King's rank, yet which seem to 

express a tutor's approval of a deserving pupil. 

The Cardinal, aware that the K1r ' 1s best managed by being allowed 

to preserve an appearance of regal authority, tries to make Columbo 

"humble himself" (III. 11 258), but t he Cardinal's observance of courtly 

punctilio does not conceal his disple asure at the King 's censure of 

Columbo (III.11.257). The King, sens itive as he 1s to criticism from 

every quarter, perhaps senses tha t he has offended, but he 1s for the 

moment committed, in the presence of his court, to a display of anger 

Columbo probably is encouraged by t he Cardinal's attitude , and possessed 

of a choleric dispos ition in any ca s e , he reJects the Cardina l's a ttempt 

at control, r e fusing to "beg (his) life" (III.ii 259) 53 Thus the King 

is cornered, with no other face- saving alternative but to have Columbo 



imprisoned. The King's reluctant parting word to Rosaura in ending the 

interview is a vague promise that she shall receive an unspecified 

"recompense" (III. ii. 263), which logically would imply Columbo' s execu­

tion. Predictably, Columbo is freed later, and restored to favour. 
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Like Guise, the Cardinal delights in the challenge presented by 

the game of power, and he shows his greatest enJoyment when he must tax 

his wit against apparently insurmountable odds. When the King promises 

Rosaura Justice, and has Columbo imprisoned, the Cardinal sees an oppor­

tunity to indulge his intellectual pride by proving his superior cunning, 

he exults in an aside "Now to come off were brave" (III ii.127) Yet 

like Guise, the Cardinal errs in underestimating his opposition Annoyed 

that Hernando has had the King's ear upon returning from Arragon, the 

Cardinal accosts him and engages in an unbecoming flytin~ (III i 32-39) 

He delights in the disfavour Hernando has incurred by his disagreement 

with Columbo, enJoying Hernando's discomfort much in the same way that 

Iago enJoys Othello's torment. 

ThL Cardinal's petty venting of his spite when he has the upper hand 

is similar to AnJou's enJoyment of Guise's being cuckolded, and the 

result is similar. In the same way that AnJou incurs Guise's undying 

hatred, the Cardinal gives Hernando cause to seek revenge, not only for 

the inJustice he has suffered at Columbo's hands, but for the additional 

insult from the Cardinal (III i.42). 

The process which transforms Hernando into a revenger is completed 

when he is appalled at Columbo's acquittal. In the same way that Ros­

aura's madness from grief is not entirely feigned, the onset of 

Hernando's vengeful rage marks the ascendancy of wrath over reason in 



his nature. Now "of no religion" (IV. 1.19) because he has been unable 

to perceive the workings of D1.v1.ne Justice, he becomes himself an 

instrument of the moral order whose existence he denies, hoping to 

secure the Cardinal's damnation by killing him before he has "time for 

confession" (IV.1..31) 

Hernando thus becomes like the Cardinal, who regrets Rosaura's 

madness, because she 1.s "beneath (his) great revenge" and "not capable 
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to feel (his) anger" tnat should make her "soul sweat" (V 1. 29-46) 

A lord rightly points out, "That were too much" (IV 1. 29), but as 

Hernando observes, his 1.nJury "after another rate" (IV 1. 32) has been 

excessive. In the theological sense, Hernando has been reduced to com-

mitt1.ng the sin of despair by losing faith 1.n D1.v1.ne Justice In the 
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same way that Henry of Navarre (The Massacre) gives up 1'1.s stoic virtue 

to set about redressing the balance of the moral order, Hernando forfeits 

his capacity for rational restraint in becoming a revenger The courtier 

to whom Hernando speaks now chides with some Just1.f1.cat1.on, "You are too 

passionate, cousin" (IV.1..33), for the Cardinal and Columbo unknowtngly 

have succeeded 1.n making Hernando over into a villainous subordinate 1.n 

their own image 

Rather than investigate and resolve the matter of Hernando's dis­

missal by Columbo, the King merely plans to send Hernando back to 

Columbo as a courier, preferring to believe that Columbo's anger will 

abate (II.1.i1..l-6) Either the King is remarkably naive and a poor 

judge of character, or--and more likely--he hopes (like Charles IX) that 

problems will resolve themselves without his having to incur anyone's 

disapproval. Similarly, the King apparertly lacks the moral courage to 



tell Rosaura personally that he has deferred to the Cardinal by rein­

stating Columbo after Alvarez' murder, instead, he makes the Cardinal 

his emissary, probably at the Cardinal's urging. 

What the King really wants, it seems, is to solicit Rosaura's 

approval of him through the Cardinal's ingratiating offices It is in 
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the Cardinal's interests to comply, because his power depends on the 

continued subordination of the aristocracy to the monarchy, too, he 

evidently is sufficiently arrogant to believe that his powers of persua-

sion are up to the task of bringing Rosaura into line Anyway, for the 

King to go himself humbly to Rosaura with an explanation, especially when 

no satisfactory explanation is possible, would be quite out of the ques­

tion. As it is, it takes all the Cardinal's aplomb to lend a superficial 

dignity to his errand by rationalizing the King's purpose as a willing­

ness "to retain a Just opinion," without stooping "to satisfy the vulgar 

inquisition" (IV.ii.207-209). 

The Cardinal's surrogate "kingship" reflects the ascendancy of 

passionate excess over moderation, love,and community at the court of 

Navarre. In daring to defy him by loving Alvarez, Rosaura may be seen 

initially as representative of an ideal conJunction of the properties of 

Mars and Venus, Alvarez, on the other hand, displays qualities of 

restraint and compassion that probably in Renaissance eyes would have 

been regarded as somewhat excessive. The Cardinal's contemptuous comment 

on Alvarez' "effeminacy" (II.iii.112) and dandyish attention to his 

appearance in obedience to court fashion thus probably is not without 

some justification. On the other hand , Valeria's praise of Alvarez, when 

she tells Rosaura that "a face more tempting" would have "too much woman 
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in't" (I.ii,38-39) suggests that Alvarez is the ultimate of fine-featured 

breeding, if his features verge on the effeminate, he is the epitome of 

courtly fashion In the same way that Columbo is "the darling of the 

war" (I.i.23), Alvarez is the darling of the court, and far more appeal­

ing to a typical court lady like Valeria than Columbo, a "rough-hewn ma n 

who may show well at a distance" (I ii 54) 

Alvarez' trepidation is not quite of the same order as Antonio's 

55 fear in The Duchess of Malfi, although there are similarities in their 

situations Alvarez' fear seems to be essentially a selfless emotion, 

because his primary concern is for Rosaura 's safety, and his reluctance 

to enter into a relationship with her is because he wishes to "preserve 

her greatness" (I. n.196) By pointing out to Rosaura that the Cardin-

al' s plot to advan ce his "'lephe•.;r is the true caus~ of their d1.ff1.cu] ty 

(I ii.212), Alvarez shows himself a realist without much fire, who 

nevertheless displays a certain stoic courage in professing to know "how 

to bear (his) fortune" although his "wounds . bleed inward" (I 11 

180-181). Like the true stoic who recognizes and accepts fortune' dic­

tates, Alvarez claims the strength to "meet all tyranny of the stars" 

(I. ii. 220) 

It is difficult to know how praiseworthy Alvarez' professed stoicism 

really is, its result is Alvarez' inaction, yet Rosaura's action is 

destructive. The argument, whether to act or to wait, is a problem 1.n 

Rosaura's and Alvarez' strategy of love parallel to that of Columbo and 

Hernando in the strategy of war. Rosaura is the voice of passionate 

action, while Alvarez speaks for rational passivity We are never to 

know if a little judicious action in nudging f ortune should be Alvarez' 



course, for what works for Malevole (The Malcontent) does not neces-

sarily work in the world shown us by the enigmatic Shirley Nor can we 

accurately judge whether Alvarez' professed stoicism proceeds from an 

incapacity to love, compounded by timidity, or from sheer rational 

restraint enhanced by courageous self-sacrifice in his giving up his 

fondest desire. 

While Alvarez is apparently somewhat effete--at least, by the 

Cardinal's description--he evidently is no worse than other courtiers, 

one of whom points out that he "cannot want soul" (I 1. 35-36), yet while 

Alvarez seems to be accepted at court, a courtier points out with vague 

censoriousness that ''men of coarser blood would not so tamely give this 

treasure up" (I. ii. 31) Alvarez' passivity thus seems to be a necessary 

adJunct of his nobility , and makes him Columbo's natural victim. In 

that respect, Alvarez and Columbo stand in a similar relation to each 

other as Cassio and Iago. In neither case is the goodness of the inno-

cent an adequate defence against demonic strength A courtier's comment 

that Al ,arez is "the last of his great family" (I. i 37) functions on one 

level as an expression of esteem, on another as an unconsciously ironic 

foreshadowing of Alvarez' death, and perhaps most importantly, as a hint 

that the aristocracy is in its final stage of degeneration through over-

f
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re inement. Lacking defences and unable to survive despite his good-

ness, Alvarez is, like The Massacre's Ramus and the Admiral, reasonable 

and innocent, but negative virtue is not adequate to ensure survival in 

an imperfect world 

Columbo, on the other hand, exemplif ies the warrior spirit, that in 

its own way is no less noble than Alvarez' capacity for selfless love 

60 
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If Alvarez is unduly cautious and possessed of courtly "virtues" in 

excess, certain of Columbo's excellent qualities as a military commander 

are excessive to the exclusion of love and rationality. Suffering the 

"soldier's curse" (II.i.138);7 Columbo has the volatile "nature of gun­

powder," and being "not well mixed," he has "too great a portion of fire" 

58 (II.ii.141-143). Columbo's temperament in its proper element is his 

greatest asset, earning him an officer's expression of devotion and dedi­

cation, "You give us all new flame" (II.i 75). Yet Columbo's dash and 

military cunning savour of the irrational A creature of will, he cannot 

brook Hernando's sound and well-intentioned opposition to his plan for 

battle. 

In the same way that passion can subvert intellect, reason is seen 

by the passion-ridden Columbo as subversive, and he believes that Her-

nando's reasoned argument can "unsoul an army" (II.i 41) Will and 

Judgment are reversed, and what passes for the army's "soul" is the 

irrational wrath and untrammelled impulse that rules its commander 

RepresE1tative of patient and considered Judgment, Hernando is necessarily 

subordinate at the outset. An alien in Columbo's psychological world of 

flame and fury, he is finally eliminated from it when he quits his regi-

ment. 

Hernando appears to be representative of moderation in the military 

milieu, in the same way that the Duchess is representative of an ideal 

balance of contradictory, yet complementary, virtues at court It is 
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possible, too, that Hernando's view of strategy is an unconsciously 

ironic comment on the self-destructive principle of surfeit already in 

operation at the court of Navarre, suggestive of inevitability in mortcl 



affairs (II.ii.15-19), men destroy themselves either in striving to 

fulfil their aspirations rapidly by bloodletting, or in slowly decaying 
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through satiety Here, perhaps, is a strong hint of Shirley's pessimism, 

whether men proceed with patience or impatience, time is inevitably the 

destroyer of societies and armies 

Ironically, Hernando's physical departure signals his psychological 

assimilation, for from this point on, he becomes a revenging villainous 

subordinate whom Columbo has created, as surely as the Cardinal perverts 

Rosaura's goodness by Alvarez' death, mak ing her a revenger As subor-

dinate in rank and service to both Columbo and Rosaura, he is pervers e l y 

seductive in the service he affords both. The "service" he performs f or 

Columbo is particularly perverse. Colurnbo's "mistress" is war (I 11 56), 

and as destruc t i ve a mistr ess as she i s , she de~ands a code of c0nduc l 

as stringent as that of amorous comba t Himself a villainous subordina t e 

of the King, "created," as it were, by the Cardinal's predilection for 

followers who reflect his own passion, Columbo shares demonic constraints 

like those of DeFlores and Mosca, who similarly honour a perverse und 

60 self-destructive code Courageous and cognizant of the warrior's 

ideals of conduct, Columbo admires similar qualities in his adversary, 

he accepts Hernando's challenge wi th an expression of respect and aff ec­

tion, so that his death at Hernando's hands is like the consummation of 

a perverse courtship 

Hernando, now I love t hee , and do half 
Repent the affront my passion threw upon thee 

(IV 111 .1-2) 

Hernando's destructive and functiona lly s educ tive attraction fo r 

Columbo, and Columbo's expression of "repentance" similar t o Volpone ' s 
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"repentance" at the prospect of delight Mosca promises, compounds 

Hernando's significance as Columbo's subordinate whom he has made his 

villainous familiar. S1.milarly, Hernando, as an agent of death, is the 

exhilarating obJect of Columbo's affection in much the same way that 

Mephistophilis is for Faustus (Dr Faustus), and DeFlores for Beatrice-

62 Joanna (The Changeling) Like Mephistophilis and DeFlores, Hernando 

63 

as seductive destroyer is created initially by his master's passion, in 

the same way that Columbo is a villainous subordinate who thrives on the 

King's weakness, and its exploitation by the fiery Cardina l Hernando 

becomes a source of gratification for Columbo only when Columbo is abl e 

to see him as a reflection of himself. So much in the same way tha t 

63 
Mosca's society is a hierarchy of parasites and sub-pa ras i t es, the 

Cardina l's Nava rr e i s a hierar chy of villa i ns, each of whom i n t ur rt 

creates the demonic subordinate who destroys him 

While the prospect of a duel st1.mulates Columbo to feel alive, the 

villainous subordinate he has created is really a mast er who brings 

death. Columbo's cod e of conduct a s 3 warrior has a f a tal attra ction 

for him. Scorning the "base advantage" he gains by getting Hernando 's 

sword (IV.iii.78), Columbo casts it aside, and even in death he honours 

his soldierly ideals in forgiving his opponent (IV iii.79) His forgive-

ness is perhaps more an expression of t hanks, for only by undertaking 

the ultimate trial in facing the challenge and risk of equal comb a t can 

Columbo feel truly fulfilled, his exhilaration is similar in kind to 

that which the Cardinal experiences when he sees Columbo's i mprisonment 

as a cha llenge to be met for the sheer J oy of t esting his will aga ins t 

the weak Kirg. Columb o, by his own death, consumma t es in blood lns 



subversion of Hernando's goodness, so that while Hernando wins in the 

literal sense, he loses at the metaphysical level. 

Like Hernando, Rosaura is moved to revenge, and her sorrow is 

expressed by Antonio in terms suggesting her spiritual death as the 

result· 

She never had so deep a cause for sorrow, 
Her chamber's but a coffin of a larger 
Volume, wherein she walks so like a ghost 64 

(IV i.13-15) 
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Upbraiding Rosaura for not having set about Alvarez' revenge, Hernando 

thinks to fire her with a description of Alvarez' death (IV.ii 120 ff), 

and in so doing he reveals the destruction of his own spirit, his "amaz'd 

soul," he says, "shrunk and hid itself" (IV 11 133) He means, of course, 

that he recoiled at the horror of the deed, but his words have a broader 

significance beyond his own understanding. Rosaura, careless other own 

life if Hernando should be the Cardinal's spy, makes it clear to him that 

she already is bent on revenge, and lacks only the means (IV ii 139-154) 

Now RosQ1ra and Hernando see each other as the means of gratifying their 

appetites, and their relationship is not unlike that of Faustus and 

Mephistophilis, Catherine and Guise, or perhaps more directly, Beatrice­

Joanna and DeFlores. Their compact has a perversely festive quality, 

with Hernando's suggestion that "Columbo must be first cut up," with the 

Cardinal "for the second course," and his ghost to "lead the dance" 

following this feast of death (IV ii 168-170) 

With Rosaura's promise of herself to Hernando, her servant in 

revenge takes on the quality of a perverse deity, and Hernando declares 

himself the fit obJect of Rosaura's idolatry 



Your cause is so religious you need not 
Strengthen it with your prayers, trust it to me. 

(IV ii.198-199) 
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Her promise thus may be seen as similar to the Mephistophelean contracts 

and exchanges of vows which most masters undertake with their villainous 

subordinates, in becoming their slaves. Suffering now from the pride 

that plagues the Cardinal, Hernando boasts his daring in standing up to 

him in terms connoting his belief that his own evil is capable of 

destroying evil itself 

And he had all the horror of the devil 
In's face, I would not balk him 

65 
(IV. n. 201-202) 

With Columbo's death, and Rosaura's feigned madness (which, like Hamlet's, 

appears also to be real), Hernando's functional beauty as a revenger wins 

him Rosaura's profession of love, now much more than r,_ere "recorrpense" 

(IV. n.189) 

••• must you not be my husband? 

Indeed, if you believe me, I do love 
No man alive so wel l as you . 

66 
(V. ni 24-27) 

It is not to be suggested that the Cardinal's evil has had the power 

to make over Rosaura and Hernando into figures of monstrous evil in his 

own pattern, rather, the pair may be seen as Joined in an unholy union 

brought about by their sense of inJury at his hands Initially decent 

and rational, they have been incited to vengeful passion by a surfeit of 

grief and outrage. To that extent, the Cardinal has been the cause of 

their transformation, and in that respect they now resemble him In a 

world in which love has been extinguished, they can turn to no one but 

each other, their situation is elucidated by the parallel situation in 
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which Antonio and Placentia find themselves. Antonio tells her 

We two are only left 
Of my lady's servants, let us be true 
To her, and one another, and be sure 
When we are at prayers, to curse the Cardinal 

(Vii 1-4) 

Antonio refers, presumably, to Celinda's disloyalty to Rosaura, 

which also is brought about by the pervasive corruption engendered by 

the Cardinal and Columbo When Columbo bribes Celinda with pearls to 

undertake a sexual liaison with him, he transforms her into a prideful 

turncoat, much as he and the Cardinal tranform Rosaura into a revenger 

Hernando describes Rosaura to Columbo as "bribing her good angel with 

treasures of her eyes" (IV iii.53-54), and while he means that she is at 

tearful prayer, his words also suggest the grief that perverts her good-

ness Thus ColUiiJDO even makes a foolish girl into a villainous subordin-

ate with aspirations beyond her degree As Antonio observes, Celia 

"look'd with less state, when Columbo came" (IV 11 95), but with Columbo's 

death, her brief and comic essay .in ~, 4rreaching ends with her fall, 

pregnant by Columbo, she settles for .1.ntonio for a husband 

Antonio echoes the theme of a fall from a height of pride, in wish­

ing the Cardinal would "topple from the precipice" (Vi 110), and it is 

the Cardinal's intellectual pride that finally defeats him So sure is 

the Cardinal of his powers of persuasion, that he mistakenly believes he 

succeeds in ingratiating himself with Rosaura, while planning her ravish-

ment and death Even when believing his own death imminent from the 

wound Hernando has inflicted, the Cardinal continues to exercise what he 

believes to be his superior cunning . His "repentance" a sham (Viii 119), 

he gulls Rosaura by tasting the poison he has offered her as an "antido te," 
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too late discovering that he would have lived, and has caught himself in 

his own "engine" (V.iii.275) 

his own cunning. 

Like Guise, the Cardinal falls victim to 

Like a fallen angel, the Cardinal's "wings .• flag" (V .iii 283), 

and may not "catch the wind" (Viii 283), 67 phrases the Cardinal uses in 

much the same way as the sorrowfully unrepentant Faustus, who cries, "I 

would lift up my hands, but see, they hold them, they hold them" (Dr 

Faustus, Vii 61-62). The Cardinal cannot take to the air , as it were, 

to use his "wind" metaphor for salvation, because he has defied the 

higher element to the last, in pursuing a course counter to nature He 

dies in a "mist" (V iii. 284) of error, and although he once guided the 

ship of state, and like a demi-God has presumed to have the King "steer" 

Rosaura' s sou) (T J.J. 68), he no,,1 forfe1.ts his "\lT' soul, by wh1.rh to 

"steer (his) wandering bark" (Viii 285) through a hellish storm of his 

own making 

In The Cardinal, the state of Navarre is sh01.n as a macrocosrrnc 

version of the individual psychologies to be found there The King and 

his court, the state's natural and rightful leader s, have grown weak 

through over-refinement The spiritual diathesis that weakens temporal 

authority is exploited by a power-hungry and corrupt clergy, represented 

by the Machiavellian Cardinal who uses a robust and unscrupulous soldiery 

to work his will With the strength of vigorous impulse which is pro-

creative when controlled and moderated by reason, but deadly when 

unchecked, the Cardinal and Columbo achieve pr e-eminence . In the absence 

of strongly supported positive virtue at court, the Cardina l is able to 

impose his psychology, grounded 1n lust and avarice, on vulnerable 



society. The good, the loving, and the rational are weak spiritually, 

without physical defences, they must allow their goodness to become 

subverted by evil in order to survive. While Alvarez dies an innocent, 

Rosaura and Hernando survive for a time only by becoming cunning reven-

gers in the Cardinal's image The self-destructive nature of evil 

dictates that, once its domination is total, its instruments expire. 

The Cardinal dies, together with Rosaura and Hernando, whom he has 

corrupted to be come the instruments of evil's self-destruction in a 

process of cosmic cleansing 

68 

The Cardinal, like his precursor, Guise, and indeed like all demonic 

figures, dies unrepentant at having imposed his own distorted reality on 

a spiritually weak society Once the Cardinal's looking-glass world is 

shattered, t he spell he has ca st is broken, a~d the King commen t s on t he 

need for right vision for right rule " None hav e more need of perspec­

tives than kings" (V 111 299) 

Marlowe's Guise and Shirley's Cardinal are villainous subordin~t e s 

whose ambitions rule their Judgment. As they turn thought into de(d, 

they impose their perverse psychologie s upon the ex ternal world, turning 

reality into ap pearance, substance into shadow Natural order and the 

structure of society become inverted, and passion rules reason 

cally, the villainous subordinate who suffers f rom overreaching ambition 

rises to his own destruction in quest of fame and power, ideals as 

insubstantial as the world he creates from his own sol1ps1st1c psychology 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 
Christopher Marlowe, Dr. Faustus, III.iv.75. 

2
1 borrow the term "overreacher" from Harry Levin (The Overreacher 

(Cambridge, Mass Harvard Univ Press, 1952)), but with slight modifi­
cation of t he connotation he gives it. Levin describes over1eaching as 
"hyperbole of thought," a "state of mind to which all things are possible, 
for which l1n1itations exist to be overcome" (Levin, p 83) Levin imputes 
a quality a kin to tragic grandeur to the overreacher, but the aspiring 
cast of mind is somewhat incongruous when the character's actions are 
petty, and his aims are concrete and limited. 

3 Such seems to be the case of Bolingbroke, who has secondary impor-
tance to the monarch in Richard II, as a successful usurper, he becomes 
the central focus in Henry IV, Pt. I H.J. Oliver calls attention to 
a similarity of speeches in The Massacre and Henry VI, Pt II, which 
suggests that Shakespeare was not unaware of certain similarities of 
plot and character. See H. J Oliver, Dido Queen of Cartha ge and The 
Massacre at Paris (London Methuen, 1968), pp lxi-lxiv 

4 Quotations cited in this chapter are taken from J B Steane, ed , 
Christopher Ma rlowe Th e Compl e t e Pl ays (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1969) 
While Steane a cc: c?ts the contr c··ersial "Collier l c.i!:'' as a i... Ll1entic, he 
omits the additional lines from his text I agree with his opinion of 
its authenticity, as do most modern critics, and where I make reference 
to lines in the "Collier leaf," I rely on F. S. Boas's published version, 
copied from the J. Q Adams transcript with modernized spelling (1934) 
See F S Boas, Christopher Marlowe A Biographical and Critical Study 
(Oxford Clarendon, 1940), pp. 168-1 1. 

5 The play first appears in Philip Henslowe's diary as "the tragedy 
of the gyves." The entry, dated 30 January, 1593, shows that the play 
was performed on 29 December, 1592 Henslowe frequently refers to the 
play as "The Guise," or a variant spelling thereof, while others of his 
entries show it as "The Massacre" ( e g , "the masacer," 3 July, 1594) 
See R. A. Foakes and R. T. Rickert, eds., Henslowe's Diary (Cambridge 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1961). 

6 Una Ellis-Fermor take s a similar view, suggesting tha t Guise has 
"less imagination" than Tamburlaine , Faustus, and Bar abas, and that he 
is a "smaller fi gure," l a r gely because t he crown of Fra nce is a "precise" 
and "obtainable" desire U. Ellis-Fermor, Christopher Marlowe (Hamden 
Archon, 1967), p. 106 

7 Quotations cited ar e t aken fr om C.R. Forker, ed , Jame s Shirley 
The Cardinal (Bloomington Indiana Univ . Press, 1964). Forker's copy 
text is the 1652 edi t ion included in the octavo collection of six plays 
by Shirley , entitled SIX NEW PLAYES . Forker notes t hat The Cardinal was 
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the last play Shirley wrote before the closing of the theatres in 1642, 
and it was not acted before its publication (Forker, p xv i i, n. 1) I 
have modernize d the spelling when quoting passages, wherever to do so 
has no effect on sense or pronunciation Similarly, I emend substan­
tives by replacing initial capitals with lower case letters 

8 See C. V Boyer, The Villain as Hero in Elizabe than Tragedy (New 
York Russell & Russell, 1914) While Boyer doe s not deal specifically 
with The Cardinal, its central character may be seen as an example of 
the "villain a s hero," according to Boyer's definition More specifi­
cally, the Cardina l resembles the t ype defined by Boyer as the "later 
ambitious villain." Boyer cites as an example D'Amville (The Athei s t's 
Trage dy) There is an obvious parallel in the Cardinal, who similarly 
reposes his aspirations to greatness in an advantageous union for a young 
relative 

9 Suitably, Harry Levin ent i tles a chapter concerned pr i marily with 
Edward II and The Massacre, "State Overturned" (Levin, p 82 ff ) 

10 
Irving Rihner includes The Mas sacre in tracing the deve lopment of 

the history play , showing its a f finit y with such earlier works as 
Republica, Cambises, and Gorboduc. (I Ri bner, The En glish History Pl a y 
in the Age of Shake s peare (Princeton Princeton Univ Press, 1957)) 
In these earlie r plays the parasite s and vice f i gur es a r e "embryonic " 
vill a i nous subo~ <l ina t ec 

11 See Forker, p 46 for references to other contemporary literature 
with sJ.rnilar phr ases. Also see pp xxxv-xlvii f or an analys is of The 
Cardinal's probable politica l significance. For Shirley's a ssociation 
with Bishop Laud, and his possible personal motives, see E Gosse, intro , 
James Snirley (London Vizetelly , 1888 ), p i x , and A H Na son, Jam e s 
Shirley Qramatist (New York Nason, 1915), p. 32. 

12By referring to The Cardinal as "political satire," I do not imply 
either that it is a consistent polit i ca l allegory, or that its primary 
purpose is political. The political elements in the play are sufficiently 
strong, however , that I believe that term, among others, accurately 
describes the play Similarly, The Cardinal is clearly a revenge play , 
and as Fredson Bowers points out, t he plot is apparently modelled on Th e 
Spanish Tragedy See F Bowers, Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy 1587-1 642 
(Princeton Princeton Univ Press, 1940), pp 228-234 

13Michael Manheim refers to plays of this sort as an identifiable 
genre--or perha ps sub-genr e See M. Manheim, "The Weak King History 
Play of the Early 1590's," RenD, N.S., II (1969), 71-80 The idea of 
spiritual inad e quac y as the cause of a monarch's fall is rarely omitted 
A notable exception is John Ba l e 's Ki ng John, in wluch a good mona rch is 
subverted by the Pope and by anarchica l element s in his realm 
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14References in this chapter to historical events and characters in 
The Massacre at Paris allude exclusively to Marlowe's dramatic portrayal 
of them, except where I make it clear that I allude to historical fact 
and opinion. 

15 
The 11assacre's first performance produced the highest receipts of 

the season, and subsequent performances after the theatres reopened in 
1594 brought receipts that compare favourably with returns for other 
performances of the period See H S Bennett's summary of entries in 
Henslowe's dairy. See H S Bennett, ed., The Jew of Malta and The 
Massacre at Paris (New York Gordian, 1966), pp 169-170 

16 
For a summary of known sources, see Oliver, pp lxi-lxiv, Paul H 

Kocher, "Contemporary Pamphlet Backgrounds for Marlowe's The Massacre at 
Paris," MLQ, VIII (1947), 151-173 and 309-318, also Paul H Kocher, 
"Francois Hotman and Marlowe 's The Massacre at Paris ," PMLA, LVI, 11 

(1941), 349-368, Boas, p. 154, J. Bakeless, The Tragicall History of 
Christopher Marlowe, 2 vols (Cambridge, Mass Harvard Univ Press, 
1942), pp 252-253, C F Tucker Brooke, The Life of Marlowe (New 
York Gordian, 1966), p. 34 I take the view held by Boas that "The 
Massacre, in spite of its textual corruption, preserves more of th e play 
as it came from Marlowe's hand than his editors have been willing 
to allow," and I agree with Boas that Marlowe was working "with his 
source before him" (Boas, p 153) By this view, The Massacre 's depar­
tures fro~ its sources in points of fact way be regarded as authorial 
a.n<l ~'--l.1.0cral ~ . :n divcu.ss__.._ug tuC dif[-1cr cc..:> 'L-~~ -C. ~ t,c ;,l.::!/ ~n d 
sources, I rely primarily on Kocher's textual analysis (see Kocher, 
p. 349 ff ) . 

17 
Drawing attention to images of darkness and death 1n Guise's 

- ... ~ - _;:;, 

soliloquy (I 11 31-108) which are opposed to images of light and life in 
the marriage rites, Steane comments that "Guise is established as c 1e 
who in his own person reverses the normal values" (Steane, p 244) 

18 
For example, W Sanders asserts that Guise is "clearly cast in the 

same mould that produced Tamburla1ne, Barabas and Faustus," and that he 
is "Icarus and Lucifer" See W Sanders, The Dramatist and the Received 
Idea (London Cambridge, 1968), p 22. Bakeless calls Guise "a violently 
ambitious superman" (Bakeless, p 97). 

19c. V. Boyer holds the view that the "element of religious fana­
ticism in (Guise's) character is too realistically portrayed to permit 
of his being classed as an egotist and an atheist" (Boyer, p 75) In 
the absence of textual evidence to support Boyer's view, I agree with 
Steane that Guise "never had any religious motive" (Steane, p 238) 

2
°F. S Boas suggests that the references to Caesar show Guise's 

ambition to be of 11 boundless scope" (Boas, p 155) Similarly, Oliver 
suggests that Marlowe may have regarded Guise as a "conqueror-v1llain­
hero11 (Oliver, p. lxxi). Kocher points out that Guise was oft en com­
pared to Caesar in contemporary pamphlets (see note 19), so the appella­
tion may have been common, and without mu:h s1gn1f1cance Also, see 
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Bakeless, p. 85. Further, Guise appears to be a perverse parody of the 
Caesar portrayed in Marlowe's Lucan's First Book. See Stephen Orgel, ed, 
Christopher Marlowe The Complete Poems and Translations (Harmonds-
worth. Penguin, 1971), pp. 189-207 Marlowe's Caesar is the bloody 
purifier of a corrupt society 

21 
I assert that Guise's usually plodding lines and later unheroic 

actions are contrasted to the first soliloquy deliberately This view 
opposes that of Bakeless, who attributes the "falling-off" to Marlowe's 
lapse of artistry (Bakeless, p 97) Similarly, I disagree with Sanders 
that the "Marlovian theme" at the beginning of the play is "very quickly 
expended" due to Marlowe's "crippling dependence on source material" 
(Sanders, p. 23). 

22 
Guise may be seen as a perverse social satirist His use of the 

metaphor of sight is similar to the imagery of optics in The Cardinal 
John Peter points out that ''mirrors and glasses had become standard 
equipment for the comp lainant, enabling him to reflect the blemishes in 
the world around him." J. Peter, Complaint and Satire in Early English 
Literature (Oxford Clarendon, 1956), p 105 Marlowe's use of the 
metaphor of sight is an apt expression of Renaissance attitudes Nicho­
las of Cusa's De Visione Dei reflects the th eology related to a growing 
belief that moral forces were dimensions of the individual consciousness, 
rather than obJective forces operating in the external world See J P 
Dolan, ed , Unity a---id Reform S e l e cted Writings of f1 11crolas of Cus2 
(c'ic.. "g"' TT ni" o•' ·~ -- n .... " ~l(. ' "OC:2) - !( ..,,,1,- " c, L- -- '- ' C 11 

,u. u v v "' -L ••v1..J..L:. Uu1u ..... J.. v~ , -'-JV , t' .,. v ~.1. ... .:.... .,_,-._,,J;....._,_ __ ., 

view meant that Renaissance man began to think of himself as creating 
reality as a dimension of his moral consciousness, for as the image of 
his Creator, he too could create through his vision A perverse psycho­
logy was thus empowered to disturb the natural order by imposing its own 
version of reality upon the external wor ld 

23 
In the latter part of this ch.pter, I refer to Henry of AnJou as 

"AnJou," even after his coronation, and I refer to Henry of Navarre as 
"Navarre," in order to avoid confusion 

24
rn commenting on Catherine's observation, "his mind runs to 

his minions" (III.ii.46), Oliver discusses the possible textual confusion 
of "Mugeroun" with "minion" (Oliver, pp. lviii, lix), which may hint at 
a homosexual relationship between AnJou and his favourite Cf refer­
ences to Gaveston (Edward II) as a "minion" For Henry's "minions," see 
H. D Sedgwick, The House of Guise (New York Bobbs-Merrill, 1938), pp 
263-264. 

25
rv.v.14-16 are included in the Octavo text, and are in Steane's 

edition. IV. v 17-18 are from the "Collier leaf" (Boas, p 169) 

26 The "Collier leaf, 11 Boas, p 170 

27 
Cf. [ago ' s and Mosca' s speeches on their singular excellence as 

deceivers, .::hapter 4 , p 157. 



28 See Chapter 4, p. 166. 

29Kocher expresses the view that Marlowe departs from historical 
sources in showing Catherine "loving and subservient" to Guise (Kocher, 
p. 368) While her affection is evident, I disagree that the play 
portrays her "subservience" as being anything other than Guise's self­
delusion. On the other hand, at least one contemporary account has her 
dying of "sorrow" (Sedgwick, p 299), and Kocher acknowledges as much 
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P. H Kocher, "Contemporary Pamphlet Backgrounds for Marlowe 's The 
Massacre at Paris,"Pt. II, MLQ, VIII (1947), 315 Thus Catherine's 
affection for Guise may have an element of historical truth This tends 
to cast doubt on Oliver's view that Catherine's personal attachment to 
Guise is solely Marlowe's "own innovation" (Oliver, p lxii) 

30 Boas endorses this view (Boas, pp 164-167) 
shows that contemporary opinion held that she used 
ends (Kocher, Contemporary Pamphlet Backgrounds 

However, Kocher 
religion for selfish 
., Pt II, p 215) 

31 Ellis-Fermor regards Navarre's lines as "a string of flaccid, 
listless moralizings," and she suggests that Marlowe may have b een trying 
to draw the "character of a prig" (Ellis-Fermor, p 109) I agree with 
Oliver, however, that this view is probably anachronistic, and while 
Navarre's character lacks comp lexity and individuality , we are not 
intended to view him critically Sanders considers Navarre a "model 
Chn.stian prince" (Sanders, p 26) 

32 
Steane, p 243. 

33H S Bennett, for example, believes that there is nothing about 
the play "that leads us to believe that, had we the perfect text, we 
should h 've a great play" He calls The Massacre "one of the weakest 
plays of its day" that deals with events "in a shambling pedestrian way" 
(Bennett, p. 174), similarly Wilbur Sanders claims censoriously tha t 
Marlowe "capitulates . . completely to the lowest appetites of his 
audience" W. Sanders, The Dramatist and the Received Idea (London 
Cambrid ge Um.v Press, 1968), p. 20 John Bakeless terms the pla y "one 
of Marlowe's failures, . • almost destitute of poetry" (Bakeless, 
p. 69) Frederick S Boas, on the other hand, is one of the few critics 
to see dramatic merit 1n the play, believing it to have been "under­
valued" (Boas, p 166) 

34 Sanders, p 30. 

35Pointing out that The Cardinal is a "highly original manip-
ulation of old materials," Forker cites the play as occupying "a secure 
place in dramatic history as the last of a long line of Elizabethan 
tragedies of revenge" (Forker, pp. xlvii, lxi). 



74 

36 See Note 33 for Bakeless' critical commentary on The Massacre's 
lack of poetry. By contrast, Forker recognizes The Cardinal as "the 
work of a true poet" (Forker, p. lxi). 

37 
While the sense of the phrase is clear, its precise meaning 

remains obscure Forker makes several conJectures (Forker, p 11, n ). 
A "ship's wheel" seems the most probable 

38 
The extended metaphor of wind, water, ships and wheels has an 

emblematic quality. See Geoffrey Whitney, A Choice of Emblems (1536), 
H. Green, ed (New York Blom, 1967), pp. 137, 181 The Cardinal's 
resemblance t o Icarus and Narcissus is also suggestive of Whitney's 
emblems (pp. 28, 149). Similarly, the imagery of wind and water com­
bines with the imagery of optics to create the effect of a verbal icon, 
reminiscent of Hans Memling's Vani ty (c 1450) Venus is set in a land­
scape in which water and wind struggle for advantage under lowering 
skies threatening a storm. A windmill's sails appear to turn with a 
wind that is counter to a stream's direction. Venus gazes into a glass, 
enraptured by her image, certainly without the benefi t of "nature's eye" 

39For philosophical and theological traditions relating to subJec­
tivism, solipsism, and Machiavellian "political immanentism," see New 
Catholic Encyclopedia, 15 vols (New York McGraw-Hill, 1967), vol 7, 
387-388, vol. 13, 420, 757-758. The Cardinal's Machiavellian qualities 
primarily resemble those of the stage Machiavel , however, his subJective 
mode of thought also is consonant with his phil osophically Machiavellian 
methods 

40 Shirley's use of mirror i magery in his dramaturgical icon was a 
well-worn corn:nonplace. See A. O. LoveJoy, The Great Chain of Be ing 
(Cambridge Harvard Univ. Press, 1953 \ , p. 63, J. I. Wimsatt, Alle gory 
and Mirror (New York Western, 1970) and Macrobius, Somnium Scipionis, 
I, 14-15, W. H. Stahl, trans (New York Columbia Univ Press, 1952) 
Similarly, Shirley's imagery of lenses has a resemblance to comments in 
The Romance of the Rose. See Jean de Meun, "Nature Expounds the Proper­
ties of Mirrors and Glasses," 11. 79-90, The Romance of the Rose, Harry 
W. Robbins, trans (New York Dutton, 1962), p. 386. 

41 
See George Orwell, 1984 (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1972), pp. 199-

200. 

42While Shirley implies criticism of the nobility at court, he 
appears to have been a strong supporter of heredity aristocracy, and 
there can be no doubt that he was a r oyalist. See A. Dyce, ed , The 
Dramatic Works and Poems o f James Shir le y (London Murray, 1833), p xl, 
and R. S. Forsythe, The Relati ons of Shirley's Plays to the Elizabe than 
Drama (New York Columbia Univ. Press, 1914), pp 221-223. 

43
The theme of the soldier's ineptn2ss and vulner ability in affairs 

of love is traditiona l and convent i onal. Plautus' Pergopolinices (Mil e s 
Gloriosus) is an example in the comi c tradition, as is his Elizabethan 



successor, Ralph (Ralph Roister Doister). Neither succeeds in his woo­
ing, because he mistakes military braggadoccio as a mode of courtship 
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he believes irresistible, Othello's case is a reversal of circumstances, 
but the principle is similar, that is, he believes his Desdemona adul­
terous when she is chaste, because his powers of discernment are impotent 
in affairs of the heart (See Chapter 4.) 

44Antonio's situation here, and his reaction to it, relates him to 
Terence's mischievous slaves, e g., Davus (Th e Woman of Andros), who are 
placed in Jeopardy through their masters' intrigues. The mischievous 
slave's typical response is to employ a stratagem that extricates him 
from a dilermna, while compounding the complications of his master's con­
flict. 

45
cf, De Flores (The Changeling) 

I ha' seen 
Women have chide themselves abed to men 

(II. i 90-91) 
(See also Chapter 3, p. 97,) 

46 
For a discussion of the play's comic overtones reflected in decep-

tion, misunderstanding, and Columbo's incompetence as a lover, see 
Richard Morton, "Deception and Dislocation An Aspect of James Shirley's 
Drama," RenD, IX (1966), 227-245. 

47 
Forker interprets the phrase "his nearest tie to glory" to mean 

"his life" (Forker, p. 61, n) While the Cardinal's syntax is charac­
teristically tortuous in this passage, I discern a meaning other than 
that attributed by Forker. The phrase in the context of the passage 
seems to mean what Alphonso calls elsewhere, "avarice of fame" (II i 34). 
The sense of the passage thus seems to be 

If a connnon man who lacks a soldier's sense of honour feels 
constrained to protect his good name, so much more must a 
soldier fight to keep his honour intact, because his calling 
is beyond all others concerned with the achievement of laurels 

48 Cf Othello's reaction to Iago's subtle mockery (See Chapter 4, 
pp. 140-141 

49 
The Cardinal may be seen as not only a tyrant, but as a self-

created blasphemous idol For the demonic connotations of optics, idols, 
and mists, see R. H West, The Invisible World (New York Octagon, 1969), 
pp. 39-44, 91, 92, 240. Spenser's Agdistes has similar properties as 
custodian of the illusory Bower of Bliss (The Faerie Queene, II, xii, 
47, 48). 

50The flame of the Cardinal's wrath invites conjecture that Shirley 
interds it as a perverse opposite of the flame of grace Proclus uses 
a metaphor of flame burning paper as an analogue for the divine illumin­
ation of material natures. See Thomas Taylor, trans , "The Philosophi­
cal and Mathematical Commentaries of Proclus .•. ," II, 1788, 89, in 



Thomas Taylor the Platonist, K. Raine and G. M. Harper, eds (Princeton 
Princeton Univ. Press, 1969). See also The Romance of the Rose, p. 386 

51 
Cf. The Duchess of Malfi, V.v.118. Also see Chapter 5, p 200 
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The symbolism of moisture (dew, rainfall, storms, mists) was traditional 
as a metaphor for error, illusion, and the demonic. Spenser follows the 
Neo-platonists, in making extensive use of the convention in Book One of 
The Faerie Queene. 

52 
Shirley's Narcissus expresses the theme of self-love in images of 

deceptive calm originating in turbulence and passion, similar to those 
used to describe the Cardinal and Columbo. See "Narcissus," 11. 474-483, 
Dyce, p. 481. See also, The Romance of the Rose, 84, p. 387 

53 
The Cardinal's self-control, and his unsuccessful control of 

Columbo is an example of order in disorder, like that imposed by Satan 
on lesser devils. This function of the Vice figure appears in earlier 
drama. In The Castle of Perseverence (11. 1773-1782), Belial beats 
Pride, Wrath, and Envy for letting Mankind enter the castle, and he 
admonishes them to obey E. T. Schell, J. D Shuchter, eds English 
Morality Plays and Moral Interludes (New York Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 
1969), p. 56 The Cardinal's influence over the King and his attempt to 
impose order on a lesser Vice figure relates him, like Vasques ('Tis 
Pity She's a Whore), to Ambodexter (Cambises), and Aaron the Moor (Titus 
Andronicus). See Chapter 5, p. 219. 

54 
Cf. Malevole's expressed desire to "kill" Ferneze's soul (The 

Malcontent, I iii 156-157),Although Malevole's actions are benign compared 
to the Cardinal's crimes, the emotions and their expression are similar See 
Chapter 6, pp. 250-252 Hernando's transformation to revenger is a fam­
iliar theme. Hieronymo (The Spanish Tragedy) similarly despairs of 
justice, and is moved to a divine fury, as it were, to avenge his on's 
death. Hernando's desire to ensure his victim's damnation by denying 
him an opportunity for prayer of course resembles Hamlet's sentiment 
(Hamlet, III.iii.93-95) Despair as the cause of self-destructive revolt 
is a central theme in Dr. Faustus See Chapter 3 

55
see Chapter 5, pp. 205-206 

56
cf. Ezra Pound's In Kensington Garden Pound expresses a similar 

social phenomenon among the Edwardians with his description of a neur­
asthenic lady in whom is "the end of breeding." 

57 
The precise meaning of "soldier' s curse" is problematic (See 

Forker, p. 33, n.) I accept Forker's first conJecture that "Soldiers" 
is a singular possessive, rather than a plural substantive, and that 
"curse" is a substantive rather than a verb The success of Columbo's 
campaign apparently is due primarily to his capacity to instill military 
ardour in his subordinates, and to construe the passage to mean that his 
"soldiers curse" him hardly seems logica . 
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58columbo 1 s being "not well mixed" and having "too great a portion 
of fire" 1s reminiscent of the Jonsonian comedy of humours See Morton, 
p. 228. 

59The strategy he advocates is a sound military maxllll set down by 
Machiavelli 

To be revenged of a city or country without striking any 
blow, they must be filled with wicked manners 

("The Index or Table of Machiavel's 
Maxims , " Boyer, p 241) 

60
see Chapter 3, p 104, and Chapter 4, p 167 

61
see Chapter 4, p. 168 

62columbo's words "now I love thee" (IV 111 1) in this context are 
reminiscent of Beatrice-Joanna's phrase, "who would not love "in 
reference to De Flores Similarly, Columbo's "repentance" of his 
earlier anger towards Hernando resembles Faus tus' "repentance" to 
Meph1stoph1l1s Columbo's new-found affec tion for Hernando is a reversal 
of earlier revulsion similar to that which Beatrice-Joanna experienc es 
for De Flores The perversity of love grounded in death-become-beautiful 
is equally characteris tic of Hernando as for the others 

63
see Chapter 4, pp 154, 157-158 

64
The motif of a sleeping chamber as a coffin is common, perhaps 

because of the ironic possibilities evident in a place often associat ed 
with sexual intllllacy and procreation being also a place of death Ros­
aura calls "Columbo's bed (her) winding sheet" (I 11 242) , and later she 
tells Hernando tha t Alvarez "calls (her) to his marble bed" (IV 11 17) 
Similar imagery appears in The Duchess of Malfi (IV 1 4-9) Also ~2e 
Chapter 5, p 223. In The Changeling, Alsemero's chamber becomes 
Beatrice-Joanna's tomb, when it was to have been her nuptial chamber 
See Chapter 3, p. 110 

65Forker's no te defines "balk" as "avoid, fail to meet" (Forker, 
p. 78, n ) . 

66
cf. Bel-Imperia 's soliloquy of revenge after pledging her love to 

Horatio (The Spanish Tragedy, I iv.58-76), F. S Boas, ed (Oxford 
Clarendon, 1955) 

67
The Cardinal's inability to stay aloft, as it were, together with 

Antonio's desire to see him "topple" and "souse in the salt water" (V 11 
111) combine to liken the Cardinal to Icarus 



CHAPTER III 

THE TREACHEROUS SERPENT1 

Not the least of the villainous subordinate 's characteristics 

associating him with the demonic is his role as a tempter, and Marlowe's 

Mephistophilis (Dr. Faustus) is perhaps the most celebrated example in 

Renaissance drama of the villainous subordinate who provides his master 

2 with the means of gratification leading to self-destruction Committed 

by cosmic necessity to the conquest of souls , Mephistophilis succeeds 

when Faustus subordinates reason and virtue to pride and appetite 

More a universally symbolic representation of the principle of 

evil than a fully realized dramatic character, Mephistophilis affords a 

wealth of opportunity for comparison to any of the more particularized 

characters whom I define as villainous subordinates Yet it is his 

universality that imposes limitations on the extent to which his charac­

ter yields to analysis. Mephistophilis is a bundle of principles, so to 

speak, and his prime dramatic function is as a foil , defining and delin­

eating Faustus' predicament. For that reason , it is the nature of his 

relationship with Faustus that is of primary interest Mephistophilis 

does not initiate action, rath2r, he reacts to Faustus' state of mind 

Much of the discussion that follows, then, will necessarily centre on 

Faustus, as well as his demonic companion 

Because of Mephistophilis' relatively generalized qualities, I 

have chosen in this chapter to deal with Mephistophilis in relation 
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particularly to Thomas Middleton's De Flores (The Changeling) as a highly 

individualized parallel While other villainous subordinates display 

certain elements of the demonic in varying degrees, it is De Flores who 

seems to embody them most explicitly, he is, so to speak, Mephistophilis 

with flesh on his bones, There is ample evidence that Dr Faustus had a 

3 direct influence on Middleton, and the similarities between Mephisto-

philis and De Flores are specific enough that they are not to be 

ignored 4 

These similarities to a considerable extent may be attributed to 

certain resemblances in situation between Dr. Faustus and The Change ling 

Unlike most Jacobean playwrights, Middleton does not emphasize pervasive 

social corruption as a donne in The Changeling, rather, corruption and 

guilt are essentially individual, and their causes are not primarily 

attributable to a corrupt milieu Thus the conditions of both Beatrice-

Joanna and Faustus are initially Edenic Faustus' fall begins when he 

leaves "the fruitful plot of scholarism" (Prologue 16), and Beatrice­

Joanna's fall is described as her loss of her "first condition" (III iv 

5 138) to become a "broken rib of mankind" (V.iii 146) More individual-

ized than Mephistophilis as a dramatic character, De Flores nonetheless 

has psychomachic and metaphysical significance that makes him in large 

degree a demonic archetype 

A further element that relates De Flores to Mephistophilis is the 

plot situation that allows the maJor protagonists, Faustus and Beatrice-

Joanna, freedom of choice Free to choose either good or evil, Faustus 

and Beatrice-Joanna have predilections for vice that are shown to exist 

before the villainous subordinates appear, Beatrice-Joanna already 1s 
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infatuated with Alsemero, and Faustus already has been seduced by the 

prospect of a "world of profit and delight" (Ii 51) Both Mephisto-

philis and De Flores are summoned as the means of gratification of 

desires that already are present in their nominal masters Such is not 

the case of, say, Iago, whose Machiavellian scheming initially subverts 

Othello's goodness In these respects De Flores resembles Mephisto-

philis perhaps more than do most villainous subordinates, and as demonic 

figures they resemble more closely than the others their prototypes in 

earlier drama, the AntiChrists, devils and vices of the mystery and 

6 
morality plays 

Proceeding first, then, to a consideration of Meph1stoph1l1s, I 

shall as far as possible isolate and deal with his characteristics with­

out undertaking to provide an exhaustive interpretation of Faustus' 

character or the play's meaning. Those already well explored avenues of 

investigation are to some extent unavoidable, but they are peripheral to 

the main purpose of this chapter. However, it is necessary to recognize , 

I believe, that Faustus' fall from grace is in principle a re-enac tment 

of Satan's fall, and in that sense Faustus and Mephistophilis may be 

seen as reflections of each other. 

Mephistophilis is representative of the metaphysical principles 

involved in Faustus' fall, and while his fall clearly has metaphysical 

implications, it also is psychological, at least during his twenty-four 

year span of self-damnation. The chorus in the Prologue describes Faustus 

as "falling to a devilish exercise" (Prologue 24), and one of his scho1.ar 

friends expresses his fear that Faustus has 11 fallen" (I 11 32) into the 

practice of necromantic arts. Faustus ' "fall" thus occurs as a result of 
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his state of mind, even before he meets Meph1stophilis, and it follows 

his rapid rise to academic "grace " "Graced with Doctor's name" 

(Prologue . 18), Faustus forfeits a higher grace by reJecting traditional 

knowledge out of hand, and by aspiring with an egomaniacal idolatry born 

of self- love to become himself a "mighty god" (Ii 63) Satanic yet 

Adamic, Faustus determines entirely of his own volition to taste the 

" pleasant fruits " (I i. 86, 87) his blasphemous activities will afford 

him That is important if we are to recognize the nature of Meph1sto-

philis ' function as a tempter Faustus' summons of Mephistophilis is 

simply a physical expression of his, Faustus', psychology that bas 

already sunnnoned its own devil 

Faustus' relationship with Mephistophilis is characterized by his 

delusion that he is Mephistophilis' master when Mephistophilis appears 

at his command and does his bidding in transforming himself into a Friar 

(I iii 6) Charging Mephistophilis to "wait upon" him (I iii 39), 

Faustus sneers with mixed exultation and contempt 

How pliant is this Mephistophilis, 
Full of obedience and humility' 
Such is the force of magic and my spells 
Now, Faustus, thou art conJuror laureate 
That canst command great Mephistophilis 

(I ill 31-35) 

But the protean Mephistophilis' apparent subordination to Faustus is as 

illusory as his pleasing new disguise Again, Faustus' delusion has an 

internal origin, and does not proceed from Mephistophilis As we have 

seen, Mephistophilis initially does not appear before Faustus disguised 

7 as a figure parodically representative of virtue, it is Faustus himself 

who demands it Similarly, Mephistophilis makes no attempt to delude 

Faustus about the real nature of their relationship, rather, he attempts 



to correct Faustus' misapprehension, telling him that his obedience to 

Faustus' summons is only "per acc1.dens," and that the necessity of his 

answering the sunnnons lies in his being a "servant to great Lucifer" 
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(I iii 43). But Faustus persists in his delusion, after having made his 

pact with Mephistophilis, he rages when the demon will not name God, 

"Villain, have not I bound thee to tell me anything?" (II 1 73) 

The necessity that prompts Mephistophilis establishes their rela-

tionship as symbiotic, while Faustus needs Mephistoph1l1s as a means of 

gratifying his appetite, Mephistophilis is constrained to serve his real 

master by serving what Faustus believes to be his own interests "O, what 

will not I do to obtain his soul 111 Mephis tophilis hisses in an aside, 

8 warming Faustus' blood to obtain a signature (I v.79) Mephistophilis' 

subservience to Lucifer is not, however, an important element theologi-

cally Traditionally, evil was regarded as monolithic, and there does 

9 not appear to have been a belief in a consistent hierarchy of devils 

Thus Mephistophilis' obedience to Lucifer may be seen essentially as a 

dramatic representation of evil's operation according to a higher neces­

sity. But Faustus' self-delusion, the necessity of his own nature, is 

such that he refuses to admit to himself the unvarnished truth of 

Mephistophilis' words Wlnle admitting superficially that "there is no 

chief but only Beelzebub," he holds "damnation" at "nought," and thinks 

still to "confound hell in Elysium" (I iii 64) His illusion of omni-

potence is, of course, like that of Lucifer, whom "God threw from 

the face of heaven" for "aspiring pride and insolence" (III 1 73) 

Faustus' "hell" is psychological, as long as his redemption remains 

a theological possibility; 1t 1s Faustus' delusion that he "needs be 



damned" (I v 1) and that he has indeed become a "spirit" (II 11 14) 

Faustus' damnation is assured, not from metaphysical causes, but only 

because he must be what he thinks he is His "dominion" as a "demigod" 

stretches exactly "as far as doth the mind of man" (I 1 57, 58), that 
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is, his demonic qualities and his damnation are real as long as he 

believes them to be so . lO Whether Faustus' damnation proceeds originally 

from a metaphysical principle operating through his psychology, or 

whether Faustus is damned because of what he believes to be the operation 

of Necessity makes little difference His hell, whatever else it may be 

in addition, is certainly psychological, and his recognition of it is 

sporadic and cumulative 

By contrast, Mephistophilis is unequivocally a spirit, and his hell 

is a real one that he recognizes through the dubious "benefit" of hind-

sight In the irrevocability of his damnation and suffering, he repre-

sents Faustus ' future condition, and simultaneously he represents 

Faustus ' delusion in thinking himself already a spirit and damned 

Mephistophilis' hell is clearly metaphysical, a condition resulting from 

the Fall 

Faustus Where are you damned? 
Mephistophilis In hell. 
Faustus How comes it, then, that thou are out of hell? 
Mephistophilis Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it 

(I 111 73-76) 

The hell Mephistophilis describes is a dimension no less real for all 

that it may not be assigned geographical referents, it is the condition 

in which the souls of the damned, as Mephistophilis knows from experience, 

"are tortured and remain for ever" (I.v.123), but which "hath no limits, 

nor 1s circumscribed 1n one self place" (I. v .124, 125) When Mephisto-
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philis cites himself as "an instance," Faustus refuses to accept any 

evidence that is not apparent to the senses ReJecting the possibility 

that "after this life there is any pain" (Iv 137), he also refus es to 

admit to the existence of hell without observable physical dimensions 

"Nay, and this be hell, I' 11 willingly be damned here" (I v 141) And 

later, having made Mephistophilis flee by naming God, he, Faustus rails, 

"A, go, accursed spirit to ugly hell" (II i 79), as if hell ha s physica l 

dimensions external to himself and Mephistophilis 

Faustus' condition is a case-book example of the sickness that 

subordinates reason to sense, and he can perceive only physical rea lities 

Faustus contemptuously dismisses the legal phrase, "sic una eademque r e s 

legatur duobus, alter rem, alter valorum r ei" (Ii 28-29) As a single 

inheritor, Faustus should gain from sense experience both the "thing" 

and its "value," but he reJects the value--that is, the meaning--and 

11 perceives only the concrete Mephistophilis as an obJective pr i nciple 

of evil does not blind Faustus to less palpable realities, he simply 

performs in a manner ensuring that Faustus will perpetuate his s e lf­

deception 

Unlike Mephistophilis, Faustus' Good and Evil Angels s eem to be 

psychomachic representations of his inner state, rather than pers onifi-

cations of obJective metaphysical principles Neither is a shape-changer 

suggestive of the ambivalence of external appearances, always consistent 

in their exhortations, they appeal in turn to Faustus the quintessentia l 

man, the will that is always free to choose Faustus' will, it seems, is 

an irrational faculty that reacts to the stimulus of the moment Re spond-

ing at first to what Faustus perceives as the sciences' inadequacy to 
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satisfy, his will is easy prey for the blandishments of the Evil Angel, 

yet when Mephistophilis reveals the heavens to Faustus, his will prompts 

thoughts of repentance (II i.l) The arguments the Good and Evil Angels 

present are primarily intellectual ones, each taking a theological posi­

tion, and presenting it as fact 

Good Angel 
Evil Angel 

Faustus , repent 
Thou are a spirit 

Yet God will pity thee 
God cannot pity thee 12 

(II i 12-13) 

Thus the Angels appear to be psychomachic representations of Faustus' 

mortal ratiocinative faculty, like Wit in Everyman, they leave him at th e 

moment of his death (Vii 124 , 141) Faustus, having wanted to be 

"resolve(d) of all ambiguities" (I.i 79), insists on what he cannot have, 

13 
a co.1nc.1dent.1a oppositorwn whereby he may "be a devil, yet God may pity" 

him (II i. 15) 

Significantly, the Evil Angel does not tell Faustus he cannot 

repent, only that he " shall not." It is Faustus alone who believes his 

heart to be "so hardened" that repentance is not possible (II i 17, 18) 

The psychomachic Evil Angel argues that Faustus will be dismembered if 

he dares repent (II.i . 64) . Whether or not Lucifer has the power to rend 

the flesh of the converted remains unresolved, but certainly, we know 

that Faustus ' soul need never be beyond hope of redemption until his 

last moment is past But Faustus' hubris in accepting the Evil Angel's 

argument that he, Faustus , is a "spirit" (II,i 13), and his consequent 

belief in his damnation , bring him to despair 

Mephistophilis, always ready to offer Faustus choices, provides not 

only the means of self-destruction--swords, knives , etc (II i 21)--but 

"sweet pleasure" to divert him. Yet those pleasures are also warnings, 
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could Faustus but see aright Always the logician, Faustus defiantly 

summons memories of delightful interludes as proofs of present JOY to 

buttress his flagging spirit He recalls that Homer has sung to him of 

"Alexander's love" and "Oenon's death," and that Amphion has "made music" 

with Mephistophilis (II i.27-30) While Mephistophilis provides these 

delights, he seldom lies, and the seductive notes of Homer and Amphion 

contain a terrifying truth that a scholar of Faustus' attainments could 

14 not miss if only he would heed it Faustus does not explo re the mean-

ing of Homer's music any more than later he dares see no more than 

diversionary entertainment in the dumbshow of the Seven Deadly Sins 

Faustus' persistence in self-delusion tha t gives Mephistophilis 

mastery over him is the product of psychological inversion. From the 

outset, Faustus looks only on the dark side of creation, and never sees 

the whole His thought--or lack of it--is symptomatic of his refusal 

to accept that his apostasy does not deprive him of divine mercy His 

contradictory thought on the subJect of mercy and damna tion is a mani ­

festation of his disordered intellect. Faustus only believes what he 

wants to believe, and it is that weakness that subverts his rationa l 

faculty, making him prey to Mephistophilis When Faustus recites 

scripture, he quotes only those parts that, taken out of context, appear 

15 
to deprive him of moral choice 

The psychological inversion Faustus manifests in his analysis of 

scripture results in his belief that he has reJected a divine determinism 

in favour of his exercising demonic f reedom of choice, thus Mephistophilis 

provides Faustus with a mere illusion of powe r and freedom In reality, 

the opposite is true, by believing himself a "spir i t" and "damned," he is 
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unable to choose good . When in his last moments he agonizes , "I'll leap 

up to my God who pulls me down1 " (V.ii.155), it is Fa ustus himself, who 

by constantly denying himself freedom to choose grace, withholds the 

repentance that would bring God's mercy Thus Faustus is Mephistophilis' 

slave only because he, Faustus, wills it so Faustus cannot hope for 

redemption, because his inversion of values is such that he confuses hope 

with despair Lacking the perseverence with which to continue to hope 

for God's grace, Faustus has despaired of it, mistaking his despair as an 

object lesson in "manly fortitude" for Mephistophilis (I iii 84) Yet in 

his delusion, he believes that to turn to God would be an act of despair 

rather than of hope Seduced by sensual delight, he remains arrogantly 

16 
intransigent by always turning away from reality to revel in new diver-

sions, rather than facing it with courage His words expressing his 

future intent are as perverse as his deliberate movement away from truth 

Why should I die, then, or basely despair? 
I am resolved Faustus shall ne'er r epent 

(II i 32) 

Everything Faustus says and does reveals a psychological inversion that 

also has metaphysical implications Indeed, the entire narrative struc-

ture has been seen as "an inverted saint's life , 11 17 and his contract with 

18 
Mephistophilis is a perversion of the sacrament, by which Mephisto-

philis becomes Faustus' illusory deity . 

As Faustus ' deceptive JOY gives place increasingly to fear and 

remorse, he presumably becomes less amenable to the inducements of diver-

sionary entertainments, yet his fear makes him no less tractable, if 

19 
exploited by Mephistophilis as his appetites once were Consequently, 

Mephistophilis becomes imperious and threatening, and his former rather 



neutral personality shows signs of the wrath that motivates Lucifer 

Thou traitor, Faustus, I arrest thy soul 
For disobedience to my sovereign lord 
Revolt, or I ' ll in piecemeal tear thy flesh 

(V 1 73-74) 
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Mephistophilis' threat has its desired effect as Faustus gives him 

assurance of his parodic "repent~nce," a continuation of his abJect 

"revolt" that began as proud rebellion The crisis past, and his a nger 

assuaged, Mephistophilis subsides once more into mock subservience 1n 

gratifying Faustus' desires. Faustus now is much subdued, and where he 

once commanded, he now makes a craven request 

One thing, good servant, let me crave of thee , 
To glut the longing of my heart's desire, 
That I may have unto my paramour 
That heavenly Helen. 

(V ii 98-101) 

Shown the universe by Mephistophil1s, he s ees only "wha t might please 

(his) eye'' (III.ii 75), and views all as an entertaining charade in 

which he would play a part Commanding Mephistophilis, "Then in this 

show let me an actor be" (III ii 76), he plays the role of a "d1v1ne 1n 

show" (I i . 3), as he first described himself, but his outward a pp earance 

of celestial omnipotence materiali zes as ch eap tricks 

Faustus' early dismissal of metaphysics, b1dd1ng "on cai me on 

farewell " (Ii 12) has been a mistake, because he no l onger d1st1ngu1shes 

b f bi d b · ZO h 1 h h k 1 etween states o e ng an non- e1ng, t e resu t 1st at e m1sta en y 

believes Mephistophil1s to have substance . As a refl ec tion of Faustus' 

psychology, the theme of non-being is a unifying element throughout the 

conJuring episodes at the middle of the play, for Meph1s t ophil1s, him-

21 
self insubstantial, engages in acts of "uncreation" for Faustus' delight 

Between Faustus' banal tricks of conJuring and his final necromantic 
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achievement in producing Helen's shade, a subtle change has come over 

Mephistophilis Having reduced Faustus with his towering wrath, his 

attitude becomes patronizing and even somewhat paternal Addressing his 

victim as "my Faustus" (V.ii 95) in his usual way (also III 11 31, 54), 

he adopts an almost frivolous tone in promising Helen's appearance "in 

twinkling of an eye" (V i 96) As Faustus' fortunes descend with his 

approaching damnation, Mephistophilis gains in vitality and ebullience, 

and he anticipates Lucifer's capture of Faustus' soul with relish that 

rises to exultation at watching Faustus' feast of "pleasures" which 

"must be sauced with pain" (V ii.47). As glutted with his conquest as 

Faustus has been with blasphemous delights, Mephistophilis takes per­

verse pride in his part in Faustus' fall "I do confess it, Faustus, and 

reJoice" (V. ii. 100) 

But 1lephistophilis' pride that comes to light only now in his 

moment of triumph is, I believe, as self-delusive as was Faustus' earlier 

Before his victory over Faustus, Mephistophilis regularly has spoken 

with attention to the cosmic laws limiting his powers He has lied only 

once by implying that he has the power to tear Faustus to pieces if 

Faustus repents. When Faustus, like other victims of appetite and 

ambition, has attempted to fix responsibility outside himself, Mephisto­

philis has been quick to point out, "'Twas thine own seeking, Faustus, 

thank thyself" (II 1 4) But now Mephistophilis professes the power to 

move men from goodness, claiming that it was he who "turned the leaves" 

and "led (Faustus') eye" (V.ii 2-4) in an incomplete reading of scripture 

22 that would lead Faustus to ignore holy writ offering hope And at the 

last, Mephistophilis' earlier moroseness and suffering are dispelled in 
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grim satisfaction as he intones sententiously "Fools that will laugh on 

earth, must weep in hell" (V ii 7). 

Yet the momentary demonic satiety is, like Faustus' pleasures , only 

a diversion for Mephistophilis who suffers in his own hell He is con-

strained to "enlarge (Lucifer's) kingdom" (Iv 41) only because " solamen 

23 
miseris, socios habuisse doloris" (Iv 42) Demonic delight tha t rises 

with the reduction of the victim is a characteristic emo tion shared by 

other villainous subordinates, all of whom, like Mephistophilis, recog-

nize intuitively that the ascent of their fortunes depends upon the 

reduction of good, the villainous subordinate's rise of spirits thus is 

usually a measure of the extent of the victim's moral inversion 

All the characteristics that epitomize Mephistophilis as a villain-

ous subordinate are to be found in De Flores Figuring importantly in 

24 
The Changeling's theme of change and reversal that gives the title its 

25 significance, De Flores becomes Beatrice-Joanna's master Alsemero 

fittingly includes in his catalogue of transformations at the play 's 

conclusion "servant obedience" which changes "to a mast er-sin, imperious 

murder" (V iii.200, 201). Like Mephistophilis, De Flores is a demonic 

shape-changer whose ugliness becomes beauty in his victim's eyes Like 

Faustus, Beatrice-Joanna's judgment is subverted by her appetite, so that 

she eventually even denies the evidence of her eyes Yet De Flores is 

much more than a grotesque demon, he is also a pathetic man who is a 

victim of his appetite, and in gratifying each other's desires, Beatrice­

Joanna and De Flores prey on each other 

26 
The problems of the maJor characters originate in their erotomania 

that distorts judgment in spite of the evidence of the senses. While 
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much has been written about the imagery of rings, fingers, and gloves,
27 

somewhat less attention has been given to the pervasive imagery of eye-

sight, it is this image pattern predominantly which reveals the cause 

of moral confusion at Alicant that results in Beatrice-Joanna's fatal 

28 relationship with De Flores. The Changeling's opening line emphasizes 

sight as the originator of desire. Alsemero says, "'Twas in the temple 

where (he) first beheld her" (Ii 1), and so ravishing were "her beauties" 

(Ii 5-11) to his sight, he has since loved her with a spiritual fervour 

verging on idola try Alsemero's vision irrnnediately affects his Judgment 

to the extent that he reJects Jasper i no 's argument for setting sail, a nd 

he even ignores the evidence of a wea ther vane Ins i sting tha t the wind's 

direction is adverse to his departure from Alic ant, he can say only tha t 

"'tJs contrary i n my bes t Judgirent " (I 1 15, 16) 

This reversal of reason in opposition to natural forc es, and Al s e­

mero's obedience to will seduced by sight are associated wi t h sicknes s , 

a "hidden malady" (Ii 27) that Als em1 ro "understand(s) not" (Ii 28) 

Afflicted with wha t Tomazo terms "lov~ 's tame madness" (II i 156), both 

Alsemero and the unfortunate Alonzo are remarkably obtuse and slow to 

comprehend when they are presented with evidence of Beatrice-Joanna's 

infidelity While Jasperino restrains himself from exasperat i on at 

Alsemero's obstina cy, Tomazo is moved to chide Alonzo, "Do you apprehend 

so slowly?" (II. i 144) 

Suffering from the effects of love at first sight, Alsemero suffers 

a ma lady induced by nothing more than eAternal appearance, an error 

Isabella, disguised as a ma dwoman , point s out to Antonio 



No, 
Nor 
You 

I have no beauty now, 
never had, but what was in 
are a quick-sighted lover? 

my garments 
Come not near me 

(IV.111 124-126) 

Beatrice-Joanna's garment of flesh is equally deceiving in its effects 

on Alsemero, so that he finally cries, 

Did my fate wait for this unhappy stroke 
At the first sight of woman? 

29 
(V 111. 12, 13) 

The themes of reversal and inversion, and their associations with 
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the demonic, continue to build Changing from "stoic" to "lover" (Ii 7), 

Alsemero 1s accused by Jasper1no of going "backwa rds" (I 1 46) 1n turning 

from a venturesome seafaring merchant into a tame procrastinator who 

decides that he 1s "safer on land" (Ii 55) Deferring to Beatrice-

Joanna 's insistence that he refrain from challenging Alonzo, he reverses 

hls sLatement L11a.L "i.hc honouraolesL i)lece 'uGuL wa,, :;_.,. 11.L:, valvu,_" (III 

11 29) Becoming passive 1n his suspension of Judgment, he allows her 

to chart a secret course, lamely concluding their discourse with an 

expression of mild acquiescence "You ::each wisdom, Lady" (II 11 52) 

Alsemero's intellectual and spiritual passivity 1s parodied in the sub-

plot by Franciscus, whom Isabella describes as a "body without 

brains to guide it" (III.ii.24) Franciscus' mad comment makes clear 

the principle of inversion 1n intellectual passivity "Now I'm a woman, 

all feminine" (III i1.66) and Antonio refers to Isabella's charms as the 

"magic had such force thus to transform me" (III 11 111) 

The theme of Judgment's perversion by sense is taken up by Beatrice-

Joanna with her first appearance. 30 aive and not very astute, Beatrice-

Joanna displays her tendency towards hollow sententiousness as she 

coquettishl) lectures Alsemero on the power of sight to deceive. 



Our eyes are sentinels unto our Judgments 
And should give certain Judgment what they see, 
But they are r a sh sometimes, and tell us wonders 
Of corrnnon things, which when our Judgments find, 
They can then che ck the eyes and call them blind 

(Ii 70-74) 

Despite her moralizing, Beatrice-Joanna's infatuation with Alsemero 

results in her confusion of will with Judgment, so that she calls on 

reason as cause for reJecting the visual evidence that had led her to 

agree to her betrothal to Alonzo "Sure, mine eyes were mistaken" (Ii 

82) 
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No sooner have the lovers reversed their Judgments than De Flore s 

appears, wh i le he comes unbidden, it is as if the lovers' deci s ions have 

worked as invocations to a Mephistophe lea n demon His first words in 

announcing Vermandero's approa ch are a doubl e- edged comment ary on the 

lovers' weaKness cnat has caused nim, iJe f lares, to appear "t our eye 

shall ins tantly instruct you" (Ii 91) On the literal level, of course, 

De Flore s' presence is owing to his infatuation with Beatrice-Joanna, but 

on the S ) ~bolic level, it is the lovers' abandonment to sense that sum­

mons their demon who is also a man 

Beatrice-Joanna's will is characteristically ruled by her senses, 

and until her sensual attraction to Alsemero dictates to her that 

De Flore s may be a useful instrument, she finds her father's s ervant 

repulsive. Putting aside the demure l y f lirtatious manner she has adopted 

with Alsemero, she turns on De Flores with a vehemence that bespeaks her 

loathing Having ba de De Flores to de s i st from "unnecessary bldbbing" 

(Ii 94), she explains gracious l y to Alsemero tha t h er dis gust, derived 

from the evidence of her " eyes" (I i 111 ), is a n "infi rmity" ( I i 106), 

an error of sense . Be ca use De Flores is " a gentleman in good respect" 



(I.i.132) with her father, Beatrice-Joanna believes she should like him 

despite her natural revulsion, and in following the dictates of sense, 

she claims to be unable to "help herself" (I. i.131) 

Beatrice-Joanna's epithets--she calls De Flores a "standing toad­

pool" (II i 61)--bespeak a foulness of mind that is ironic in its oppo­

sition to her physical chastity and beauty, and her vehemence reveals 

inner deformity like his The fear that she experiences in De Flores' 

presence is intuitive, and she experiences it as physical sensation, 

rather than as rational response 

I never see this fellow but I think 
Of some harm towards me, danger's in my mind still, 
I scarce leave trembling of an hour after 

(II.i 89-91) 

While mere contempt would not be unusual, this violence of emotion in a 
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weli-oorn and otnerwise outwardiy demure maid towards a fawning and dis­

tasteful serving man is inappropriate to her station, and the course of 

events reveals tha t her fear and loathing is born of self-recogn ition 

' Spiritually diathetic from the outset, Beatrice-Joanna feels, but d ~s 

not comprehend, that De Flores is an embodiment of the lust that becomes 

31 
her ruling passion. 

Responding without restraint to the sensual stimulation of the 

moment, Beatrice-Joanna suffers a disorder parallelling Isabella's 

description of the symptoms of lunacy· 

Yet are they but school s of lunatics, 
That act their fantasies in any shapes, 
Suiting their present thoughts, if sad, they cry, 
If mirth be their conceit , they laugh again, 
Sometimes they imitate the beasts and birds 

As their wild fancies prompt 'em 
(III.ii 176-183) 
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While Beatrice-Joanna's intuition about De Flores happens to be right, 

it is nevertheless a symptom of her weakness for following her instincts 

in every situation, and it is the strongest stimulus that wins out 

Alsemero's agreement with her that De Flores "does 111 to tempt (her) 

sight" (I 1.8) 1s ironic, for it is Alsemero himself who unconsciously 

has "tempted" her sight 1n another sense Her adoration of Alsemero 1s 

far stronger than her hatred of De Flores and her love wins out over her 

hatred in her decision to use the subordinate she despises While Alse-

mero is a tempter in the sense that he 1s the obJect of Beatrice-Joanna's 

desire, De Flores, like Mephistophilis, tempts by becoming the means of 

gratification Significantly, Bea trice-Joanna calls De Flores a "ser-

pent" (Ii 219) even before she hits on a plan to use him in Alonzo's 

murder 

Expressing her love for Alsemero in idolatrous terms, Beatrice­

Joanna calls her desires "requests that holy prayers ascend heaven for" 

(II iii 9), and having reached her "devotion's end" (Ii 147)--an ominous 

play on words--she speaks of changing her "saint" Her words give theo­

logical significance to her reversals when she turns first from Alonzo 

to Alsemero, then to De Flores. Like Faustus, who has been characterized 

as an "inverted saint," De Flores is described by Alsemero as her "lip's 

saint" and also as her "lust's devil" (V 111 53, 55) 

embodies Beatrice-Joanna's idolatry .
32 

Thus De Flores 

Like Alsemero, Beatrice-Joanna makes her love a religion, mistaking 

the promptings of passion for higher reason. This attempt to actua lize 

an ideal and una tt ainable spirituality in sexual love 1s refl ect ed in 

De Flor es' referenc e to Beatrice- Joanna 's "blessed" eye (II i 51) and in 
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his unconsciously parodic exercise of courtly conventions His inferior 

position as Vermandero's attendant accords with the Renaissance social 

reality of gentlemen ushers who occupied the ambivalent middle ground 

implied by the title. Desperately infatuated with Beatrice-Joanna, 

De Flores is acutely aware of his lower station, having "tumbled into 

33 the world a gentleman" (II i 50), and he also recognizes the revulsion 

he prompts in her Expressing himself with a coarseness revealing his 

inner ugliness as a reflection of Beatrice-Joanna's condition, De Flores 

indulges in crude sexual innuendo when he retrieves the gloves she has 

thrown down (Ii 226-229), and he expresses his pathetic hope of her 

favour in terms more appropriate to an expression of disgust 

I must confess my face is bad enough, 
But I know far worse has better fortune , 
And not endur ' d 2lone, but doted on, 
.. \nd J c. ~ .:: ..... .:. ,_ ~ ~ c \. - - .:: ::.. r ' .: : :. :. :. : , .: ,_ :. - ..., .. .. 1 

,. J.. t c 1...:. s , 
Here and there five hairs whispering in a corner, 
As if they grew in fear of one another, 
Wrinkle s like troughs, where swine-deformity swills 
The tears of perJury, that lie there like wash 
Fallen from the slimy and dishonest eye, 
Yet such a one pluck~ sweets ~ithout ~estraint, 
And has the grace of beauty to his swee t 

(I ii 37-4 7) 

For De Flores in his early relationship to Beatrice-Joanna, the 

artificial convent i ons of courtly love are physical realities. De Flores' 

inferior position and lack of worth are not feigned, the torments of h is 

desire are real, and her spurning of him is much more than mere deference 

to convention . In every point, the fictions of courtly love are verities 

for De Flores. It is not to be suggested that De Flores consciously 

emulates the courtly lover, on the contrary , the fa~t that hi s emo t ions 

are genuine , and not simply observances of a ritual tha t apes an ideal, 

suggests a tragically comic confusion of values . It is this actuality 



characterized by De Flores' masochistic compulsion that makes his situ­

ation a travesty of the spurned courtly lover's plight. In expressing 

his obsession, De Flores sounds like a clownish imita tion of Ovid 

I can as well be hanged as refrain from seeing her, 
Some twenty times a day, nay, not so little, 
Do I force errands, frame ways and excuses, 
To come into her sight, and I've small reason for it, 
And less encouragement, for sh e baits me still 
Every time worse than other, does profess herself 
The cruellest enemy to my face in town 

(I 11 26-35)
34 

As coarse and ugly of mind as he is ill-favoured of feature, 
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De Flores is wholly convincing in his humanity Cheated of happines s and 

fulfilment by accidents of birth, his frustrations gnaw at him unr emi t-

tingly Once given an opportunity to s eL ze what he convinc e s himse lf is 

rightfully his, he has no hesitation in gratifying his desires and 

meantime he persuades himself (with an ironic literalness about th e 

irrationality of sexual love) that "there's daily prec edents of bad faces 

belov'd beyond all reason," and his self-deception breeds optimism ha t 

"women have chid thems e lves a-bed to men" (II i 86) 

Slaves to sense, De Flores and Beatrice-Joanna are mirror images 

of each other AbJectly finding excuses to "please (him)self with the 

sight of her" (I 11 100, 101), De Flores' "basilisk" gaze (I i 112) com-

municates death, yet what Beatrice-Joanna sees is a reflection of her 

own will to "see (him) dead" (I 1.103, and De Flores describes her 

glances in a manner hinting that she too is a "basilisk" 

I live in pain now 
Will burn my heart 

that shooting eye 
to cinders 

(II[ iv 153, 155) 

Here is the life-denying r eality that is :ounterpointed by Antonio's 



light-hearted words to Isabella: 

Look you but cheerfully, and in your eyes 
I shall behold my own deformity 

(III ii.170, 171) 

Sensible Isabella does not, however, reflect Antonio's lust in the way 
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that Beatrice-Joanna reflects De Flores' life-denying passion But both 

Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores are ruled by their destructive wills, she 

shall "want her will" (I. i. 217) if she cannot have Alsemero, and De Flores 

is Just as determined to "have (his) will" (Ii 231, 23?.) Easy prey to 

Beatrice-Joanna's flattery,De Flores is equally the temptress' victim as 

she is his. 

Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores exercise their wills in obedience to 

their sexual impulses which they do not recognize as destructive, but 

which they know they must keep s ecret The idea of secr ecy is a~biva lent, 

because in its context here it suggests not only the Machiavellian subter­

fuges Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores employ to keep knowledge of murder 

and lust from the others, but also th e little understood wellsprings of 

passion that will destroy them both An image pattern of secrecy unifies 

the maJor elements of the plot on several levels, both literal and sym­

bolic, giving a cosmic significance of shameful sickness to Beatrice-

Joanna's and De Flores' hidden pass i ons In describing Alicant to Alse-

mero, Vermandero uses an idiom suggestive of a macrocosmic parallel to 

the conditions of its individual inhabitants 

.•• our citadels 
Are plac'd conspicuous to outward view, 
On promonts' tops, but wi thin are secrets. 

(I.i.158-160) 

Alsemero "v,~nture (s) in" to be shown the castle's secret defences, 

despite the "murderers' (cannon) at t he gate" (I.i.218, 219), and his 
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"daring" in entering is a symbol for his temerity in undertaking to know 

--in the carnal sense--Beatrice-Joanna and her secret lust that lies 

behind her destructive beauty As the embodiment of her lus t, De Flore s 

describes appropriately his murder of Alonzo among the ordnance in the 

dark and narrow pas sages as "a work of secrecy" (I ii 24) The "goodly 

munition" which is the last thing Alonzo sees is perhaps a me taphor for 

the passion that De Flores has seen in Beatrice-Joanna's "shooting eye " 

The symbolism of secre t sexual impulse that become s destruc-

tive without reason's control is echoed in the comic sub-plot Telling 

Lollio that he "must trust (him) with a secret" (I l.l. 1), Alibius con­

fides his distrust of Isab ella's tender years, a "knowledge " of which he 

says is "deeper and sweeter" (I l.l. 13) than the fact of his marriage to 

her Placing his lrust 111 Lollio because he "ca nno t al\ 1<1 y s b e a t horne " 

(I 11 33), he mistakenly hopes to exer cise restrain t by putting Isabella 

in care of a would-be s educ er. By entrusting his "secret" to Lollio, 

Alibius may b e seen as a s~bol of Judgment tha t relinqvishes its office 

to the will in the mistaken belief tha t the new master of impulse 1 3 a 

source of rational restraint 

The situa tion parallels Beatrice-Joanna's inner condition, mi stak-

ing will for Judgment, she is ruled by impulse The difference , of 

35 course, is that Isabella's virtue is unassailable The madhouse, like 

Alicant, is itself in a way symbol ic of the human condition. Although 

the ma dhouse is defended from without with locks, the threats exist 

within, Lollio , a somewhat less malign villainous subordinate than 

De Flores, has the run of the madhouse , while Antonio and Franciscus have 

been admitted disguised as fools. Indeed, lust has made them what they 
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pretend to be. Even the conJugal chamber ard bed, like Alicant and the 

madhouse, serve as symbols of a body that has become a repository of 

secret lust and death. Alsemero rages, 

The bed itself's a charnel, the sheets shrouds 
For murdered carcasses 

• you (Beatrice-Joanna ) shall 
Be my prisoner only , enter my closet, 
I'll be your keeper yet 

(V 111 86-90) 36 

The pervasiveness of eros that has been shown symbolically to exist 

on all levels is expressed by Ant onio as the hidden and irrational 

impulse that attends all sense experience 

Love has an int e llect that runs through all 
The scrutinous sciences, and like 
A cunning poet, catches a quality 
Of every knowledge, yet brings all home 
Into one mystery, into one secret 
That he proceeds in 

But Beatrice-Joanna's weakness of spirit and her naivete cause her to 

rely excessively on her vulnerable intellect Indeed, like Faustus she 

prides herself on her "Judgment" whic in reality is her will She 

approves of Jasperino because he agrees to furth e r her purpose, and she 

believes that Alsemero "makes his choice with good Judgment" (II 1 7) in 

having such a companion. She claims a similar clarity of vision in con-

gratulating herself on her own choice 

Me thinks I love now with the eyes of Judgment, 
And see the way to merit, clearly see it 

(II.1 13, 14) 

Credi ting herself with excellence of intellectual insight , Beatrice­

Joanna fails to comprehend the irony of her understanding of merit The 

"true deserrer" who may be seen (so she thinks) like a diamond that 

"sparkles 11 darkness" (I. ii.15, 16) is a source of self-generated light, 
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and it is the diamond in her betrothal ring that throws "sparkles" in 

De Flores' eye when he murders Alonzo The brilliance Beatrice-Joanna 

claims to see is in reality the darkness of the "eclipse" she desires 

so that Alsemero may "soon shine glorious" (III.iii.16) in her father's 

sight The source of illumination she claims to be "the refulgent v1r-

tue of (her) love" (III iii 17) is a light as artificial as that of a 

diamond, which ironically should protect Beatrice-Joanna from demonic 

influences 37 

This sense of the demonic attending the perversion of reason 1s 

embodied in De Flores Tormented with the pain of envy like Mephisto-

ph1l1s, De Flores reflects Beatrice-Joanna's "envy" (II 11 17) of what 

she Judges to be her "necessities" (II 11 11) Beatrice-Joanna 's result-

ing reversal of Ju.:lgment tr.:rnsfor""'ls DE Flores, like 11 5wec t J\,feph1stoph1l1s, " 

into a beautiful creature in her eye of intellect, despite the evidence 

of her senses 

And now I think on one--I was to blame, 
I ha' so marr 'd so good a market with my scorn, 
'Thad been done quest1onless, the ugliest creature 
Creation fram 'd for some use, yet to see 
I could not mark so much where it should be 

(II ll 41-45) 

It is not that Beatrice-Joanna is blind to the evidence of her eyesight, 

she still plans to rid herself of De Flores' "dog-face" (II 111 151) 

But seduced by desire for Alsemero, she credits De Flores with an inner 

utilitarian beauty that she believes she perceives with her inner eye 

Always sententious in reasoning for her own ends, she believes that she 

"was to blame" (II.ii.41) in her first Judgment, in the same way that she 

believed herself "mistaken" about Alonzo With her change of attitude 

towards De Flores that comes with her decision to have Alonzo murdered, 



De Flores appears again as if summoned, knowing intuitively that her 

weakness for Alsemero will afford him occasion to realize his hopes if 

38 
she will but "transgress" (II. 11. 59) 
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With Alonzo's murder, Beatrice-Joanna is in De Flores' power, like 

Faustus and Meph1stoph1lis, they have sealed their contract with blood, 

and the difficulty De Flores experiences in attempting to remove Alonzo's 

ring connotes nature's abhorrence in the same way that Faustus' blood 

congeals as he tries to write 

From this point on, De Flores' tone changes Exulting in his 

triumph, he uses language reminiscent of Mephistophilis' words during 

Faustus' last hours De Flores' "thoughts are at a banquet" (III iii 18) 

as he gloats in anticipation of possessing Beatrice-Joanna as "sweet 

recompense '' (I!I lLJ 20), ~uch as ~eph1stop~1l1s ant1c1pa t es Faustus ' 

banquet of "pleasures .•. sauced with pain" as his victim dines at a 

perverse Last Supper with the scholars Beatrice-Joanna's words of 

illusory JOY and relief at Alonzo's death are similarly reminiscent of 

Faustus' situation as a victim 

My Joys start at mine eyes, our sweet'st delights 
Are evermore born weeping 

(III ill 25, 26) 

The inversion of values implicit in her naive exclamation parallels 

Mephistophilis' much more knowing observation, "Fools that laugh on 

earth, must weep in hell" (V.ii 106). Confident of his control over 

Beatrice-Joanna, De Flores prophesies his transformation in Beatrice­

Joanna's eyes 

Thou'lt love anon 
What thou so fear'st, and fai1tt'st to ven ture on 

(III.iv 174 , 175) 
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Like Faustus, whose love of Meph1stoph1lis is born of despair, Beatrice­

Joanna learns to love De Flores out of desperation as she seeks escape 

from the consequences of her decisions 

Like Meph1stoph1l1s, De Flores understands the nature of evil, and 

his suffering born of lust is accompanied by the agony of guilt He does 

not rationalize his actions the way Beatrice-Joanna does, nor does he 

take refuge in shows of conventional morality When Beatrice-Joanna 

cries, "Bless me ' what hast thou done?" (III 111 31) on seeing Alonzo's 

severed finger, De Flores points out to her the incongruity of her horror 

as authoress of the murder, and reminds Beatrice-Joanna that by her own 

deeds she has lost her "first condition" (III 111 140) in the same wa y 

that Meph1stoph1l1s reminds Faustus that he is damned Without t½e com-

fort of mental evasion, De Flores is h i mself plagued by conc;c1ence 

Offered money as reward, he accepts Beatrice-Joanna ' s first "payment" 

with the connnent, "'Twill hardly buy a capcase for one's conscience, 

tho"' (III 111 45), and he is twice s t artled by Alonzo ' s ghost, wheth e r 

we are to take the apparition as psyc~ological or metaphysical makes 

little difference in terms of its effect Encountering Tomazo, De Flores 

shies away, brooding 

I'd fain get off, this man's not for my company, 
I smell his brother's blood when I come near him 

(IV 11 40, 41) 

And in a second encounter, he finds himself unable to harm Tomazo 

I cannot strike, I see his brother 's wounds 
Fresh bleeding in his eye, as in a crystal. 

(V ii 32, 33) 

Characteristic of his demonic pr i nciple , De Flore s 1s impotent to harm 

goodness and Justice Yet, as much man as demon, De Flores res embles 



Faustus whose sense of guilt is attended by his seeing "Christ's blood 

streannng in the firmament" (V 11 156). 

De Flores' sense of guilt is complex in containing its demonic 

opposite, pride Wholly motivated by l ust, but without avarice, he 
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assumes a posture of righteous outrage when Beatrice-Joanna presses gold 

upon him as quittance for Alonzo's murder 

Do you place me in the rank of verminous fellows, 
To destroy things for wages? offer gold? 
The life blood of a man' Is any thing 
Valued too precious for my recompense? 

(III in 68-71) 

Acutely aware of the sanctity of human life, De Flores is cognizant of 

the enormity of his crime, and with demonic pride he demands recognition 

in the form of unlimited recompense as the price for hi s sufferings of 

con&c1ence Pride and guilt thus become complementary opposites in his 

personality An offer of gold assumes De Flores' subordinate position as 

a hireling, and his reJection of it marks his elevation to a position of 

control With a perverse code of ethics that eschews hypocrisy, De Flores 

pridefully points to his refusal to delegate Alonzo 's murder to a "Jour­

neyman," claiming that his need to attend to the murder personally pro­

ceeded from his "own conscience" (III 111.71, 72) 

Like Meph1stoph1l1s, De Flores makes clear his torment as the 

condition that makes his conquest of his victim's body and soul a neces-

sity Yet unlike Mephistoph1l1s, De Flores ' pain is derived primarily 

from his love sickness Descr1b1ng his condition as the lover's "plague" 

(III iv 153), he seeks consunnnation as a surcease from suffering, rather 

than as a s0urce of delight 



and later, 

• I'm in pain, 
And must be eas'd of you 

(III.iii 100, 101) 

I was greedy on't 
As the parch't earth of moisture 

(III. ni 110) 39 
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De Flores' compulsion to act out evil himself, his recognition of 

h1.s own gu1.lt, and h1.s labours to strip away Beatr1.ce-Joanna's preten­

s1.ons are Meph1.stophilean, for it 1.s Meph1.stoph1.l1.s who always appr1.ses 

Faustus of h1.s true cond1.t1.on, tempting him, and concealing nothing but 

divine mercy, in order to bring him to despair De Flores' equivalent 

for bringing Beatrice-Joanna to despair that counterfeits delight is 

his mak1.ng her recognize that their union 1.s Just and inevitable 

Nor is it fit we two, engag'd so Jointly, 
Should part and 11.ve asunder 

(III.1.v.98, 99) 

H1.s words are a k1.nd of unmask1.ng that reveals the hidden mystery of 

1.rrational 1.mpulse, and he symbolizes its tr1.umph over reason In the 

same way that Alsemero calls his love a 11h1.dden malady . I und..!r-

stand not" (I.i 27, 28), Beatrice-Joanna shows her continued self­

interest and obtuseness in replying to De Flores' argument, "I under­

stand thee not" (III.iii 69), ironically, in not understanding De Flores 

she does not understand herself. Thus there is a sim1.lar irony in 

Tomazo's first impression of "honest De Flores" (IV.ii.36), because like 

"honest Iago" and Mephistophilis, De Flores is a source of self-knowledge 

for his victim. 

But Beatrice-Joanna, always superfjcial in her judgments, mistakes 

De Flores' refusal of gold as a show of 'modesty" (III.iii.Bl), and she 
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rebuffs his first advances with a prim "How now, sir? This shows not 

well" (III. in. 92, 93) Mistaking physical virginity for real chastity, 

she accuses De Flores of making Alonzo's death the "murder of (her ) 

honour" (III.iv.124), not realizing the true significance of her words 

De Flores points out her hypocrisy, tell ing her 

Thou writ'st thyself a maid, thou whore in thy affection, 
... and that's a kind 
Of whoredom in thy heart 

(III iv 145-147) 

Hiding ugly truth from herself by masking it in commodious speech, she 

chides De Flores for the harsh reality his words int rude upon her 

Thy language is so bold and vicious, 
I cannot see which way I can forgive it 
With any modesty . 

(III lV 124-1 26) 

When De Flores dism1sses her censure contemotuously, replying, "Push, 

you forget yourself" (III iv 127), and reminds her of her blood guilt, 

he is exhorting her also to look at herself From her "self" proceeds 

the same impulse t hat has made her lust fo r Alsemero and bring about 

Alonzo's dea th Ye t she uses maidenly speech, perversions of r eason, 

and belief in her superiority of birth (III iv 132-139) to conceal from 

herself the monstrous secret beneath her ~emure exterior When Alsemero 

confronts her with her whoredom, her reply reflects her concern, not with 

the truth or falsity of the accusation, but with its being voic ed , as if 

language had the power to create reality for her 

What a horrid sound it hath' 
It blasts a beauty to deformity. 

(V. iii 32, 33) 40 

Like r.austus, who claims to be a "divine in show" (I 1 3) while 

thinking to " ge t a deity" (I. i 63), Beatr ice-Joanna at t empts to bring 
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reality to her self-image as an ideal of maidenly perfection, while 

simultaneously submitting to concupiscence But as Vermandero comments 

in replying to Alsemero's praise of her, "she had her fellow once" (III 

i11.5-7), her mother who exists as a remembered ideal, an attempt to 

recreate the ideal as a living actuality would be a "sin" (III 111 5) 

Once having created an illusory mental image of her own chaste innocence, 

Beatrice-Joanna retains it because she is afraid of self-recognition 

When De Flores in demanding her favours says, "Justice invites your blood 

to understand me" (III 111 102), she replies, "I dare not" (III 111 113) 

At first refusing to believe the urgency and inevitability of De Flores' 

demands, Beatrice-Joanna insists on her pose of innocence, refusing to 

face her fallen condition that makes De Flores her mas t e r 

De Flores makes ~nth l'1e Expul sion 1s Cv:!..dent 

You must forget your parentage to me, 
Y'are the deed's creature, by that name you lost 
Your first condition, and I challenge you, 
As peace and innocency has turn'd you out 
And made you one with me 

The parallel 

(Ill 111 138-142) 

De Flores' mastery of Beatrice-Joanna brings with it her under-

standing of her situation, if not of herself When she cautions h1.m to 

"take heed" De Flores' marks the play's per1.petae1.a with a reply that 

establishes his dominance 
41 

"Take you heed first" (III 111 95) Beyond 

the help of self-deception or diss imulation, Beatrice-Joanna finds her 

new "unders tanding" a "plague" (IV 1 6). Trying to find her way out of 

the labyrinth she has created for herself , Beatrice-Joanna still does 

not grasp that her machinations cannot bring her escape from he rself 

Isabella, disguised as a madwoman, utters word s that superficially are 

doggerel, but which in fact delineate Bea trice-Joanna's situation as an 
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aspiring "Icarus" who falls, and who must "tread the lower labyrinth" of 

her own nature to discover a "clue" to thread her way out again (IV 111 

97-102) 42 However, she remains irretrievably lost, because she persists 

1n avoiding self-recognition 

Desperate, Beatrice-Joanna embroils herself further still 1n using 

D1aphanta as a tool to hide her loss of v1rg1n1ty , and when D1aphanta's 

transports of delight result 1n the plan's miscarriage, Beatrice-Joanna's 

words are an unconsciously ironic comment on her own weakness for pas-

s1on 

No trusting of her life with such a secret, 
That cannot rule her blood 

(V 1 6, 7) 

Apparently wealthy and spoiled, Beatrice-Joanna has made the same mistake 

with DJaphanta tha t she has ~itn De Flores s~e finds externals of 

wealth impotent to serve her ends, beca use she believes that gold will 

provide her first with gratification of her desir es , then with protection 

from the consequences Placing her faJ.th in the concrete and visible as 

always, she is unable to r eckon with the pass ions of others any more than 

with her own 

Now symbiotically Joined, Beatrice-Joanna a nd De Flores need each 

other. De Flores needs her for the gratification of his desires, and she 

now needs him for survival. When her scheme to conceal her lost vir gin-

ity from Alsemero founders, she turns readily to De Flores as "a man 

worth loving" (Vi 75). Taking his evil as her good, she perverts the 

Christian tradition that man's excellence is in large part determined by 

the beneficence of his actions,
43 

by so doing she continues her self ­

deception tha t causes her to ignore the evidenc e of her senses, perpet 



uating the fiction that he is still her doting subordinate 

How heartily he serves me' 
But look upon his care, who 

His face loathes one, 
would not love him? 

(V .1 69-71) 

There is an element of Marlovian "bloody farce" when De Flores 

moves with calm efficiency amid the confusion ensuing from the fire he 
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has set, and Vermandero in his ignorance approves of this Meph1stoph1l1s 

who assumes the proportions of Lucifer, in going about yet another murder 

in the hell he has created Beatrice-Joanna, in seconding her father's 

opinion, declares with unwitting irony that De Flores is indeed "a won-

drous necessary man" (V.1 90) He is necessa1y not only as her instrument, 

but as a cosmic principle bringing about her and his own des truction to 

restore the natura l order which has been disturb ed through the necessity 

of her nature 

As the evil mounts, images of blackness and deformi ty incr ease in 

frequency and spec1f1c1ty, producing a cumulative effect of hellishness 

now less a state of mind than a controlling metaphysical principle in 

. 
the external world Alsemero' s essential goodness and freedom from t)l ood 

guilt allow him to perceive correctly, when finally he is furnished with 

evidence of Beatrice-Joanna's adultery and De Flores' role as her demonic 

lover Now he casts aside his idolatrous love, referring to "the t emple 

where blood and beauty first unlawfully fir'd their devotion" (V 111 75-

77), seeing Beatrice-Joanna as she is, he calls her "all deformed" (V 

iii 78) Alsemero is able now to distinguish between reality and appear-

ance, and he sees De Flores without his "black mask" (V 11i 4), a shape­

changing tempter who appears to the morally weak as a sourc e of good 

How should blind men know you frJm fair-fac'd saints? 
(V . l l i . 111 ) 
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But for Beatrice-Joanna, De Flores' actions that she believes will give 

her dreams substance continue to impart to him the brightness of Lucifer 

The east 1.s not more beauteous than his service 
(V 1. 71) 

And not until she overhears him admitting her whoredom to Alsemero does 

she abandon her illusion 

At Alsemero's bidding, De Flores Joins Beatrice-Joanna 1.n what was 

to have been her bridal chamber, and their deaths immediately following 

are perhaps meant to be seen as a parallel revealing the true life-deny-

1.ng nature of their final orgasm terminating a union born of lust and 

murder The associations of Ali.cant with hell and of De Flores with the 

devil are compounded by the dying De Flores' boast, 

• I coupled with your mate at barley-break, 
Now we are left in hell L,4 

(V ,,- lftf., 1 6 71 

All Alicant may be seen as within the confine s of this "game's" hellish 

circle, and Vermandero echoes Meph1.stoph1.l1.s' tortured words in l amenting , 

"We are all there, it circumscribes u here" (V 1.11. 166) Too late the 

remorseful Beatrice-Joanna recognizes that her vision of Eden was illusory 

and that she has been 1.n hell all along 

I have kiss'd poison ., strok'd a serpent 
(V. i1.1. 69) 

De Flores' role as a demonic tempter who exercises control in a 

hell both psychological and metaphys ical 1.s reinforced by The Changeling's 

time scheme during the perverse three-day "grace" period, as it were, 

that Beatrice-Joanna begs on the pr e text of keeping her virginity a 

little longer The progression of events roughly parallels the thr ee 

days of Chrjst's crucifixion, his de scent into hell, and the Ascension 
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The night after Alsemero and Beatrice-Joanna first see each other is a 

time of ripeness marked by "big-bellied Luna" (III. 11 72, 73), associ­

ated usually with the onset of decay, and in the sub-plot, with love 

45 
madness 

Alonzo's murder, De Flores' crime that like Faustus' signing of 

his bond, parallels the Crucifixion, results in the "eclipse" (III 111 

15) that Beatrice-Joanna has sought Now Alicant is plunged into a 

dark "hell" during which Beatrice-Joanna's evil gleams briefly like the 

"meteor" (V iii. 156) upon which she blames her fortune, and De Flores 

shines in her eyes with artificial beauty At this Juncture "time opens" 

(II ii 49) like hell-mouth in response to Beatrice-Joanna ' s will, while 

Tomazo, a symbol of nemesis, must "bear the smart with pa tience for a 

t1 =1e" (IV 1.i -,9) 46 
,r• t c ' d t d u • .:.ne irne 1s ore 01 error anc -n1&un ers an 1 11 g , 

signifying the chaotic condition of this Alicant-hell, Tomazo mistakenly 

believes Alsemero guilty of Alonzo's murder, and Vermandero wrongly 

thinks \ntonio and Franciscus gui lty, appropriately, he says that 11 the 

time ac.cuses 'em" (IV ii 9) 

Like Tomazo, Isabella waits with scant patience for time to run its 

course 

Oh heaven' Is this the waiting moon? 
Does love turn fool, run mad , and all at once? 

(IV in 152-153) 

This sense of sanity in suspension in the impatient certainty that it 

will reassert itself provides, as in Dr. Faustus , an awareness of inevi-

tability, a sure knowledge that tl.!Ile wil l run its course, dawn will come 

as the "dav star" brightens (IV. v . 26), paling Luna's "opacious body" 

(V,iii.198), The l ove-mad franciscus ' letter is the work of one who 
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attempts, like Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores, to create life out of 

death, and in the wrong season of time, yet even he knows the certainty 

of flux 

, .• 'tis the same sun 
That causeth to grow and enforceth to wither,--

Shapes and transshapes, destroys and builds again, 
I come in winter to you, 

I spring and live a lover 
(IV.in 17-24) 

But before the cycle of time may be completed , the final convulsion 

bringing cosmic regeneration must occur Manifested in mortal affairs at 

Alicant with the final events of Beatrice-Joanna's and De Flores' conswn-

mation in death, the moment of death and rebirth is a feast of fools not 

unlike the entertainment which Alibius proJects for what he anticipates 

d::. a ~dy 11upt.1-dl Lej_dnaLluu 

A mixture of our madmen and our fools, 
To finish (as it wer e ) and make the fag 
Of all our revels, the third night from the first 
To make a frightful pleasure, 
To teach it in a wild and distracted measure, 
Though out of form and figure, breaking time ' s head, 
It were no matter , 'twould be healed again 

(III ll 234-245) 

The "celebration" that actually transpires is a climax of death for 

Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores in their "fatal hour" (V iii.183) following 

a parodic sacrament of their flesh and blood sealing their final union 

When passion, De Flores' operating principle, reigns at Alicant, 

De Flores the man is its victim, dying defiantly and regretting nothing 

Yes, and her honour's prize was my reward, 
I thank life for no thing 
But that pleasure, it was so sweet to me, 
That I have drunk up a l l , left none behind 

(V. iu.170-173) 



113 

Taken as symbol, De Flores' words express the self-devouring nature of 

evil, so that its consummation is also a purging As a demonic figure, 

De Flores necessarily dies unredeemed because he is unredemptive, yet 

as a man he is an unfortunate victim of the circumstances of his birth 

Twisted in feature and mind, he is denied that portion of worldly delight 

that perhaps is any man's due, so he seizes all he can by becoming 

Beatrice-Joanna's means of gratification and self-annihilation 

The self-destructive element in their passions proves in the end 

salutary for the moral and social order Vermandero as Beatrice-Joanna's 

father takes on a symbolically universal significance as the Father when 

Beatrice-Joanna tells him with her dying words, 

I am that blood was taken from you 
For your bett er health 

(V ni 152-153) 

Not only is Vermandero's dynasty purged of evil, her and De Flores' 

deaths have been cathartic for society and the moral order Alsemero, 

although for a time mistaken, has remained unstained in keeping 11 t 11e 

same church, same devotion" (I i.36) Fittingly it is he who aff1rms 

the re-establishment of order through the working of immutable moral law 

. Justice hath so right 
The guilty hit, that innocence is quit 
By proclamation, and may JOY again 

(V in .187-188) 

Alsemero's observation res embles the choric conclusion to Dr 

Faustus Like Beatrice-Joanna, a "broken rib" whose guilt finally is 

expunged by the working out of cosmic Jus tice , Faustus, the deformed 

47 "branch that might have grown full straight" is "cut" (Viii 20) In 

both plays, deformity is eliminated from socJety by violent excision 
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Mephistophilis and De Flores as villainous subordinates are ultimately 

agents of purgation, themselves representative of moral deformity, their 

capacity to consunnnate desire brings death to their nominal masters as 

another kind of consummation, perfect and horrible in its finality 
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FOOTNOTES 

1
Eve If I did wrong, it was not great surprise--it was the trea­

cherous serpent closed my eyes (Je u d'Adam, c 1100). 

2 
My consideration of Mephistophilis is based primarily on the 1616 

edition of Dr. Faustus, the first of the editions referr ed to as the "B" 
series of texts (s ee Greg and Bakeless) My choice in preference to the 
"A" series starting with the 1604 edition accords with J B Steane's 
acceptance of the widely held view that "nowadays it is the 1616 tex t 
that is in favour" as the substantive text (See J B Steane, ed , 
Christopher Marl owe The Complete Plays (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1969), 
p 261) Wlnle I agree with Steane that the A Text is perhaps "artisti­
cally stronger ," I believe the B Text to contain material that cannot be 
dismissed as merely unauthorized, irrelevant, and second-ra te writing by 
William Birde and Samuel Rowley (For a posited history of emendations, 
see John Bakeless, The Tragicall History of Christopher Marlowe (Cambridge , 
Mass Harvard University Press, 1942), pp 293-296) Regardless of 
authorship, the episodes concerned with Faustus' conJuring may be seen as 
integral to the theme , and highly significant (See Wa rren D Smith, 
"The Nature of Evil in Dr. Faustus ," (MLR, LX, 1965), pp 171-175 ) I 
have us ed J B Steane's edition, in which he has taken the liberty of 
drawing occasionally on the A Text While Steane makes no claim , there­
fore, to textua:i. ''purity," nis edition p1ovides tne best ven, .Lon for 
critical work of the sort I have undertaken here 

3
In The Black Book(l604) Middleton, using the persona of Lucifer, 

describes a "villainous lieutenant" who "had a head of hair like one of 
my devils in Dr Faustus, when the old theatre cracked and frighted the 
audience" While references to Lucifer are of course Renaissance common­
places, 11ddleton's description in A Moral invites comparison with Mar­
lowe's devils Other evidences of Marlowe 's influence on Middleton 
include lines apparently borrowed from Edward II, and a reference to 
Tamburlaine (See A H Bullen, ed , The Works of Thomas Middleton, 
Vol VIII (New York AMS Press, 1964), pp 7, 13, 25, 266) 

4N w 
De Flores. 
p lv-lvi ) 

Bawcutt arrives at a similar conclusion in describing 
(N. W Bawcutt, ed , The Changeling (London Methuen, 1958), 

5 
This parallel has been noted by Bawcutt, ibid, p lvi 

6 
For example, the Wakefield cycle's Pikeharnes (The Mactatio Abel), 

coarse of speech and always in a state of incipient rebellion, bears a 
similarity to De Flores. Mephistophilis cannot be shown readily to 
resemble s uch traditional figures in terms of his character, but as I 
show, he f unctions according to theologica l prLnciples shared a lso by the 
devils of rt:ligious drama The Wakefield cyc]e's Noah (Proces c;us No c Cvm 
Filiis) provides a description of Sa t an's fall and subsequent enticement 
of man in terms similar to Mephistophilis' description when quest1oned by 
Faustus (Cf Noah play, 1. 15 ff , and Dr Faustus , I iii 62 ) Meplns-
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tophilis' usually flat, humourless, and factual lines bear a resemblance 
to those of Death (Everyman), while his function resembles traditional 
vice figures in the morality plays (e g , The Castle of Perseverence) 

7 Presumably Mephistophilis' disguise is also meant as a satirical 
barb at the mendicant orders, and the Roman Church in general The Joke 
was very nearly traditional, exemplified, of course, in Chaucer 

8 
The principle by which a demonic subordiPate serves a demonic 

master while appearing to serve a nominal master who has fallen prey to 
appetite does much, I think, to explain the superficially inconsistent 
behaviour that Bosola displays (The Duchess of Malfi, see Chapter 5, 
PP 204-205 

9 See L W Cushman, The Devil and the Vi ce in the English Dramatic 
Literature before Shakespeare (Halle Niemeyer, 1900), pp 20, 21 

10 
Frank Manley's view that Faustus' transformation into a "spirit" 

and hi s damnation have metaphysical significance presents theological 
difficulties However, he succeeds in showing the symbolic significance 
of the B Text's conJuring episodes , which he regards as subst antive 
See F Manley, "The Nature of Faustus," MP , LXVI (1969), 218-231 W W 
Greg's view that Faustus keeps his human sou l but becomes a spirit 
(i.e., "a devil in fo rme and substance") is bas ed primarily on Faustus' 
ovm cra 7ed lines , arid those o f In s t en' ~tcr, Greg ' s ' ie,- thus hardl / seems 
d bdLl.&ldctory &u1.uL1.un Lu d 111eLdpliys.J..Ldl l-'Luu:;_c11, SeE: ~ .,. GrE:6 , "T,1e 
Damnation of Faustus," MLR, XLI (1946 ) , 97-107 Susan Snyder's view that 
"this amalgam of human and diabolical suggests a parody of Christ, at 
once human and divine" is perhaps a somewhat more balanced view because 
it stresses dramatic effect, rather than the metaphysical element, which 
must remain in doubt See Susan Snyder, "Marlowe's Dr Faustus as an 
Inverte Saint's Life," SP, LXIII (1966), p 572 

11 For a discussion of Faustus' enslavement to sense, see A Mizener, 
"The Dualism in Dr. Faustus," in Critics on Marlowe, J. O'Neill, ed 
(London Allen & Unwin, 1969), pp 115-117 

12 
These lines reveal a weakness in Frank Manley's argument that 

Faustus is meant to be taken as a "spirit" It would have been regarded 
not only as theological ly unsound, but as actually blasphemous to repre­
sent Faustus, a mortal, as beyond redemption as a result of external 
metaphysical forces Similarly, it would have been regarded as equally 
unsound to portray Satan as capable of appropriating for hims elf any 
part of divine creation, physical or spiritual, while God's mercy 
remained available (see Matthew 2) . Even Faustus s hows his awar eness of 
this fundamental item of doctrine in his reference to Luke 23 43 (Dr 
Faustu s , IV.v.45) 

13
The theological proposition that all things temporal contain 

their opposites was held as a central tenet describing the dyadic natu1e 
of Being. The tension between essential elements , notably good and ev J l, 
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was held to be resolved only in the infinite. (See A. 0 LoveJoy, The 
Great Chain of Being (Cambridge· Harvard University Press, 1953), pp. 83, 
114, 120, 343 

14Tradition has it that Alexander played Roxana false, taking 
Statira to wife Roxana revenged herself by stabbing Statira to death, 
and Alexander is reputed to have been poisoned by the conspirator Cassan­
der. The moral appears to be that even a self-professed demi-god will 
reap the rewards of lust-motivated betrayal. Homer's song of Oenon's 
death has an equally prophetic irony Pierced by Hercules' arrows, 
Paris called on his wife Oenon, whom he had abandoned for the fatal 
beauty of Helen Oenon refused her healing powers, and Paris died 
Grief-stricken and remorseful, Oenon hanged herself. When Faustus sum­
mons Helen's shade, he becomes himself a lustful Paris who has foresaken 
truth for mere appearance Faustus' ambition to encircle Germany with 
"walls of brass" (I i 87) is reminiscent of Amphion, described by Faustus 
as "he that built the walls of Thebes with the sound of his melodious 
harp" (II.i.28, 29) The myth of Amphion has it that all his children 
but two were slain by Apollo and Artemis, and that Amphion was himself 
killed by Apollo for trying to take vengeance on the Delphic priests 
His punishment continued in Tartarus. The parallels implicit in Faustus' 
situation are evident, his unholy powers equalling those of Amphion deny 
him forever the City of God. See Rober t Graves, The Gre ek Myths (Middle­
sex Penguin, 1955) and the Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology (London 
Batchworth, 1959) John Cutts draws similar conclusions to mine regard­
ing the significance of the mythology in this passage (J P Cutts, 
The Left Hand of God (Haddonfield Haddonfield House, 1973), p 137) 

15 For a detailed analysis of Faustus' consistently fallacious 
arguments from a logician's point of view, see G Morgan, "Harlequin 
Faustus Marlowe's Comedy of Hell,"HAB, XVIII (1966), 22-34 Faustus' 
incompllte quotations from scripture (I i .40-43) show his preoccupation 
with determinism and damnation. For the passages Faustus omits, see 
Romans 6 23 and I John 1 9 For a discussion of Faustus' omissions in 
quoting scripture, see Cutts, p. 117 

16
susan Snyder cites Augustine's De sermone Domine in monte (I 

XXII.74) to show that "Christian theologians have always recognized the 
arrogance at the core of despair, the stiff-necked refusal to beg as a 
gift the salvation one cannot earn" (Snyder, p. 567) 

17 
Susan Snyder points to Richard Baines's deposition against Mar-

lowe, accusing him (among other things) of saying that "Moses was but a 
juggler" Snyder ass erts that the words even if said in Jest may reflect 
Marlowe's view of "the saint as ma gician," and hence an "inverted saint" 
whose history is a parodic parallel of a saint's life (Snyder, p 566) 

18
sherman Hawkins sees the contract, with Faustus' parodic line, 

"Consummatt.m est" (I iv.73) as a "black mass," a "perverse memorial of 
the Cr uci f ixi on" that "inverts creation" (Sherman Hawkins, "The Educatjon 
of Faustus" (SEL, VI, 1966), 194) 
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19 The theme of hope and fear as the two overriding properties of 
mortals making them vulnerable to the incursions of evil is dealt with 
explicitly in The Duchess of Malfi. 

20ReJecting the l1m1tat1ons Ramus places on logic (I 1 7), Faustus 
continues a search for first causes, citing Aristotle's doctrine as his 
authority (I i.13) Yet Michael Hathaway holds that Faustus has " given 
his allegiance to Ramus" See "The Theology of Marlowe's Dr Faustus," 
RenD, NS 3 (1970), 56 Hathaway's logic suppor ting his claim is 
somewhat tortuous, the sense of the passage more obviously seems to 
suggest that Mar lowe is thoroughly critica l of Aristotelean scholars 
Marlowe's Cambridge background and his sympathetic treatment of Pierre 
de la Ramee in The Massacre of Paris seem to support my view over that 
of Hathaway See also Cutts, p 110 

21 The figures of Alexander and Roxanne, in Faustus' own words, are 
"but shadows, not substantial " (IV 11 55) By the time he conJures 
Helen's shade, Faustus is so caugh t up in his appetites that he no longe r 
d1st1ngu1shes between r eality and illusion Yet if Meph1stoph1l1s' 
creatures summoned at Faustus' command are illusory, the power of evil 
to create illusion is not Benvolio, in thinking like Faustus , that 
"the devil cannot hurt him" (IV 11 46) and that he can "control" evil, 
finds himself transformed. The horsecourser episode shows a beast 
,·1th out subst ance , and it i s transfonncd into a "bo t tle of hdy" (V l v'l 

74) c.::. Geofii.ey wh.L Lney's ernolem or "flesh (that) witherest like 
hay." See H Green, ed., Geoffrey Whitney A Choice of Embl ems (New 
York Blom, 1967), p 217 

22This passage is not included 1~ the A Text, thus placing Faustus' 
responsibility for his damna tion more directly with himself I contend 
that the theological inconsistencies in Mephistophilis' final statements 
in the B Tex t are representations of demonic self-delusion induced by 
pn .. de of conques t The view I state here falls into the category that 
Harry Levin would call "pedestrian counterargument," perhaps See 
H. Levin, The Overreacher (Boston Beacon Press, 1952), p 132 I 
believe Levin to be far too heavily influenced in his view by nineteenth 
century romanticism and Goethe's Faust (Levin, p. 133) In taking a 
similar view of Faustus' aspirations as God-like, and of Marlowe as 
"blasphemous," Nicholas Brooke relies more heavily on the climate of 
Renaissance thought, rather than textual evidence (N Brooke, "The 
Mora l Tragedy of Dr. Faustus," in O'Neill , ed , pp 93-114.) His treat­
ment perhaps is therefore somewhat anachronis tic f rom a theological 
standpoint. By contrast, Leo Kirschbaum argues that "There is no more 
obvious Christian document in all Elizabe than dr ama than Dr Faustus" 
(L Kirschbaum, "Dr Fa us tus A Reconsideration," in O'Neill , ed., 
pp. 80-93) 
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2311 It is a comfort in wretchedness to have companions in woe" 
Lucifer's, and hence Mephistophilis' hell subsists on their hatred and 
envy of man whom God has placed above them, and it is this motive that 
in its simplest form approaches Coleridge 's controversial Judgment of 
Iago's aims as springing from "motiveless malignity" For traditional 
views of Satan 's hatred and envy, see L W Cushman' s summary of non­
dramatic literary sources (Cushman, pp 1, 2) 

24 Written in 1621 or 1622, The Changeling was performed at Court 
in 1623-24 Quotations are taken from A H. Gomme's ~dition i n Jacobea n 
Tragedi es , London Oxfor d University Press, 1969 In addition, I hav e 
consulted editions by N W Bawcutt (1958) and A H Bullen (1885 ), both 
of which were sources used by Gonnne 

25 See Catherine A Hebert, "A Note on the Significance of the 
Title of Middleton's The Changeling," CLA, XII, i (1968), 66-69 

26 
The Renaissance regularly conceived of sexual des ire and love as 

sickness Not the least of its symptoms was considered to be distortion 
of Judgment. See L Babb, Th e Elizabethan Malady (Eas t Lansing Michigan 
State College Press, 1951), pp 128-174 Among other sources, Babb cites 
Jacques Ferrand's Erotomania (1640) 

"7 
~'The plethora of articles on this image pattern suggests that 

Middleton succeeded in appealing to his audi ence 's capacity for fasci n­
ation with the sexually morbid See Norman Berlin, "The 'Finger ' Image 

. in The Changeling," ESA, 12, 2 (1969), 162-166, D Kehler, "Rings 
and Jewels in Th e Changeling ," ELN, V, i (1967), 15, and T Belton's 
discuss on of the ring and wound as "tokens." See "The Changeling Ring 
Imagery,'' Explicator, XXI (1963), Item 74 

28N. W. Bawcutt has reco gnized the presence of this group of images, 
although he does not accord them the central significance I su gges t 
(See Bawcutt, p xlvi) 

29The conventional Renaissance attitud e towards instant infatuation 
seems to have been that the lover possesses a physical predisposition 
ove r which he has very little control when he is presented with the 
obJect of sense experience that excites his excessive impulses See 
Babb, p 132 ff. 

30 Dorothy M 
crity," and their 
simplici t y " See 

Farr comments that the characters' "keynote is medio­
"fate 1s a natural consequence of their obtuseness and 
"The Changeling ," MLR , LXII (196 7), 586 
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31Beatrice-Joanna's presentiment is perhaps similar to an oraculum 
See Babb, p 16, and Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, W H 
Stahl, intro (New York Columbia, 1952), p 89 

32 
The passage connotes the idolatry implicit in soulless sexual 

love, whereby Beatrice-Joanna reJects God for the false deity, Amor 
For an explication of the religion of love, and its medieval origins, 
see C S Lewis, The Allegory of Love (London Oxford University Press, 
1936), p 6. 

33The circumstances of De Flores' birth are symptomatic of inver­
sion He for some reason has been "thrust out to servitude" Privileged 
positions of servility customarily were found for the illegitimate off­
spring of nobility, and that possibly is De Flores' situation If that 
is the case, disorder in Alicant may be seen as having cosmic origins as 
a result of the original crime at De Flores' begetting Alicant may thus 
be seen as a kind of House of Atreus, and De Flores functions in prin­
ciple like King Lear's Edmund Similarly, references to "deformity" are 
reminiscent of Richard III and the large body of literature dealing with 
his unnatural birth. While The Chan geling does not provide sufficiently 
explicit details to support tlns interpretation as definitive, De Flores' 
character and situation bear associations that invite conJ ecture of this 
sort. Clearly either De Flores' illegitimate birth ("tulTlbling" sugge s ts 
a fall), or a later fall from an unspecified position of privilege, is 
analogous to Meph i sto?nil~s' fa:len condition, as a result of an earl ie r 
transgression 

34
cf Ovid's lines 

Through shouldering crowds on all her errands run, 
Though graver business wa it the while undone 
If she commands your presence on her way 
Home from the ball to lackey her, obey' 

(Th e Art of Love, II, 223 R Humphries, trans Bloomington Indiana 
University Press, 1966) 

Middleton evidently had Ovid in mind Lollie comments on Antonio, 
"He's part Ars Amandi" (III 11..163) For Renaissance attitudes towards 
courtly love, see J. E Ruoff, intro., MaJor Elizabethan Poe try and Prose 
New York Crowell, 1972), pp 60-65. 

35 
Middleton generally regards women with sympathy for their weak-

ness In Women Beware Women, for examp le, Livia acts as a procuress out 
of pity for her brother, and Bianca becomes quickly inured to her seduc­
tion by the Duke The nearest approach to feminine virtue in the play 
is Isabella, whom Livia tricks into a union with Hippolito, whose inter­
est in her is much more than avuncula r Even sh e enters into a fraudu­
lent marriage so that she can continue their liaison in r e lative security 
Clara (The Sp,m i sh Gypsy) has moral s tr ength, bu t is a victim of rape by 
Roderigo The Changel i ng 's Isabella i s a rare example of feminJ_ne 
strength and virtue tha t go es unscathed , but her character probably is, 
like the sub-plot itself, the work o f \hlliam Rowley (Bullen, p lix) 
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36 The imagery of secret lust as a pattern relating individuals to 
Alicant, the madhouse, and Alsemero's bed is, I believe, f&r too explicit 
to be other than delibera te A speech by Roderigo (Th e Spanish Gypsy ) 
indicates that Middleton was conscious of such parallels, and used them 
for poetic effect 

• O, what vile 
prisons 
Make we our bod i es to our immortal souls' 
Brave tenants to bad houses, 'tis a dear rent 
They pay for naught lodging the soul, the mistress, 
The body, the caroch that carries her, 
Sins the swift wheels that hurry hPr away, 
Our will, the coachman rashly driving on, 
Till coach and carriage b oth are quite o'erthrown 

(III i 1-8) 

By analogy, The Changeling's Isabella may be seen as a Psyche figure, 
symbolic of the soul confined in a corrupt prison house of flesh, but 
unlike Beatrice-Joanna's weak soul, Isabella has the strength to resist 
the onslaughts of temptation, the "sins" that like Antonio would "hurry 
her away" Cf imagery of "tenants" and "houses" in Th e Revenger ' s 
Tragedy 

37A. H Gormne provides a gloss on this passage, stating that 
"d::;_af"londs ,1ere supposea to be luIT'inous " (GoT'11'1e, p 253) See rny co-n­
ments on the associations ot artiticial iight with the demonic in refer­
ence to The Revenger's Traged y (Chap ter 6 , p 298) Diamonds also were 
held to provide protection from demons, thus the diamond image in The 
Changeling is ambivalent 

38De Flores ' expression of anticipation presumably involves a 

sexual quibble 

She spreads and mounts then like arithmetic, 
1, 10, 100, 1000, 10000 

(II 1.1 62-63) 

The idea seems to have been prevalent that women were given over to con­
cupiscence and promiscuity once eras had made its initial inroads er 
the passage i n The Revenger's Tragedy so similar that it may have been 
Middleton's source 

39 

Why, she first begins with me, 
Who afterwards to thousands proves a whore 

(IV iv 80-82) 

De Flores exhibits symptoms described by Babb as the second stage 
of the malady, "love melancholy," caused by "unsatisfied love" The besl 
cure was held to be consummation (see Burton, II I .218) Unlike the first , 
or "sanguine" stage , the "melancholy" stage is (as its name implies ) 
caused by cold and dry humours (Babb, p 134) Logically, the suffcrc.c 
thirsts. Presumably Tomazo' s "f iery thirst" (IV ii 67) has its origin 
in choleric disorder Franciscus' letter is addressed to Isabella ''from 
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whom (he) expect(s) his cure" from madness (IV 111 27, 28), suggesting 
that sexual intercourse was seen as a remedy for a malady 

40
The capacity for language to create illusions of reality appears 

to have been of considerable concern See Chapte r V for a detailed 
treatment of the subJect in its relationship to the theme of 'Tis Pity 
She's a Whore. 

41A similar exchange occurs at a parallel Juncture b e tween Vasques 
and Soranzo (' Tis Pity She's a Whore ) When Soranzo says loftily to 
Vasques, "Vasques, thou shalt know--", Vasques interrupts, "Nay , I will 
know no more, for now comes your turn to know" (IV 111 276-278) In 
both cases, the villainous subordinate makes clear the fac ts of his 
nominal master's situation, but fails to make him understand himself 

42 
Isabella confuses t wo myths to good effect It was Ariadne who 

gave Theseus a thread to find his way out of the labyrinth By Juxtapos­
ing this myth with that of Icarus' fall, Isab el l a r einforces the theme 
of secret impuls e as the spring of passion leading to blasphemous aspir ­
ation The reference to Icarus associates Beatrice-Joanna with Faustus 
(Prolo gue 21-22) When Alsemero threatens to "ransack" B~atrice-Joanna's 
heart, she replies, '"Tis an easy passage " (V i11 40) The metaphor of 
a passage relates the depths of Beatrice-Joanna's nature to the passages 
of Alicant where Alonzo is murdered 

43. ,:,,, 
UV LOv eJOj , p 

44 A.H. Bullen provides a gloss stating that the game 's alternate 
name was The Last Couple in Hell (Bullen, Vol 6, 110), and A H Gomme 
draws attention to the sub-plot's specific parallel in a madman's line , 
"Catch there, catch the last couple in hell" (III 11 151) I believe 
there may be a further significance tc the game's name in thi s context 
Conceivab ly the ring was made with ba ley scattered on the ground , and 
the game played by couples of opposite sexes may have had some ritua lis­
tic significance originally as a harvest or fertility rite Thus its 
life-affirming connotations are Juxtaposed with associations of death, 
appropriate to the action in the play See also Norman Berlin's commen­
tary on the symbolism of these lines (ESA, XII, 11, 1969, 166) Further, 
there appears to be a possible analogy between the couple's at t emp t to 
escape the ring and the analogous extraction of Alonzo's finger from the 
betrothal ring See Chapter V for other associations of rings with 
fertility and death 

45 
The use of moon imagery in connection with love madness, time's 

decay, and the rebirth of order r elates the play's structure to a lon g 
tradition evident in such ear lier plays as Endymion and A Mids ummer 
Night's Dream Franciscus pretends to rave nonsensically about "lycan­
thropi" (III ii 77) being abroad on the night of the full moon Babb 
cites Fcrrand's Erotomania as a source expressing the belief tha t 
"lovers becone wolf-mad," and he quotes Boas tuau's Thcatrum Mundi , which 
holds tha t i f lovers a r e J ea lous, "they become madde, and pl<1yc the 
Lycantropes, and goe all night like raging wolucs" (Babb, pp 136 , 137) 
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46 Dorothea Kehler has commented on the strong sense of moral 
certainty Middleton displays in The Changeling, in contrast to the 
scepticism of other Jacobean dramatists (ELN, V, 1, 1967, 15) Tomazo's 
presence and De Flores' reactions to him are central elements establish­
ing the moral polarities KehlLr suggests 

47 cf John 15 1-4 



CHAPTER IV 

THIS FOOLISH-COMPOUNDED CLAY1 

Among his other demonic qualities, the villainous subordinate 

embodies the spirit of mockery, the cosmic laughter which accompanies 

the ascendancy of bestiality over divine reason in man. The villainous 

subordinate and his master, like most men, experience and display fear of 

the mockery that reveals their baser nature to themselves, the weaker 

the moral consciousness, the greater the baser nature's threat of pre-

2 eminence, and the greater the fear of its revelation The villainous 

subordinate, arrogantly masking from himself a deep-seated and agonizing 

awareness of lus inferio1ity, labours to reduce the stature of Ins master 

3 through mockery, thus affirming his own fancied superiority, the greater 

his social betters' fear of mockery, the more assured is the villainous 

suborc,nate's success. 
4 

Iago's dry wit (Othello) and Mosca's gleeful 

chortling (Volpone) are both the means and the signal of their success 

5 in reducing their masters. 

We have seen in an earlier chapter that Guise (The Massacre at Paris) 

displays a dread of mockery to the extent that he will not stop at murder 

to eliminate its cause. Iago and Mosca similarly see laughter as a 

potentially devastating weapon, because it excites irrational passion in 

the victim who is its obJect, while affirming the victim's inferiority. 

They attempt to compensate for their sense of personal inadequacy and infer­

ior status by mocking wit and cunning, which affords them a belief 10 their 

124 
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own superiority over those whose weaknesses and follies they exploit 

125 

As embodiments of psychological inversion, Iago and Mosca experience the 

emotional release of triumphant laughter when they see their nominal 

masters' bestiality ascendant over their reason, because that condition, 

7 when engendered by the villainous subordinate, is evidence of his mastery 

Thus the villainous subordinate, as one who mocks his nominal master, is 

symbolic of the absurdity that passion becomes when uncontrolled by 

reason 

Regarding his own advancement as the lnghes t good, the villainous 

8 
subordinate looks on his ability to destroy his victim as a high art 

Iago derives cynical pleasure in asserting his intellectual sup e riority 

by victimizing Roderigo and Cassio, and his masterpiece is his destruction 

of Oth e]lo c: 1.,.. 1.larl / , Mo,ca be comec- cxi..b er a '1t i n tl 1e s c lf-cong1a t ul a t J op 

that his reduction of the bestial legacy-seekers affords him Iago and 

Mosca exercise their keenest wit when their fortunes are on the rise, and 

when they are prosecuting their aims without imp ediment, it is then that 

the comic masks concealing their inner ugliness from their masters are 

most secure. Yet these same comic masks reflect the inner ugliness of 

the victims, when Othello's savagery assumes pre-eminence over his veneer 

of reason, and when Volpone's appetite is most clearly revealed as insa­

tiable, Iago and Mosca exhibit their greatest vitality and capacity for 

wit Thus the villainous subordinate 's wit, as a reflection of his 

demonic inner laughter, is a manifestation of his victim's delusions and 

psychological inversion. 

While Iago and Mosca are simila r in principle , each is highly indi-

vidualized, and their societies are qu i te dissimilar Othello ' s Cyprus 
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9 is an outpost of Venetian intrigue, yet the military society it contains 

does not appear as intrinsically corrupt, avaricious, and hypocritical as 

the merchant community of Volpone's Venice Iago's vengeful exploitation 

of Othello's weakness admits of the hero's nobility and innocence as a 

source of his vulnerability, while Volpone's vulnerability proceeds 

wholly from his vicious tendencies Thus Iago's Jealousy of Othello and 

Cassio is characterized by his envy of their goodness, rather than the 

envy of rank and wealth that motivates Mosca 's destruction of Volpone 

Iago's brand of ambition is characterized only superficially by his seek­

ing the preferment of rank accorded Cassio, and his desiring to revenge 

himself on Othello for supposedly having performed his conJugal "office" 

(I.iii.385) with Emilia These reasons need not be dismissed as mere 

"motive hunting" on the part of Iago, nor need we discount the uossibilitv 

10 
of his latent homosexuality and misogyny Together, Iago's motives--

stated or unstated, conscious or unconscious--rnake up a matrix of evil 

impulse that operates according to its own necessity, a love of evil and 

a hatred of good which amounts to "mcLiveless malignity 1111 Emilia, whose 

experience of men evidently is based primarily on her unsatisfactory 

relationship with Iago, expresses the principle of evil having its own 

necessity, at least as she has seen to be the case in her husband 

They are not ever Jealous for the cause, 
But Jealous for they are Jealous ' tis a monster, 
Begot upon itself, born of itself 

(III iv 156-160) 

Thus Iago is indeed the embodiment of Othello's Jealousy, the "monster in 

his thought'' (III .ii i .111),
12 

although the unfortunate Othello uses the 

phrase with unconscious irony in referring lo what he be lieves arc Iago ' s 

suspicions. 
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Iago's professed belief in Othello's adultery with Emilia, and his 

complaint, as old as armies, that the gradation list has been ignored in 

Othello's promotion of a theoretician over a field soldier (I.i 18-27), 

square quite consistently with his more universal expression of envy, 

Iago hates Cassio, because above all Cassio has "a daily beauty in his 

life" which makes Iago "ugly" (IV.iii 18-19) Iago's J ealousy springs 

from his own inadequacy, which h e probably recognizes, but arrogantly 

refuses to acknowledge Like Guise and De Flores, he is natura lly infer -

13 
ior in his personal qualities, and vindictively petty in his instincts 

Like other villainous subordinates, Iago achieves a brief ascend ancy 

because of a weakness that already exists in his victim's psychology, and 

the disorder engendered by Iago may be seen as symptomatic of Othello ' s 

vulnerability Moreover, Othello himself brcn~s about di~order by enter -

ing into a relat ionship with Desdemona that s eems to have been r egarded 

from the Renaissance standpoint as unnatural in a number of ways Wlnle 

I shall explore each of these more fully in later contexts, I shall refer 

to them briefly here as a preface to further remarks First, Desdemona 

and Othello do not real ly fall in love, r a ther, they become infatuated 

with their ideal conceptions of each other .
14 

Othello makes Desdemona a 

proJ e ction of his ideal self, putting absolute trust in the perfection 

of he r maidenhood, she, in turn , falls in love with the image Othello 

presents her of the indomitable warrior Thus nei ther is in a position 

to evaluate the other's humani ty, or to admit th e least imperfection in 

self or mate without disastrous consequences . Desdemona dares not admit 

to having lost the handkerchief, and ironica lly succeeds only in conceal­

ing her innocence, wlule at tempting to avo id Othello's suspicion She 
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becomes Iago's victim by embarking on a career of seeming, thus hoping 

to protect herself through illusion. As a result, she shares in Iago's 

principle of demonic unreality 

I am not merry, but I do beguile 
The thing I am, by seeming otherwise 

(II. i. 122-123) 

Desdemona's choice of phrase now resembles Iago's demonic expression of 

his illusory and insubstantial quality "I am not what I am" (Ii 65) 

Othello dar es not admit his suspicions, because his relationship with 

Desdemona is founded on an unconscious lie of impossible ideality 

Although, or perhaps beca use, Othello and Desd emona wed in absolute inno-

cence, they regard each other as ideal beings They inevitably become 

mockeries of their own humanity, a condition precluding any possibility 

of a satisfactory relationship 

Further points of conflict appear to be that Desdemona is a Vene tian 

and a Christ ian by temperament, whereas Othello is a Moor, whose Christian 

15 
restraint is acquired and superficial Moreover, Othel l o is bot~ a 

warrior and a negro, attributes commonly associated in the Renaiss ,nee 

with excessive passion, as Othello himself comments, he loves "too well" 

(Vii 345) 
16 

Othello compromises his warrior's nature by falling in 

love with Desdemona's adoration of him, and she undergoes a fateful 

change by falling in love with war, thinking of herself as a "warrior" 

(III.iv 152). So there is much in Othello 's and Desdemona 's relationship 

suggestive of a disorder that exists before Iago sets about perverting 

Othe llo's goodness In that sens e, the Mephistophelian I ago is "summoned," 

so to speak, by the unwitting protagonis ts who have disturb ed cosmic har-

mony by their potentially unnatural union When Iago gives his fabricated 
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17 
account of Cassia's self-incrimination in his sleep, he ascribes to 

Cassio the words, "Cursed fate, that gave thee the Moor!" (III iii.432). 

In Iago's account, Cassio supposedly refers to Desdemona, mistaking Iago 

for her, yet symbolically, Iago speaks a sinister truth. He, Iago, has 

indeed been given by fate to Othello In that sense, Iago may be seen as 

a Mephistophelean demon whose diabolic "love" for Othello is the pro­

duct of Othello's violation of the natural order. 

While Othello, subJected to Venetian hypocrisy and preJudice, is 

a victim of a society in which he must always remain to some degree an 

alien because of his race and origins, he is above all a victim of his 

own innocence, nobility, and weakness of reason. Iago, like other vil­

lainous subordinates, reflects the passion which gains ascendancy as a 

result of Othello's weakness, and his existence as symbolic of a cosmic 

principle is evident in the storm imagery. By implication, the stonn 

the Venetian ships encounter on their way to Cyprus is symbolic of the 

chaotic train of circumstances set in motion by Othello's imperfect 

union ~1th Desdemona, or perhaps simply fortune, and references to the 

heathen Turk suggest the passionate and irrational element of human 

nature that cannot withstand the storm's buffets. Montano observes 

If that the Turkish fleet 
Be not enshelter'd, and embay'd, they are drown'd, 
It is impossible to bear it out 

(II. i 18-20) 

There is a sinister foreshadowing in Cassia's "parting (of) fellowship" 

from Othello, but Iago, whose natural element, like that of Shirley's 

Cardinal, appears to be the storm of discord, has a "most favourable and 

happy speed" (II.i.67). The unsuspecting Cassio is as incapable of 

discerning malevolence in the elements as he is in human nature, so th1t 
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he pays a courtly complllilent by attributing Iago's successful passage to 

a cosmic deference to Desdemona (II i 71). Later, Iago uses the meta­

phor of wind and water in a way that points up Cassio's mistake 

If consequence do but approve my dream, 
My boat sails freely, both with wind and stream 

(11 i11 58- 59) 

Roderigo's expression of his desire to "incontinently drown" him­

self (I.iii 105) reveals his inability to endure fortune's deprivation, 

rather than suffer the pangs of lust in anticipation of gratifica tion, he 

would court the same fate as the Turk at sea The "Turk" becomes a meta-

phor for irrational passion , which not only makes a man subJect to 

destructive external forces, but which also is self-destructive in its 

nature. Othello's nuptial celebration a t Cyprus is thus heavy with 

iro~y, for the occasion ser, es also a s a feast of triu□ph celebra tin6 

the destruction of the Turkish fleet at sea (I I .ii 1-11) The event is 

a grim foreshadowing of death in rites which should affirm life, when 

Desdemona's bridal sheets become her ,hroud (IV iii 23-24) Othe llo 

describes the moment of his death in the nautical phrase, "the very sea-

mark of my utmost sail" (Vii 268-270), and he expunges his Jealousy, 

indeed his passionate nature itself , in the same way that he once killed 

"a malignant and turban'd Turk" who had "beat a Venetian" (Vii 354-355) 

Only in this final liberating act does Othello cease to be "fortune's 

slave," subJected by his nature to the storm of chance in which he has 

been entrapped by his passionate love · 

But that I love the gentle Desd emona , 
I would not my unhoused free condition 
Put into circumspection and confine 
For the sea's worth 

(I. ii. 26-28) 
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He must die, because the "Turk" in him has conquered the rat1onal1ty of 

Christ1an restra1nt, wh1ch seems to be 1dentif1ed w1th the 11Venet1an 11 of 

h1s story. We recall that Iago much earlier 1dentif1es h1mself w1th the 

Turk, rev1l1ng womank1nd 1n l1ght banter w1th Desdemona and Emil1a, he 

ends by say1ng, "Nay, 1t 1s true, or else I am a Turk" (II 1 114) 

Iago's Jeer1ng assert1ons are palpably false, and the conclus1on to 

Iago's colloqu1al syllogism must be tha t he 1s a Turk, the embod1ment of 

Othello 's pass1on. The 1mage pattern continues as the Venet1ans t ake 

Iago presumably to torture h1m to death or subm1ss1on, expung1ng the 

"Turk" from the1r soc1ety 

Othello's d1ff1cult1es proceed at least 1n pa rt from an uncomprom1s -

ing arrogance 1n h1s narc1ss1st1c 1ns1stence upon Desdemo na' s perfcct1on 

f , 1- 18 as a proJection o ris sc 1-conce~t1on Convince2 o: the cYccllc~rc of 

his "parts," h1s "title," and h1s "perfect soul" (I 11 30-32), he acknow­

ledges Desdemona 's love of h1m "for the dangers (he) had pass'd " (I 1.11 

167), and he loves her "that she d1d -nty them" (I 111 168) Protest1ng 

to the Duke that h1s love for Desdemc,na 1s not s1mply sexual pass1on, he 

claims to des1re her for her 11m1nd 11 (I. 111 265), and Desdemona, see1ng 

beyond Othello's external appearance, and f1nd1ng h1s 11v1sage 1n h1s 

mind," "consecrates" her soul to h1s "honours and valiant parts" (I 111 

252-254) What Othello loves most 1n Desdemona 1s Slffiply h1s own 

19 
reflection 

Iago reflects Othello's fatal weakness with a narc1ss1sm and intel-

20 
lectual arrogance of h1s own He experiences the frustrat1on of 

unreal1zed ~sp1rat1ons, becaus e he bel1eves himself to possess t alents 

that others who tr eat hjm with condescens1on do not recognize The 
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others constantly address him as "good" and "honest," terms which, while 

complimentary, carry a connotation of social inferiority. Iago, an 

"extraordinary honest man, 1121 is evidently regarded in much the same 

light as De Flores (The Changeling), a "wondrous necessary man," prized 

for his utility in serving his betters. Iago receives snubs from the 

22 
moment of his arrival at Cyprus Apparently exasperated and annoyed 

by Cassie's courtly punctilio in greeting Emilia, Iago has to endure 

Cassio's assertion of a social superiority he, Iago, does not possess 

Let it not gall your patience, good Iago, 
That I extend my manners, 'tis my breeding 
That gives me this bold show of courtesy 

(II 1.97-99) 

Iago fails to distinguish between intellectual cunning and moral super­

iority, because he is convinced that his powers of intellect which should 

afford him gratification of nis desires make h~m naturally superior ~o 

his fellows 

We cannot all be masters, nor all masters 
Cannot be truly followed . 
• • • others there are 
Who, trirnm'd in forms and visages of duty, 
Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves, 
••• these fellows have some soul, 
And such a one do I profess myself. 

(I. i. 43-49) 

Iago reJects any higher mode of knowing as "witchcraft," and relies 

wholly on his natural reason, or "wit," as he calls his cunning (II iii 

362). He appears to reJect the validi ty of faith in divine love, know-

23 ledge, and goodness, in the same way that Brabantio attributes Desde-

mona's love of Othello to witchcraft. Exclaiming to Roderigo, "Virtue? 

a fig! 'tis in ourselves, that we are thus, or thus" (I.iii 319), Iago 

seems to conceive of himself as a deity, whose reason, the highest mcde 
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of knowing in his view, is the sole source of restraint from "blood and 

baseness" (I iii.328), in Iago's inverted psychology, natural reason 

usurps higher reason, and self-worship is the highest good Clauning to 

know only "how to love himself" (I 111 313), Iago deceives himself, and 

there is ironic truth in his statement that he has never known a man who 

knew how to love himself properly (I 111 314) Of course Iago has never 

known such a man, for he is incapable of understanding a truly Christian 

man's selfless love of himself through a love of God and of others 

Setting about Cassio's humiliation in order to affirm his own super­

iority, Iago appears to experience gratification, not so much by Cassia's 

forfeiture of rank, as by Cassia's reduction to become a drunken brawler 

Cassio, like Othello, suffers a particular diathesis which Iago is quick 

to perceive and exploit Vulncro.bl e to wrath p1duccd t-y strong dri,.,1<, 

Cassio resembles Othello in his vulnerability to suggestion and persua­

sion (II 111 30-31), it is typical of the villainous subordinate's 

victim that he yields readily to the vice he fears most, his "unfor tunate 

infirmity" (II iii. 37-38). 

24 Iago becomes a demonic "master of revels," and Cassia's comic 

drunkenness has overtones of damnation, not only in terms of Othello's 

disapproval, but in a more universal sense Cassio expresses his remorse 

in terms that relate the revels to a black mass, in wh1.ch Cassio sacra­

mentally delivers himself up to Iago, the presiding demon, in an act of 

bloodletting. The w1.ne from an "unbless'd" cup (II iii.298) has an 

"invisible spirit" which Cassio, with a knowledge of evil born of sad 

experience, christens "devil" (II. iii. 273-27 5) Iago , an embodiment of 

the wrathful spirit of the wine, becomes 1,assio's personal demon, a 
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25 
"familiar creature" (II. i11. 299) With Cassio fallen into drunken 

brawling, Iago become s virtually his master, and chid es him with prim 

satisfaction for having "forgot all sense of place and duty" (II. 111 168), 

an ironically hilarious phrase which describes Iago himself, with Judg-

ment extinguished in him, Cassio for the moment has become the image of 

Iago, who is the embodiment of his vice 

The irony of Ia go 's chiding is compounded by Othello, who indig­

nantly upbraids the assembly for having "turn'd Turks" (II 111 161), a 

phrase we learn to associate both with Iago, and with Othello's control-

ling passion At this Junctur e , Othello exhibits a possibly unconscious 

fear of his own nature, in the same way that Cassio earlier expressed a 

26 
dread of the effects of wine Othello makes a point of including him-

s eJf in the aE"se.,.,bl)' , saying "we, " rather tl-ian 11 )-ou" in addressing the 

transgressors of order , and he lays heavy emphasis on the un-Chr1st1an 

nature of their behaviour It is a "Christian shame," he says, to 

engage in a "barba r ous brawl" (II 111 164) Othe llo's words seem a 

conscious accentuation of his Christianity and his members hip in t 1 1e 

Venetian community, pointing up his acute sense of otherness, and his 

anxiety that strong heathen pass ion s are an ever-present threat to be 

contained at all costs. 

The incident reveals Othello's dangerous weakness, while bringing 

about Cassia's fall The perverse sacrament serves to bind Cassio to 

Iago, whom Cassio believes to be a means of his salvation as an inter-

cessor with Desdemona on his behalf, typical of Iago's Meph1stophelean 

qua lities as a villainous s ubordinate, he presents to his victim an 

appearance which is an illusion of utilitarian goodness, when in reality 
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he is a means of damnation rather than salvation Iago now is Cassia's 

master, and where once Cassio admonished Iago to be patient, Iago now is 

in a position to caution Cassio to endure patiently, in hope of rein-

statement Iago's success lies in the symbiotic bond he forges with 

Cassio, Cassio is dependent on him, believing Iago to be a means of his 

deliverance, much as Iago needs Cassia's damnation for his own fulfil-

ment. That is essentially the nature of the Mephistophelean relationship 

Iago establishes with Othello and Roderigo as well, and he is equally an 

embodiment of Roderigo's lust and Othello's Jealousy 

The bond Iago forges with Othello is identical in principle to that 

which binds him to Cassio Iago labours with Roderigo to convince him 

that Desdemona is a slave to lustful appetite, and wlnle tha t does not 

appear to be tre case :it a ] 1, I ago ' s \ 1ords also hQvc a S)r.bolic conno tn-

tion suggestive of the flawed nature of her marriage to Othello In the 

same way that Cassio slavishly drinks wine in which he perceives his 

destructive demon, Desdemona's eye "m,1s t be fed," according to Iago, for 

her compelling delight is to "look ui: m the devil" (II i 224-225) 

Presumably Iago means Roderigo to take his meaning of "devil" as Desde­

mona's imputed lustful pleasure, reposing at the moment in her love of 

Othello But in another sense, the "devil" is Iago himself, the embodi-

ment of Othello's passions, and the vehicle of the destructive forces 

the marriage releases By incorrectly representing Desdemona as impure, 

Iago also shows the life-affirming marriage sacrament to have a sacri­

ficial quality, giving rise to his i mplied curse on the ill-fated couple 

Blest fig's end' the wine she drinks is made of 
grapes if she had been blest , she would neve r 
have lov'd the Moor 

(II i 249-251) 
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Othello's marriage, undertaken in innocence and ignorance, never-

27 
theless may be seen as a prefiguring of the "sacrament of evil" which 

binds Iago to Othello. Othello is the first to plight his troth, as it 

were--"I am bound to thee forever" (III iii 218)--presumably because his 

dependence on Iago originates in his own nature, and like Faustus, 

Beatrice-Joanna, and other vict1.ms of villainous subordinates, Othello 

initiates the pact which damns him Only later, when Iago is sure of 

his hold over Othello, does he exchange his own vow, "I am your own 

forev er" (III. in 486) 
28 

Iago's words are thus a "mocking echo" of 

Othello's, and the union is a sort of perverse "marriage ," a grim trav-

esty of Othello ' s earlier exchange of vows with Desdemona Iago's super-

ficia lly hypocritical expression of affec tion, his hope that Othello will 

"con sJdt>r what ib snoh.e cot-e s fror~ (Ins) l ove" (III iii 220-22 ]), r s :, 

also be a manifesta tion of Ia go 's latent homosexuality, but more impor­

tantly, Iago's "love" for Othello has a Mephistophelean quality, making 

of it a demonic necessity by which Othello's damnation is assured The 

marriage of Othello and Desdemona may be seen as similar to that of 

Giovanni's and Isabella's exchange of vows ('Tis Pity ), for in the same 

way that the incestuous lovers exchange the godly Friar for the demonic 

Vasques as the master of their destinies, Othello and Desdemona place 

themselves in Iago's power as a result of a far more innocent marriage , 

which nevertheless is flawed. 29 

As the embodiment of demonic illusion, Iago appears to the other 

protagonists as uncomplicated human goodness , while in reality he is a 

des troyer of ideal conceptions That is the nature of his destructive 

and mocking wit directed at Desdemona, as one who denies and negates 
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his principle of non-being. Warning Desdemona that he is "nothing if 
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30 
not critical" (Ii 119), he responds to her conventionally coquettish 

demands for flattery with a word portrait of the feminine ideal of 

decorum and moderation, yet his oration ends in a harsh and insulting 

reversal of all he has said Only the mood and context of light banter 

prevents Desdemona's finding Iago's conclusion offensive 

Iago 
Desdemona 
Iago 

She was a wight, if ever such a wight were-­
To do what? 
To suckle fools and chronicle small b eer 

(II i 157-159) 

Iago's sudden change of tone comes from his need for inner laughter that 

asserts his superiority over those who t end to ignore their human imper-

31 fection by espousing ideal ima ges of themselves His wit not only aims 

at oescroying Desoemona' s innoc ent: precensions, ouc denies cne ex.u, Lence 

of ideals at all. 

The harsh and bestial images of physical union I ago uses during the 

ludicrous street scene in which Braba, tio finds out about Othello's love 

for his daughter are amusing in their coarseness The blunt metaphors--

"black ram," "barbary horse"--and the verbs descriptive of animal sexua l 

congress--"tupping," "covering"--implicitly deny the possibility of 

romantic idealism in love, and give expression only to the bestial and 

absurd. Iago's reJection of the solemni ties of love's social rituals is 

in principle the same sort of comic inversion that characterizes the 

off-colour Joke. The anomalous spectacle of the noble and gracious 

being subordinated to the b es tial is the essence of much comedy, and the 

victim who fives lhe villainous subordinate occasion to point out this 

32 inversion b(comes the subJect of his mockery One senses tha t Iago 
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. 
enJoys himself 1IIllllensely as he stands in the street with Roderigo, inso-

lently shouting his outrageous accusations to the distressed Brabant10, 

and behind every utterance there is a silent sneering laughter Even 

the staging is symbolic of Iago's destructive wit Brabantio, awakened 

from slumber, appears above, probably looking defenceless in night 

clothes, while Iago in the street below hurls coarse epithets which 

reduce Brabant10 to rage and confusion, the pattern is set for all that 

follows between Iago and each of his victims 

Iago's treatment of ideals as illusion in a sudden reversa l in 

speech reveals the demonic inversion reflected in his attitudes, idea ls, 

the abstracted essences of mere forms, are the ultimate realities Ia go 

reJects as illusory, while flesh and bone, the animal exterior form of 

man, apnarentl y is for I az0 the on] y "rea l J. ty " \Tr en C;i s s1 o ca ] 1 s Desde­

mona "the riches of the ship" (II 1 83), she is in Iago's eyes a "carrack" 

to be "boarded" (I n 50). Like Boso la (The Duchess of Malf1.), Iago 

makes regular us e of epithets and ref erences relating to the least noble 

members of the animal kingdom , a habit which Othello takes up when Iago 

succeeds in destroying his faith in Desdemona 's, and hence his own , 

33 
nobility of nature In the same way that Cassio sees his loss of 

reputation as leaving him nothing but the bestial in lns nature (II 111 

256), Othello signals the pre-ennnenc e of his own bes tial1 ty in his 

exclamation, "exchange me for a goat . • " (II I 11i.184) In this way, 

Iago may be s een as vir tually recreating his victims in his own image, 

for he is symbolic of their baser natures, as the animal parts of their 

natures rise to usurp their reason, I ago's fortunes rise as well 34 

Accordingly, images of inversion are f r equent Iago claims the 11 d1v1n1 _y 



of hell" (II 111.431), Desdemona in playful innocence accuses him of 

praising "the worst best" (II i.143), and Errnlia much less playfully 

accuses her husband's wit of being "turn'd the seamy side without" 

(IV 11 149) 
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Iago's expectations have not materialized, and the nature of his 

wit is to build expectations only to destroy them He seizes every 

occasion to build hopes, then to reverse the course his victim logically 

anticipates, he feeds Roderigo's hopes of gratifying his lust, he leads 

Cassio to expect reinstatement, and he promises Othello certain knowledge 

to r esolve his uncertainty about Desdemona I n each case he brings 

exp ectation to nothing, for the expectations he nourishes 1n his v1ct1ms 

35 
have no more substance than the shade of Helen conJured by Meph1stoph1l1s 

Each expectation lhdl lago can bring to nought i s an occas ion i"or ltis 

self-congratul a tion, for expec tat1ons--hopes and fears--are passions of 

the flesh, and he who succumbs to them becomes hims e lf 1nsubstant1al 

spiritually Iago has a conscious awareness that the disordered m•nd 

perceives unreality as having substance , and it is this 1llus1on ~~1ch 

he knowingly exploits in his victims 

trifles light as ai r 
Are to the Jealous, confirmations strong 
As proofs of holy writ 

(III 11i 327-329) 

The final disappointment of expectations is a source of Iago's fulfil-

ment, and affords him emotional release reflecting a cosnnc demonic 

36 laughter reserved for the fools who fall prey to evil 

Iago 's statements are a Mephistophelean blend of truth, half-truth, 

and falsehood, ignoring the Divine in ma1, and couched in ambiguous and 

misleading l anguage. When Iago hypocr1t Lcally censures himself 1n 
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Othello's presence for making his own "honesty a vice" (III iii.380), 

he is subtly and ironically accurate, he is like Mephistophilis, in 

speaking the truth for those with wit enough to heed the real warning of 

his words, and only those whose reason is distorted by passion can miss 

a sinister import. 

Othello's vulnerability to Iago's mockery lies in his conception of 

ideals as external concrete entities, which are themselves vulnerable 

Deriving his self-image from his reputation for martial prowess rather 

than from any sense of inner worth, Othello drea ds above all loss of face 

by becoming "the fixed figure for the time of scorn to point his 

finger at" (III ii 210) Exploiting Othello ' s weakness, Iago plays on 

it, goading him and making h:un squirm Iago evidently enJ oys the process 

Ic>go I sec this h~th a little dasb ' d you r s~irits 
OLhc.:ll, ~HJL U jGt, ~10 ~ ~ j C ~ 

Iago I' faith I fear it has 

and again , 

Iago 
Othello 

• I do see you are much rnov'd 
(III iii 217-221) 

My lord, I see you are mov'd 
No, not much mov'd, • 

(2 28-229) 

There is silent laughter in Iago's superficially innocuous and solicitous 

inquiry, " have you not hurt your head?" and Othello is quick to 

respond, "Dost thou mock me?" (IV. 1.. 59-60). I ago is able to savour to 

the full his a dvantage over Othello as he protests the innocence of his 

expression of concern, not only has he proven Othello gullible, but in 

his doubl e entendre a nd subsequent pose of inJured innocence , he proves 

Othello's i~tellectual inferiority. 
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Reputation and manhood are virtually synonymous to Othello, like 

the arete of the Homeric warrior, without reputation, Othello, like 

Cassio, conceives of himself as something less than a man, the "horned 

man," whose wife has cost him his reputation, is in Othello's eyes "a 

monster and a beast" (IV 1 62) Othello expresses his horror of Desde-

mona's adultery w1Lh a strong emphasis on the first person pronoun reveal­

ing his incredulity at Desdemona's supposed affront to his self-image 

"Ha, ha, false to me, to me?" (III 111 339) Because Othello has no 

inner spiritual defences , Iago succeeds in reducing him to his own bestial 

condition by appealing to his all-consuming fear of mockery More than 

Desdemona's adultery, the "fleers," "gibes, " and "notable scorns," which 

Iago convinces Othello that Cassio means for him, threaten Othello (IV i 

81-83) He believE:s tbe si;:pal of his dcb2s u1cnt to be the a c n s ion he 

cannot abide, and not the cuckoldry itself 

So, so, so, so--they laugh that wins 

Have you scor'd me? Well 
(IV 1 121 , 126) 

Iago's verbal ambiguity results in his victim's doubt s , and the 

destruction of certainties Othello thus begins to express himself in 

terms which are simultaneously affirmations and negations, contradictory, 

yet complementary elements of a single truth 

I think my wife to be honest, and think she is not, 
I think that thou are Just, and I think thou art not 

(III 111 390-391) 

Desdemona is, of course , both honest and dishonest, she is chaste , yet 

she conceals her loss of the handkerchief, similarly , Iago is unJust in 

his motives for tempting and persecuting his victims , yet he ult imately 

is an instrument of cosmic justice which e'plolts weakness to expunge 
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evil Iago thus exemplifies the all-inclusive knowledge of the temporal 

paradox of opposites, and that kind of forbidden knowledge is the theolo-

37 gical antithesis of Godliness When Desdemona calls Iago's puns "old 

paradoxes, to make fools laugh 1 1 the alehouse" (II 1 138-139), she has 

no conception of the ominous truth of her words, for only the innocent 

and the ignorant dare laugh at Iago's forked speech 

The advice Iago provides is indeed both "free" and "honest" (II 111 

328), and his defence of it to Emilia is true 

I told hlill what I thought, and told no more 
Than what he found himself was apt and true 

(V 11 177-17 8) 

Iago's "thoughts" are that all womankind is lascivious, and that any 

other view is a figment, yet he allows Othello to arrive at his own con-

clu E' ions , eve c "1arning him a;;a1ns t uriJustly s u spect1nb ;Jes cl emo ,1a , t e lling 

him to "scan this thing no further," and to bear patiently the course of 

time for certainty (III 111 249-259) It is Othello who, without prompt-

1ng, first mentions a "pain upon his forehead," which Desdemona innocently 

attributes to his "watching" (III.111. 288-289) 

A master of "shows" (I 1 82), Iago reflects Othello's illusion of 

his own ideality, in the same way that Meph1stoph1l1s in a Friar's guise 

reflects Lhe psychology of Faustus, a would-be deity who is a "divine in 

38 
show,'' Like Meph1stoph1lis, Iago expresses a reality of evil for any-

one less self-delusive than his victims, Iago's show of goodness is as 

superficial as Othello's Christianity, the difference is that Iago's 

deceptions are deliberate, while Othello's self-deception is unconscious 

and involuntary 
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As an illusion of goodness for the passion-ridden, Iago expresses 

impeccably the Pauline doctrine of patience and endurance "How poor 

are they that ha' not patience"' (II.iii 360), he counse ls Roderigo, and 

he points out that drowning is fit only for Turks and blind puppies 

(I.iii 335-336). Indeed, Christian doctrine would not deny that unr egen-

erate heathens, like unseeing beasts, lack the New Testament revelation 

keeping them from self-annihilation Iago is careful, too, to avoid 

actually persuading Roderigo to indulge his destructive lust, simply 

telling him that if he insists on his need to "damn (him)self," ther e is 

a "more delicate way" (I. iii. 353-355) The damnation I ago offers i s that 

of worldly delight, which brings death Just as surely, while requiring 

more patience in order to be "hang 'd in compassing Joy" (I iii 

360- 361). Cau t i on1"1g Rcde11go t o allcw "dilatjry time" (II ui 363) Lo 

do its work, Iago echoes the Christian truth tha t time brings all things 

to fruition, but he omits the premise that vice's fulfilment lies in its 

own destruction at the moment of consummation Thus Iago counsels 

patiencL and faith in himself as a means of damnation r a the r than s alva-

tion, in the fullness of time Roderigo's acceptance of Iago's couns e l 

and his subsequent death are assured by the necessity of his own lustful 

nature, Iago merely provides him wi th opportunities for s e lf-destruction 

Iago is equally truthful (or untruthful, depending upon the 

beholder's predisposition) with Cassio, counselling him to see the 

hollowness of reputation 

•. r eputation is an idle and most 
false imposition, oft got without merit, a nd lost with­
out de s erving You have l ost no r eputation at a ll, 
unless you r epute yourself such a loser 

(II.iii.260-263) 
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Iago's purpose at this point is to comfort Cassio, warding off despair, 

and giving him c ause to hope for reinstatement. He does so in an 

entirely negative way, however, and while he shows Cassio the insubstan­

tiality of reputation, he avoids suggesting t he real meaning of honour 

As Iago would have it, the unimportance of reputation is established 

because it does not reflect physical well-being, and its absence is no 

indication of a "bodily wound" (II. iii 259) Reputation, according to 

Iago, has no origin except in self-esteem, and the question of true worth 

remains unspoken. Iago persuades Cassio, like Roderigo, to endure with 

parodically Christian stoicism, and Cassio is heartened with an expec ta­

tion of Othello's for giveness. Roderigo does not look beyond De s demona 

as a source of fulfilment, and Cass i o does not look furth e r than Othe llo 

as a source of redemption, both pra ctice a kind of idola try as a r esult 

of Iago's suggestive words, which convince th em that they should r epos e 

their faith in Iago and the changeabl e mortals f rom whom they s eek relie f 

from their anguish. Thus it is that Iago can gloat with demonic glee 

when he reflects on Roderigo's folly, that he ha s "rubb 'd this yoL t,g 

39 
quat almost to the s ense" (Vi 11). 

Iago's advice to Othello regarding reputation is counter to that 

which he gives Cassio, reputation, he claims, is the "immediate Jewel of 

our souls'' (III.iii.161), and the the f t of money is nothing to the theft 

of "good name" Yet again, as with h is persua sion of Ca ssio, Iago does 

not compare the value of r eputation wi th true honour, nor doe s he claim 

reputation to be a substitute for the spirit. Clearly, he speaks 

truthfully to both Ca ssio and Othe l lo , r eputation is valuable beyond 

mere money, and at the s ame time per haps its loss is l ess grievous 
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than bod1.ly harm. Further, as Iago r1.ghtly po1.nts out to Cass10, repu­

tat1.on is not as 1.mportant as self-worth. Iago shows the truth of two 

40 
complementary, yet contrad1.ctory att1.tudes towards reputat1.on, and he 

does so w1.thout ever d1.scuss1.ng the real mean1.ng of honour 

The nature of the "truth" Iago speaks, and the 11.e Othello creates 

of 1.t from h1.s own fevered 1.mag1.nat1.on 1.s exempl1.f1.ed 1.n the1.r exchange 

of quest1.ons, from wh1.ch Othello concludes Cass1.o's gu1.lt Iago, the 

embod1.ment of the "monster" of doubt and Jealousy 1.n Othello's thought 

(III.111..111), s1.mply answers Othello's quest1.ons w1.th further quest1.ons, 

wh1.ch Othello may answer as he pleases "D1.d Michael Cass10 know 

your love?" "Indeed?" • "Honest, my lord?" "Th1.nk, my 

lord?" (III.in 94-109) Iago's echo1.c funct1.on as the embod1.ment of 

Othello 's doubt revea ls Othello' s t au tology of spirit •~1ch rr oceeds fro~ 

his narc1.ss1.sm, Iago shows Othello noth1.ng more than h1.s own reflect1.on, 

and cont1.nues to do so when Othello reaches conclus1.ons prompted by h1.s 

"w1.ll" (IV 1. 34) 

There 1s an 1.mportant element of paradox in Iago's words, as well 

Othello , by un1.ting w1.th a woman "fram 'd as fru1.tful as the free elements," 

f1.nds his "soul so 1.nfetter'd to her love," that she becomes the 

41 
" god" of Othello's 1.dolatry, result1.ng from h1.s "weak funct1.on" (II 1.11. 

332-339) Iago's diabol1.c ambiguity 1.s a truthful reflect1.on of a para-

dox central to the mortal condit1.on H1s situat1.on as a natural subor-

dinate who cla1.ms a place alien to his first condit1.on is symbolic of 

Othello's situation as well , it app ears ; Othello's adopt1.on of Chr1.stian­

ity and his marriage to Desdemona a r e freedoms wh1.ch h e perhaps r1.ghtfully 

claims, but by so doing , he unknow1.ngly becomes a slave of fortun e Iago, 
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perhaps aping Seneca's words, tells Othello in mock righteousness that 

he, Iago, must not accuse Cassio, because he is "not bound to that all 

42 slaves are free to, utter (his) thoughts" (III 111.139) By these 

words, Iago claims a nobility that restricts him from exercising a 

slave's freedom. In the same way, Othello complains of Desdemona's 

supposed adultery that "'tis the plague of great ones" to be "preroga­

tiv'd .•• less than the base" (III.iii 77-78), and he blames destiny 

43 for "this forked plague," which shows him (he believes) that "heaven 

mocks itself" (III. in. 280-282). 

This is the ultimate cosmic mockery, by which nobility means slavery, 

and slavery means freedom Othello, a barbarian by birth and temperament, 

has hitherto exercised the natural freedom of a warrior subservient to 

the Venetian state, by appropriating to himself the freedom to marry 

Desdemona, he attempts to escape his natural condition by becoming love's 

slave, and so becomes a slave to destiny, incapable of choice, and manip­

ulated entirely by external influences. Whether or not Othello truly 

understands, this is the reason that it is imperative that he "not 

believe" Iago's manufactured evidence of Desdemona's adultery, by believ-

ing, Othello becomes wholly a slave to fate, and damns himself But his 

nature is such that he cannot help but believe Unable to look into his 

own nature for the source of his difficulties, Othello complains piti­

ably, "who can control his fate?" (V.ii.266), unable to do so by having 

forfeited his first condition, he deserves Lodovico's Judgment that he 

has "fall'n into the practice of a damned slave" (V.ii.293), a "fall" 

which make8 Othello like Iago, whom Montano describes by precisely the 

same term (V.ii.246). 
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Consonant with his spiritual vacuity, Othello finds not only his 

ideal conception of himself, but the cause of his destruction , in exter-

nals He blames sublunary flux, the "error of the moon" (V 11 112), and 

his "melting mood" (V.11.352), when actually his "melting mood" has 

merely resulted in his transference of faith from one external to 

another, at first he draws his "life and being" from the warriors whose 

successes mirror his honour (I 11 21-22), and later he "garner(s) up 

(his) heart" in Desdemona, in whom he "must live or bear no life" (IV 1 

58-61) 
44 

She becomes virtua lly the "fountain" of his grace (IV 1 60), 

for Othello fails to recognize that a true exercise of grace relies on 

freedom of choice, responsibility for one's own choices, and hence con-

trol of one's own destiny Othello is fortune 's slave because he allows 

h1r1self to be rul ed by irrat i ona l i rrpu lse Forc ed eventually to a dJ11Jt t0 

the 1nsubstant1al1ty of the ideal wherein his being r esides , Othello is 

left with only his impulse-governed existence as an anima l subJect to the 

whim of fate, as embodied in Iago, who weaves the web of his destr~ction
45 

Iago destroys Othe llo's certainties about Desdemona, and henc , 

destroys Othello's faith in himself, presenting Othello with only the 

dark side of creation, he makes Othello a victim of his own conJecture 

Othello's doubt, a new belief in his own lack of certainty, is the 

intolerable truth I ago brings him Like Faustus, who must summon Mephi-

stoph1l1s to "resolve (1nm) of al l ambiguities" (I 1 79), Othello becomes 

obsessed with a need for certain proof, and he becomes dependent upon 

Iago to supply it So strong is his obsession, that his yearning for 

certain knowledge of Desdemona's guilt appears far s tronger even than 

46 
his longing for her innocence 



I swear 'tis better to be much abus'd 
Than but to know't a little 

(III.iii 342-343) 
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Initially Othello, like Soranzo ('Tis Pity), expresses himself 1n 

terms manifesting his faith 1n himself, 1n his own knowledge, and 1n his 

capacity to instruct his subordinate Yet what he "knows" is an illusion 

of truth, 1n commenting on Iago's report of Cassia's transgression, he 

says understandingly 

I know, Iago, 
Thy honesty and love doth mince this matter 

(II. 11i. 247-248) 

Othello believes Iago's report, because Iago supplies only half the 

truth about the 1ncident,1n the same way that Meph1stoph1l1s turns the 

pages of scripture, letting his victim see only that which leads him to 

damnation 

Stretched on a rack of uncertainty by Iago, Othello's faith 1n him­

self is shaken, so that while he demands complete knowledge, he would be 

as content with complete ignorance. tt is not truth and reality that 

concern him; rather, he 1s absorbed with his suffering with partial know-

ledge 

He that is robb'd, not wanting what 1s stol'n, 
Let him not know't, and he's not robb'd at all. 

I had been happy if the general camp, 
Pioneers, and all, had tasted her sweet body, 
So I had nothing known 

.•• (III.iii.346-351) 47 

With his loss of faith in himself through his loss of certainty about 

Desdemona, Othello bids farewell to his warrior's vocation (III iii 363), 

a calling dependent on reputation. From it, Othello derives his "life 

and being" (I. ii. 21), and with neither good name nor profession, he 
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regards himself as spiritually dead Thus psychologically, he relates 

his doubt to his own destruction, and to the loss of his most precious 

48 
possession, his good name. In that sense, Iago reduces Othello to the 

same condition as Cassio, for whom reputation is everything, and without 

which, only the bestial remains Now Iago represents for Othello, as he 

does for Cassio, his sole hope of "redemption," because Iago appears to 

him as a source of absolute knowledge It surely is not coincidental 

that Iago tells Roderigo, "thou shalt know more hereafter" (II 111 371), 

for the promise of knowledge as a means of fulfilment is Iago's most 

potent weapon for assuring his victims' obedience to his will 

When Othello transfers his faith from Desd emona to Iago, he exchan­

ges order for chaos (III 111 91-92), and the ancient bec omes his tutor in 

m.Jch th e sarr,e na·mer tr;:,.t Vasouec; bPcor.es Soraw:o ' s guid e ('Tis I'it ';J ) 

Othello's last independent act by which he displays any superiority to 

his villainous subordinate before succumbing to him entirely occurs when 

he threa t ens violent retribution if Iago is lying, Iago's facade of 

inJured innocence, presenting Othello with the prospect of losing his 

only means of being "satisfied" ( I II 111 396) with certain knowledge, is 

sufficient to reduce Othello to grovelling reliance on Iago's advice and 

information 

49 Now it is Iago who professes to "know," and while Iago claims 

adultery to be "the fiend's arch-mock," Iago's enigmatic and diabolically 

prophetic words are equally a mockery of Othello's doubt-prone spirit 

. No, let me know, 
And knowing what I am, I know what she shall be 

(IV i 72-73) 

Othello's reply, "O, thou art wise , 'tis certain" (IV i 74) reveals 
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ironically that the only certainty left him is belief in a lie Now 

Othello is reduced by doubt almost to servile passivity in his reliance 

on Iago , and he accepts Iago's reproof with uncharacteristic forebearance 

Iago cautions him, like his other victims, to endure psychic pain stoi­

cally, daring now to use his good opinion of Othello as a marketable 

commodity to command his obedience 

.. marry, patience, 
Or I shall say you are all in all in spleen , 
And nothing of a man 

(IV i 87-89) 

The chastened Othello, believing he has been s hown "ocular proof" of 

Desdemona's infidelity (III iii 365), and succumbing entirely to Iago's 

deceit, accepts him unconditionally as his tutor, with the ominous com-

pliment, "Thou teachest me" (Vi 33) Othello has learned well, for like 

Iabu, uc: ''"-il.l.,, 1.u1. luv.1..111:," \V .L.1.. 421, dpp1..0pl..1..c1L.J..il!!, Lu 11.Llu::>t!.J..J.. Ll1t! 

Divine Justice he believes his certain knowledge empowers him to dispense 

by strangl ing Desdemona 

Ironically, Iago is a sound teacher in the final analysis, fo1 his 

deceptions bring Othello to an ul tl.IIlate kind of knowledge about hims e lf 

Having been made to perceive the workings of cosmic Justice , Othello is 

left with a single question unanswered, the reason that Divine retribution 

should be levied against anyone remains the unr esolved enigma implicit in 

Othello's tortured lines 

Will you, I pray, demand that demi-d evil 
Why he hath thus ensnar'd my soul and body? 

(V ii. 302-303) 

Iago's last words, "Demand me nothing, what you know you know II 

(V.ii 304-305 ) are true in their i mport, )thello in the end "knows" only 

that he "lov'd not wisely , but too well" (V ii.346), a hm1tcd kind of 



knowledge that does not reveal to him the design by which Fortune has 

50 made him her slave. If Othello's epitaph should be, as he believes, 

that he did "but all in honour" (Vii 296), Iago's should perhaps be 

Ennlia' s words, " villainy hath made mocks with love" (Vii 152) 
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As a principle of evil in Othello's consciousness, Iago may be subdued, 

but he cannot be expunged while Othello lives When Othello rages, "if 

that thou be'st devil, I cannot kill thee" (Vii 288), Iago has the last 

laugh "I bleed, sir, but not kill'd" (V ii 289) 

Like Iago, Mosca is driven by a need to prove his intellectual 

superiority over thos e who rank as his bet ters But Mosca ' s self-con-

gratulatory glee at confounding first the legacy s eekers , then Volpone, 

J5 rather diff erent in quality fro~ Iago's sneering cynicism, born of his 

frustration and his envy of goodness in others There is a Joyous spon-

taneity in Mosca's laughter, he does not consc iously ridicule worthy 

ideals or even unwitting pretentions He has an e~uberance which Ia go 

lacks, and h i s brand of evil perhaps has more in common with them s­

chievousness of Plautine slaves, than with the sinister Machiavelleanism 

of Iago. 

One may not say, however, that Mosca would not destroy goodness, 

given an opportunity, indeed, Mosca is instrumental in procuring Celia 

for Volpone. But with the exceptions of Celia and Bonario, Mosca 's vie-

tims and their society already hold inverted values Othello's Venet i ans 

may be naive and susceptible to vice , but Volpone ' s community of wealthy 

Venetian merchants and men of law is for the mos t part corrupt and hypo­

critical. To the extent that Volpone and Mosca reveal and defeat their 
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society's vices, Jonson appears to identify them with himself, while 

condemning them for their own vices Whereas Othello's Duke, with all 

his sententiousness, is representative of an ultimately Just social order, 

the avocatori of Volpone are shown through Mosca's deceits to share in 

52 a general corruption. 

Even the institutions of law and the bonds of natural affection in 

the world of Volpone have become perverted as instruments of avarice 

Here is a society which has prostituted its virtues to greed, the only 

art is the art of acquisition, a prostitution of intellect which parallels 

another prostitution of art in Jonson's own mili e u Jonson's opening 

Epistle criticizing poets who have debased their calling abounds 111 t er ms 

wluch appear with equal frequency in the play's text "deformed," 

"unnatural," and ninverted" 

As in the case of Othello and Desd emona, an unna tural condition 

exists in Venetian society, as a precondition for the villainous subor­

dinate's ascendancy. However, while Othello 's and Desdemona's imperfec­

tions arise largely from their innocence, Volpone and Mosca pursue their 

gratifications with conscious relish Volpone has deformed virtue as 

surely as poets, in Jonson's view, have deformed their "mistress" art 

for their own ends 53 Indeed, the "false pace" of Nana's verse (I 11 4)
54 

seems not only to suggest disharmony, but to relate deformity to the 

state of poetic art, so that Volpone and hack poets are mutual partici­

pants in the state's general corruption. The artist's prostitution of 

intellect is parallelled by the theme of intellectual prostitution, 

suggestive of a socie ty which deb ases its humani ty by bending ev ery 

thought to means of gratifying appetite. Corvino atternpls Lo prostitute 



153 

55 Celia, who is perhaps symbolic of the Divine in man, and he is so 

blinded by his hopes that Mosca's truthful slip of the tongue, " or 

rather sir, to prostitute," prompts Corvino to reply, "Thanks, sweet 

Mosca" (III vii 73-75) Corbaccio prostitutes Bonario's patrimony, 

Voltore prostitutes his tdlents of oratory, Lady Politic Wouldbe appar­

ently has offered herself to Mosca(V iii 40-43), and Volpone 's house 

which functions symbolically as a metaphor for himself, is a "bawdy­

house" (V vii 12) where his victims come to give far more of themselves 

than their possessions All are manifestations of the degr a ded soul of 

a society which, like Androgyno's Pythagorean soul, has become sterile, 

h h d b 1 1 h (I 18- 24) 
56 w oris , an estia in its atter metempsyc oses ii 

Mosca, like the common scribes who "usurp" the place of the true 

poet, seizes t1ie advantage afforded by Volponc's o,:,,'Il r-rostitution of 

talent, and becomes for a time the consummate artist in a society which 

praises acquisition as the highest art, a society of "parasites and sub­

parasites" ( III i 13) whose members' sole interes t is in feeding on each 

other, The social order itself, as embodied in Volpone and Mosca , 

eventually becomes as inverted as its moral values Volpone , "b y blood 

and rank a gentleman'' (V.vii 116-117), betrays ideals of virtue normally 

associated with his class in a well ordered society, and Mosca seizes the 

opportunity to appropriate his rank and possessions . In the eyes of the 

avocatori, Mosca's real crime is his assuming "the habit of a gentleman 

of Venice, being of no birth or blood" (V vii 111-112), but the ideals 

implied by the station of gentleman have long been dead, possession ha s 

become synonymous with worth, a condition of spiritual sickness and dealh, 

parallelled in Volpone's fe igned diseases, and finally i n his feig ned 

death.
57 
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It is characteristic of Jonsonian irony that the denizens of this 

society of parasites should in the end be outraged and humiliated at 

being cozened by Mosca primarily because he is himself a "parasite" and 

a "slave," superior in the calling which has preoccupied them all (Vi. 

194, V iv.29-30). The legacy-seekers experience no other kind of 

remorse, and they are incapable of seeing themselves as simply less cun­

ning than Mosca at their own game, in effect, they are blind to their 

natural subordinacy even in an inverted hierarchy of merit based on self-

serving intellect In this upside-down world where parasitism assumes 

the currency of high art, Mosca is rightfully master , for he alone is 

aware that all evidences of trust and affection are only sham, the others, 

Volpone included, accept his shows of loyalty and affection at face value, 

because they characteristicallv are unaole to ri1sting111~h between external 

appearance and reality Their idolatrous worship of possessions is symp-

tomatic of the same condition Mosca therefore may be seen as a vice 

figure - ~ a community of fools, and while Volpone also functions as a 

tempter, he too is a fool in a way that Mosca is not Mosca is foolish, 

of course, in the sense that he miscalculates the extent of his victims' 

greed As a result, Corvino's early arrival with Celia is almost his 

undoing. Similarly, he estimates incorrectly Volpone's abhorrence of 

defeat at his hands. 

So Mosca's undoing lies, not in fundamental misunderstanding, but in 

miscalculation, it is this difference in understanding which makes him so 

much greater 1.n his capacity for evil than the others, and like other 

demonic figures who are villainous subordinates, Mephistophilis, Vasque s , 

and Iago, it 1.s this greater 1.nowledge of evil from which he derives his 
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superiority He alone glories in parasitism as a perversely d1v1ne art, 

and because his artistry is designed ultimately to serve him alone , its 

practice 1s an act of self-worship Fittingly, Mosca boasts his prowess 

1n terms suggestive of his self-de1f1cat1on Claiming to fear that he 

will "begin to grow 1n love" with himself (III 1 1), Mosca describes 

himself as "a most precious thing, dropped from above ,/ Not br ed 'mongst 

clods and clodpolls, here on earth" (III 1 8-9). The 1rnpl1cat1on of 

Mosca's gloating phrase 1s tha t he 1s not of the common clay of the rest 

of humanity , for his origin is 1n some sense divine, the phrase 1s ambiv­

alent, as are so many of the lines spoken by the demonic Ia go , for Mosca 

has indeed " dropped"--or perhaps fallen--1nto the shared psychological 

hell of thos e who exist to gratify their appetites He 1s a perverse 

deity, a Meph1stcphelean figure ~ho, l1~e Iago, is constrained to procur e 

pain for others to ease his torment In so doing, he symbolically vio-

lates even the na tura l laws of necessity, 1n his ability to "rise and 

stoop, almost together'' (III 1.23-24), thus demon1cally descending to 

hell, while ascending by creating an illusion of heaven 

While Mosca shares a desire for self-gratification with the others, 

he and Volpone differ s1gn1f1cantly from the legacy-seekers and the 

avocatori Corvino, Corbacc10, and Voltore suffer the agonies of Tantalus, 

and their greed is uncomplica tedly all-consuming, they are ready to per­

vert virtue, to abet murder, and even to part with their wealth 1n 

anticipation of gain. Suffering the torments of avarice , they so far 

mistake illusion for reality, that they each turn desire into what they 

take to be accomplished fact, the certainty that Volpone's estate is to 

be theirs. They do not suffer much anxiety of doubt, but only of ant1ci-
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pation, the only question in their minds, really, is the probable time 

of Volpone's death. The process of acquisition holds no delights for 

them, they are unimaginative dullards for whom the game is nothing, and 

the winning of tangible wealth is all 

By contrast, Volpone and Mosca live for th e game of " get ting" (Ii 

26, I.i 29-31), an expression describing a sterile pursuit, but having 

ironic overtones of fecundity Indeed, this hi ghest of Venetian arts 

appears to transcend the sexual act in its capaci ty to afford delight, 

and it is only when Volpone and Mosca are actually engaged in cozening 

the l egacy-seekers that they shed a crushing anxiety, and derive a sense 

of being alive Volpone speaks with unconscious irony when he claims, 

"whom I make/ Must be my heir" (I i 74), for Mosca, as th e embodiment of 

Volpo-rie' s appetite , is indeed his creation, perhapc, too , ",,ah.e " 1i1ay 1id Ve 

58 
a punning sexual significance In that respect, Mosca shares the over -

reaching Guise's motivating principle, for Guise, too, affects to believe 

that heaven has "engender'd" him to g , in a crown, and that he alone under-

stands the art and practice of self-lJve through exercise of th e intel-

59 
lect. Iago, of course, makes precisely the same point when instructing 

Roderigo 

Mosca's appetite for proof of intellectual superiority over the 

foolish and vicious is manifested in traits of character which, as I have 

suggested, relate him to other stage subordinates in the Plautine trad i­

tion, but as a truly villainous character , he displays certain radical 

differences There is no sense of his taci t acceptance of an existing 

social hier?rchy, nor of his subord inate place in it, and his self­

interest fa1 exceeds in its aims a mere avoidance of punishrncnt.
60 

He 
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secretly matches Volpone's overreaching ambition with similar aspirations 

of his own, and he is thus destined to become Volpone's antagonist 

Although Mosca, like Volpone, seems to lust after praise, his ambition is 

not focussed on sensual gratification, but on his successful manipulation 

of voluptuaries who lack his mental agility Like Iago, he delights in 

building expectations, "letting the cherry knock against their lips" 

(I ii.89), only to withdraw the prize , for in that way he asserts a 

superiority which is confirmed for him by Volpone's admiration Logically , 

one must see as his ultimate work of art his defeat of Volpone, the only 

other protagonist who is a fellow artist, and whose chagrin at being 

cozened is the only response that can afford Mosca more delight than t hat 

derived from Volpone 's admiration . Mosca is Volpone ' s master in th e art 

of Jllusion, for he 1s the tc~ly de~oP1c conJ~rcr who can excite V0l oonc ' s 

hopes , which in the end "turn to air" (I iv 169) 

Mosca expresses self-conscious pride in his art by contrasting him­

self, a "true parasite," to mere imitators (III i 33) who are entirely 

dep ende1t on their masters, and are mere extensions of their masters ' 

will, he shows the same contempt for this lower order of feed ers that 

Iago reveals, and in an idiom so similar that the resemblance between the 

two villainous subordinates is unmistakable 

Mosca I mean not those that have your bare town-art, 
To know who's fit to feed them, have no house, 
No family, no care, and therefore mould 

Iago 

Tales for men's ears, to bait that sense, or get 
To please the belly, and the groin 

(III i 14-19) 

You shall mark 
Many a duteous and knee-crooking knave 
That, doting on h is own obsequious bondage 
Wears out his time , much like his master's ass, 
For nought buL provender .•. 

(I.1.. 42-47) 
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So although Mosca calls h1IDself a parasite, he recognizes himself as a 

particular type, he plans to have a house, certainly, and he plans not 

only to have Volpone "write (him) in" his family, (I. iii. 35), but to be 

the family's head In the meantime he clearly is not one of Volpone's 

family of fools, but a cunning knave who is far too clever to be of that 

class. As he tells Corvino, Volpone is "the true father of his family,/ 

In all save me" (I.v.48). It is, of course, a family of fools, Mosca's 

ascendancy as the master Jester, and the onset of unbridled chaos, are 

marked symbolically by his releasing of Nano, Androgyno, and Castruccio 

to run at large As an aristocrat of parasites, Mosca plans not only to 

feed off his host, but to consume hllll, not realizing that the result--if 

one may continue the metaphor of parasitism--will inevitably bring his 

own destruction. 

Already it is apparent that Mosca is no ordinary traditional para-

61 
site of the order of Ferrex and Porrex's sycophantic retainers (Gorbuduc , 

for example). Mosca, like Iago, has independence of will and actio~, and 

a desire to seek advantage over his master as evidence of his demcnic 

brilliance of intellect. He is set apart from the usual conception of 

parasite, not only by his contempt for those who are content to remain 

subordinate, but also because his mas t er needs him as a source of grati­

fication equally as much as he needs his master. Today one perhaps would 

be more accurate in defining Volpone and Mosca as symbiots, rather than 

as host and parasite, because they f eed each other's appetites for praise, 

while goading each other to ever more dangerous acts of cozenage Indeed, 

Volpone is perha ps the more parasitic of the pair, for his penchant for 

voyeuristic participation in Mosca's dec .. ptions affords him a delight 
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which Mosca does not appear to experience in observing his master 's art 

Volpone hugs and kisses Mosca in delight at Mosca's handling of Voltore 

(I.iii 79-80), but Mosca reciprocates by flattering Volpone only with 

62 
ill-concealed impatience when Volpone badgers him for compliments on 

his performance as Scoto, he peremptorily ends the interview to pursue 

his designs which will earn him the admiration he needs 

Volpone But were they gulled 
With a belief that I was Scoto? 

Mosca Sir, 
Scoto himself could hardly have distinguished' 
I have not time to flatter you now, we'll part , 
And as I prosper, so applaud my art 

63 
(II iv 33-38) 

It is perhaps s ignificant that Volpone 's triumph as an impersonator 

of Scoto is affirmed for him both by a beating at Corvino's hands, and by 

Hosea 's expr ess~on~ of ad~ldtion, so thR t th e self-deslructive tlene0 L of 

Volpone's "art" is seen as inseparable from his belief in its excellence 

This hint of Volpone ' s masochistic tendency perhaps prefigures his and 

64 
Mosca's final defeat when each achieves his masterpiece of cozenage 

This idea of blasphemous art ' s consummation in the destruction of ,he 

artist seems to be a central principle operating in the dramatic villains, 

both as a subliminal motivating force, and as a law of cosmic necessity 

Faustus, for example, similarly expresse s his urge to "level at the end 

of every art" (I.i 4), and in that respect Mosca performs a utilitarian 

function similar to that of Mephistophilis 

Mosca's unabashed reference to his praise of Volpone as flattery 

does not appear to trouble Volpone at all, so obsess ive is Volpone ' s need 

to savour his sense of s uperiority Not only does he need Mosca for that 

purpose, he retains him to provide specta_les of the legacy-seekers' 
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stupidity that will provide "rare meal(s) of laughter" (V ii 87) to feed 

his ego . Having heard Mosca insult and beguile the fond and partia lly 

deaf Corbaccio, Volpone (who cannot discern that Corbaccio's defect of 

sense is a reflection of his own moral disease) can scarcely contain his 

hil3rity until Corbaccio departs, he then abandons himself to the emo tional 

release afforded by mirthful sensation 

0, I sha ll burst' 
Let out my sides, let out my sides 

(I i 432-433) 

Although Volpone initiates the broad design of cozenage which affords 

him occasions for emotional release , it is r eally Mosca who is the con-

65 trolling agent in t heir relationship Mosca, having invited Corvino to 

Join with him in shouting filth at the feigning invalid, is able to 

gratify his own ego both by reviling Volpone, and by r eceiving praise 

for doing so Volpone does not apprehend the extent to which Mos ca 

really has "outgone' 1 himself (I i 548-549), not only has Mosca cozened 

Corvino, but he also has indulged his carefully concealed contempt for 

Volpone 

Mosca probably senses Volpone 's moral sickness, expressed figuratively 

in a feigned fai ling of the senses, his feigning of mockery is a double 

bluff, because it is also a real mockery of Volpone 's equal ly real 

spiritual sickness. Here, then, is the ironic ambiguity of statement 

which we associate with the villainous subordinate 's demonic element 

Volpone, like Othello and Cassio, is prevented by his l ack of spiritual 

strength from apprehending any significance in Mosca's words other than 

tha t which reflects and enhances his own predilections Rewarded wilh 

Volpone's admiration , Mosca has evidence of his master ' s obtuseness , and 



161 

therefore, of his own intellectual superiority. 

Mosca's aside to Voltore in similar circumstances, "That he is not 

weaker" (I.iii.18), expresses his sentiments, but for his own ends , and 

not, as Voltore believes, as evidence of complicity to win Voltore a 

fortune So Mosca derives satisfaction from speaking truth which is 

perverted by the hearer to mean what he wants it to mean Mos ca is the 

demonic embodiment of the vicious cunning Voltore uses best, his ability 

to "turn and re-turn" with "quick agili ty" in giving "forked counsel" 

(I.iii 56-60), and it is Voltore's indulgence in his skill which eventu-

ally defeats him Voltore, Mosca observes, is one of those who "thrive 

with their humility" (I.iii 63), of course, Mosca himself is virtually 

a personification of the pride which apes humility with such dexterity 

Mo<,ca is an e;..pre ss1_on of \'oltor e ' s vic e in ~re sa7 e v a y th1 !: he 

embodies Corvino's greed for gold and Volpone 's des ire to exploit avarice, 

and he reveals his function with a continued ambiguity of sta tement 

Corvino, excited by Mosca at the pros ryect of winning wealth by prostitut-

ing Celia , is as if possessed, Celia asks with virtuous horror 

Lord, what spirit 
Is this hath entered hl.Ill? 

(III Vll 45-46) 

The answer is easy, for Mosca, like a demonic familiar, speaks ironic 

truth to Corvino 

Am not I here, whom you have made? Your creature? 
That owe my being to you? 

(I v.77-78) 

Himself possessed with the desire of possession which Mosca apparently 

embodies , Corvino deni es Celia her humanity , treat ing her simply as on 

object to b1 sold, like gold or clothing , along with honour , itself 
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another possession of little worth to him (III vii 38-45) The theme of 

the would-be possessor who is himself possessed, is later made explicit 

in Voltore's supposed fit at the court, significantly, it is Mosca once 

more who has excited Voltore's self-destructive hope of gain 

As a general statement, it may be said that one of the villainous 

subordinate 1 s most characteristic tr ai ts is an appe tite so insatiable 

that it is self-consuming De Flores' fleshly lust, Guise's need for 

power, and Vindice's urge for vengeance are typical cases, while Mal evo l e ' s 

motivation is perhaps an exception because his villainy and subordinacy 

are conditions superimposed on his essential goodness as a result of evil 

circumstances 
66 67 

The villaino us subord i nate is an "overr eacher," and 

Mosca certainly is no exception Volpone and Mosca need a sens e of pow er 

expressed as l aughter to ward o~f cr ipp!ing a n iety born of a deep- seated 

fear of their mortality and spiritual worthlessness This anxiety is 

manifested in Mosca by an agony of despair and indecision, which may be 

dispelled only through frenetic activity A Slinilar anxiety is manifested 

in Volpcne by an enervating neurasthenia , he must laugh to feel at all 

As soon as his spasm of mirth diss ipates , Volpone's ennui reasserts 

itself, and he must seek new evidence of his intellectual superiority to 

feel alive. 
68 

The "cold swea t" and "continual rheum" (I iv 48) which 

appear to ooze from Volpone are vis ible frauds reflecting a phlegmatic 

t emperament winch requires constant stimulation to prev ent inaction and 

despondency. 

The play's Argumen t,as a clear statement of Volpone ' s motivations 

and Mosca 's r ole, is oft en neglec t ed by critics who explore the theme of 

69 
greed as the cent ral vice . The audience is told tha t "V olpone , child-
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less, rich feigns sick, despairs." Here the themes of sterility , mean­

ingless wealth, death, and crushing boredom unite to provide a portrait 

of a man who has everything, only to find his possessions empty and 

lifeless because they afford him assurance neither of his worth nor 

immortality Like D'Amville (The Atheist ' s Tragedy ) who strives for 

1.Illillortality through his progeny, and like Lussoriosso's father (The 

Revenger's Tragedy), a dried husk who seeks to perpetuate himself in 

being remembered by his successors, Volpone is unable to accept the 

prospect of death, and struggles to evade its precursory condition, his 

own spiritual lack Lying "languishing, " he der ives gratif ica tion by 

watching Mos ca delude the legacy-seekers, but tha t form of diversion soon 

becomes stale, and he must devise "new tricks for safety" Only by 

narrowly ehidine detectJon in close encounterc, can he fJnd security, not 

only from the danger of discovery, but from the crushing hell of inertia 

which envelops him when his intellect is not actively engaged in providing 

him with palpable proofs of his superiority 

Thf Argument is explicit in telling the audience that Mosca shares 

Volpone's affliction of mind II each tempts th' othe r aga in," and 

Mosca's proneness to the same kind of temptations as Volpone suggest s 

that he is equally susceptible to anxiety Volpone's idolatrous worship 

of gold is thus at one remove from the primary source of delight the pair 

pursue so obsessively Volpone is like a divine who confuses his love of 

God--gold, in Volpone's case--with delight in his immediate preoccupat ion, 

the rituals and exercises by which he achieves "grace." While worship­

ping gold as a deity, he is in reality more concerned with self-deifica­

tion by struggling to obtain it through his exercise of natural reason, a 
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poor substitute for faith Certainly, he seems convinced of some sort 

of perverse sanct1f1cat1on, in the same way that Nano points out Andra-

gyno as a "Juggler divine" (I 11. 7) Like Faustus, Volpone may be seen 

as an "inverted saint, 1170 as perversely "blessed" and sterile as Andra-

gyno (I 11.61-62). As his secretly mocking tempter, Mosca functions as 

his Mephistophelean acolyte 

The tedium Volpone so dreads is a psychological "second hell" (III 

iii . 28), as he calls the suffering incurred by Lady Politic Wouldbe's 

"eternal t ongue" (III iv 84-85), her prattle drives him to distraction, 

and like all suffering, it seems to him to last an eternity (III iv 84- 85) 

But given this cacophonous infinity, he yearns for another eternity of 

silence in stasis, ruled over by the "dumb god" he worships (Ii 21), for 

it is 130ld \JhJ en he t akes t o b e like tn ;, Fi rc-t Ce1U:::>c , " ,,Lr uck out of 

chaos" (I 1 9), and giving coherence to existence Indeed, this frenzied 

Venetian society, so busy at Jostling and shoving to feed on Volpone 's 

wealth, is in a state of confused hubbub, and there is no Justice even 

in the courts, where "multitude and clamour overcomes" (IV vi 18-1 i ) 

While he awaits surcease, Volpone seeks to drive out the discordant notes 

of his own fears with the diversion provided by his family of fools to 

"make the wretched time more sweet" (III i.2), not recognizing that he is 

entertained by personifications of his own folly 

Lady Politic Wouldbe' s presence has P1ade Volpone desperate for the 

exhilaration of a new encounter, delivered from her by Mosca , who is his 

source of "redemption" (III v.3) from the hell of boredom she creates, 

and apprised of Corbaccio's imminent arrival with his will, Volpone finds 

immense relief His ve ins course with ne~ life at the prospect of a 
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fresh gamble (III.v.34-35), because revived hope gives him the illusion 

of immortality which Mosca seductively seems to promise in telling him 

71 
that he "shall live/ still to delude these harpies" (I ii 120-123) 

Yet with his perverse penchant for speaking truth, Mosca also subtly 

warns against the hope of immortality , much as Iago cautions Othello to 

patience "Well , we must all go, " he sighs , for "age will conquer" (I 

ni 33), 

Unlike Volpone, Mosca never s eems quite to suffer the same death-

like tedium that bes e ts Volpone Rather, he is virtually in constant 

motion, and if, as has b een suggested by at least one other critic, he is 

bor ed by Volpone 's evoca tions of the golden deity, and tired of being 

72 
hugged and kissed, it is perhaps understandable that s uch performances 

repeated r egularly by Volpone ~ould r esult in Mo sca ' s fl agg i ng i n t~r~~ t 

So Mosca suspends his activities only long enough to endure passively 

Volpone ' s attentions and self-adoration, if he experiences boredom , it lb 

because Volpone is boring, and not ber ause h e , Mosca, shares Volpone's 

neurasthenia Mosca puts up with Volpone out of necessity, and it is 

perhaps apposite to repeat the old maxim that bored people (l ike Volpone) 

are themselves usually crashing bores who adopt poses to conceal their 

vacuity from themselves as much as from others 

But except for those brief episodes during which Mosca must submit 

to Volpone ' s solicitations of flattery and lavishings of affection , Mosca's 

demonic vitality is unflagging , he exists either in a state of elation or 

anxiety , always busy, always in motion, like the vices and devils of the 

morality plays He thus seems to embody only part of Volpone ' s m,ke-up , 

the demonicclly frenetic side of his na ture which replac es inerti<l 
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Like gold, that son of Sol which shows "like flame by night," brighter 

than the source of light itself (Ii 8-10), Mosca partakes of Lucifer's 

artificial brilliance, reflecting the "rising sun" of Volpone's favour 

(I.iii.37). So Mosca is a reflection of Volpone's self-love, and like 

other demonic subordinates, "sweet" Mephistophilis and "honest" Iago, 

Mosca is addressed variously as "Beloved," "loving," "precious," "sweet," 

"honest," and "exquisite ," all epithets emphasizing Mosca 's seductiveness, 

and associating this "fine devil" (Viii 46) with other diabolica l fig-

ures whose subordina cy to their masters is a deadly illusion In this 

context, Mosca's words, "All my hopes/ Depend upon your worship" (I iii 

35-36) is an ironic pun on his respectful form of address, as a substan­

tive rather than a title, "worslnp" suggests Volpone' s adulation, not 

only 0£ the god gold , but of M0sca, ? perverse deity of hell 

Volpone's blasphemous attachment for the demonic Mosca is so strong that 

it has overtones of sexual perversion, reflecting his inner condition 

Volpone's fear of death and his :earning for immortality are not 

unlike sexual desire , indeed, there i, much evidence that his sterility 

of soul is reflected in physical impotence , and that he seeks to dispel 

an awareness of spiritual death with counterfeits of sexual activity 

His delight i n Mosca 's successes has a strong sexual significance, reflec-

73 ted in his apparently homosexual attachment. A "wanton gamester" by 

his own adnnssion (III.v 36), Volpone displays a voyeur is tic side to his 

love of risk, as he conceals himself at Mosca's urging to enJoy his 

parasite 's sport with the l egacy-seekers who believe him dead, his anti­

cipation of the encounters amounts very nearly to physica l sensa tion 



Thou art mine honour, Mosca, and my pride, 
My Joy, my tickling, my delight 

(III vi 34-35) 

The game played out, Volpone emerges to savour his triumph, lavishing 

affection on Mosca in terms r edolent of homosexual attraction, yet of 

unfulfilment 

Let me embrace thee O, that I could now 
Transform thee to a Venus' 

(Vi 231-232) 

Like othe r nomina l masters of demonic subordinates, Volpone has 
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only to reveal the direction of his destructive desires, and his famil iar 

brings all to pass by producing illusions of gratification Now Mosca 

promises relea se, for in the same way that Faustus and Othello exist in 

a state of longing for complete knowledge, Volpone longs for the ultima te 

carnal experience, a~ eternity of sens2tJon t o ~eplacc an etern1ty of 

death which he already experiences psychologically in th e absence of 

diversion. Thus Vo lpone represents his desire for Celia as a hell of 

longing, a fire which must be extinguished Mosca, like De Flores and 

Iago, s ·ems to recognize a constraint of nature, requiring him to do the 

devil's bidding in affording delight which leads his master to his own 

destruction, his words as a dutiful servant are exquisitely ironic in 

their accuracy , because it is a master far more powerful than Volpone, 

whom Mosca serves with such devotion 

I'm bound in conscience, 
No less than duty, to effect my best 
To release you of torment . 

74 
(II.iv 15-17) 

It is Mosca who first excites Volpone's desire for Celia, and it is 

he also who promis es surcease from an ago ny of longing, the situalion 

perhaps has a symbolic parallel in the fire which De Flores sets, so 
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that he may take a further step in creating a hell on earth while 

extinguishing the flames. Typical of other villainous subordinates such 

as Mephistophilis and Iago, Mosca ensures that his master remains a slave 

of passion by cautioning him against despairing of gratification, the 

result is that the unpenitent victim remains in a state of despair 

is, by despairing of a higher destiny, he continues in his arrogant 

That 

attempts to create his own heaven Like Mephistophilis, Mosca eschews 

the naming of God, and exhorts Volpone to an earthbound hope which is in 

reality the ultimate kind of despair 

Sir, more than dear, 
I will not bid you despair of aught 
Within the human compass 

(II iv 18-20) 

Appropriately, Volpone welcomes Mosca's counsel with Faustian mi s under-

St:dnaing, evidencing cne excenc or nis psycho1-ugicd1- 1nv e r~1-un v, Lhere 

spoke/ My better angel" (II iv 21-22), seduced by the prospect of delight, 

he expresses in an equally Faustian idiom his intention to continue in 

his bla[ >hemous exercises, with an irrational arrogance born of his 

earlier successes 

Nay, then, 
I not repent me of my late disguise 

(II iv. 27-28) 

A moment before, he had been close to the real despair that might have 

been a start of moral regeneration, as long as he stopped short of Mosca's 

temptation to suicide, but with revived spirits, he unknowingly avoids 

any hope of redemption, because he does not recognize the signs of his 

damnation 

Mosca's Mephislophe lea n promise of life everlasting is evide nt in 

the connection he makes between immortali ty and the prospect of sexual 
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gratification with Celia in "an eternity of kissing" (I.v 12) Mosca's 

description of this paragon of beauty and virtue is reminiscent of the 

diversions offered by Mephistophilis, promises of delight which hint 

subtly at the unattainable, with its implication of death B..it like 

Faustus, Volpone grasps only external and obvious meanings, albeit that 

Mosca--as a man--may be unconscious of the significance of his own words, 

proceeding ultimately frofl Mosca the devil Celia is a "blazing star," 

a "beauty ripe as harvest, " with skin like "snow, or lilies," the fir s t 

images suggesting an end of life, the moment of fruition before death , 

and the final image, a s ymbol of death itself. The poss ibility of pos­

session is illusory, for Celia is of flesh that "mel t eth in the touch to 

blood" (Iv 13), an ambiguous invitation to indulgence if ever th e r e was 

inevitable outcome, which is a co smic mockery of his hopes, wh ereby they 

are brought to nothing The empty end of this encounter, and Mosca's 

ambiguous words foreshadow Volpone's eventual fall, and the episod~ wilh 

Celia has itself been prefigured in "Scoto ' s " bea ting, described b 

Mosca as an epilogue to be avoided 

Having excited lust in others , Mosca experiences the exquisiteness 

of love for himself, af ter all, as a parasite, he is fulfilled by cr ea ting 

want. Having excited Volpone's desire for Celia, and Corvino's desire 

for gold to the extent that he will see her virtue destroyed, Mosca 

expresses his exhilaration in words which , taken in the context of 

Volpone's expressions of almost sexual pleasure, have phallic overtones 

I fear I shall begin to grow in love 
With my dear self and my most prosperous parts, 
They do so spring and burgeo1 I can feel 



A whimsy in my blood I know not how, 
Success hath made me wanton I could skip 
Out of my skin now, like a subtle snake, 
I am so limber 

(III i 1- 7) 
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A careful reading of the play reveals that Mosca not only engineers 

75 
Volpone's entertainments and exploits, but actually suggests them, 

they are, of course, by permission of Volpone's appetite initially 

This pattern is evident from the beginning, when after the fools' first 

entertainment, Volpone asks, "Mosca, was this thy invention?" This, and 

Mosca's careful reply, "If it pleases my patron/ Not else" (Ii 53- 54), 

serve to establish the nature of Mosca's relationship with Volpone 

Mosca 1 s quick wit provides Volpone with delight when Voltore, Corbaccio, 

and Corvino f irst appear, and it is Mosca who first exci t es Volpone 's 

interest in CeJ~a AbaJn, Mosca 1.s the one , ho arr a nges with CotYino 

the details of the tryst Similarly, he is the author of the lie Voltor e 

defends so eloquently, in defaming Celia and Bonario Mosca, and not 

Volpone, torments the gathered heirs with the will, finally, Volpone's 

disguise as a commendatori is both suugested and facilitated by Mosca 

The single episode in which Volpone appears both to initiate a plan 

and carry it off is his masquerade as Scoto, and even in this instance , 

the idea of a disguise is suggested initially by Mosca, Both maJor 

episodes in which Volpone's hopes are dashed--his attempted seduction of 

Celia, and his masquerade at the court--have been conceived and set in 

motion by Mosca, in each case , Mos ca has been instrumen t a l in Volpone 's 

defeat ,
76 

unintentionally in the former encounter, and de liberately in 

the l a tte r 

It seems, then , that Mosca opera t e s in obedience to a cosnnc 



171 

necessity that he does not understand. Not only does he appear to oper-

ate according to some demonic necessity, he is much more vigorous than 

Volpone in pursuing ends which are much more clearly defined for him 

The only real tour de force undertaken by Volpone, and at his own insti­

gation from the outset, his masquerade as a mountebank, has as its goal 

a mere glimpse of Celia, a venture seeming hardly worth the effort, 

except that it affords him a chance to enJoy his clownish eloquence, 

77 which nets him not a penny The episode is simply another in a series 

of distractions to defeat boredom, and it is his own acting which seems 

to delight him at least as much as his sight of Celia Volpone is 

merely a dilettante at the game of cozenage, an actor in love with his 

own posturing, who gambles with chance as a stimulus to dispel a more 

deadly kind of anxiety But for Mosca, cozenage is a more deadly serious 

business, and the stakes are high. If he loves the gamble, he is not 

addicted to the point that delight in his own role obscures his aims for 

a moment. Never lapsing into passivity as Volpone does, he is the truer 

artisar., wholly bent on winning all, and the master whom he manipulates 

so adeptly is by comparison rather an amateur and a bon vivant If 

Volpone is like Faustus in believing himself a master artisan, Mosca is 

like Mephistophilis, the real conJurer whom his "master" merely imitates 

When Volpone actually has before him the prospect of indulging his 

carnal lust, his wooing of Celia is a bizarre indulgence of his own 

vanity. His erotic fervour appears to be engendered largely by self-love 

as he flaunts his wealth, and capers before Celia, boasting his Protean 

abilities, but as a seducer and a shape-changing devil, he cuts a some­

what ludicrous figure, a less than able imitation of his servant, whos,~ 
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diabolical abilities are more effective, and much less laughable in them-

selves Volpone's poetry , compelling evidence of his perversely creative 

imagination, is a seductive and skilfully crafted pastoral in the Marlo-

vian manner Yet his song to Celia echoes Catullus' expression of 

78 
destructive love, and restates in a much more sophisticated way the 

ultimate emptiness implicit in Nana 's stumbling verse 

Like Celia's pander husband, Volpone the posturing satyr denies 

higher values, calling conscience a "beggar ' s virtue" (III vii 212) 

Suffering psychological inversion, he interprets as t he worst sort of 

insult Celia's offer to "report (him) virtuous" (III vii 259) if 

he forebears to ravish her, for in Volpone ' s Venice i ~mediate sensual 

79 gratification is the highest virtue So he equates virtue and restraint 

vith "'e,{Ua] i n:,ot-e'l cc , a cordJ ti o,.., Fhic 'i for b::.n ::.s a facet cf de a th 

itself, impotence is evidence of mortality, and thus is a symptom of that 

which evokes his deadening fear . It has been sugges ted that Volpone 

really 1s impotent, and that were he not interrupted by Bonario, he would 

80 have pr , ,ven incapable of consummating his passion in any case Cer-

tainly, the i magery of stones and death appear to imply physical as well 

as moral sterility. Sir Politic Wouldbe, exclaiming incredulously, 

81 
"Stone dead!" underlines the inability of fools to conceive that the 

clown's mask is no promise of immortal ity Volpone feigns for Corvino a 

belief that 

'Tis a vain labor e'en to fight ' gainst heaven, 
Applying fire to a stone 
Making a dead leaf grow again . 

(III vii 83-85) 

Yet delud ed by a sterile "waking dream" (Ii 18) of future JOY, this is 

precisely what he strives so futilely to do In this r espec t, Volpone 
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resembles Lussuriosso's father (The Revenger's Tragedy), the aged Duke 

who has become a dried husk with the lusts of youth, and Mosca stands in 

a similar relationship to Volpone as Vindice (disguised as the pander 

82 
Piato) stands to the Duke 

Yet Volpone's sexual attraction to Celia is itself probably a mere 

counterf e it, proceeding from Volpone's self-delusion, for his lust seems 

to be primarily a matter of self-esteem, the looked-for consummation is 

not r eally as much the sexual union itself, as it is th e ultimate humili-

ation of Corvino Certainly, that is the nature of t he delight he 

experiences in cozening the avocatori, for he admits that the encount e r 

brings him pleasure more intense than sexual congress (V 11 11) Th.1s 

intensity of sensation is Volpone's illusion of l1fe-g1v1ng energy , which 

111 redli ty 1s du .1rnpulsc to,;...ar ds sc.lf- <lcsti ..ic tion , ' 1osca 1s t nc cmbod::_mf'n t 

of this Joke which Volpone unconsciously plays on himself, and as such he 

is a manifestation of the cosmic mockery we have s een implicit in Iago 's 

function 

Yet Mosca is no less prone to the same despair which besets Vclpone 

The pair are confounded temporarily by Bonario, whose innocence, like 

that of Tomazo (Th e Changel ing), makes Ins natural dis trust succlllllb 

briefly to the villainous subordinate's powers of persuasion The pair's 

sense of superiority diminishes to the extent tha t Mosca s uggests suicide 

83 
for them both (III ii 480-492), and succumbs to remorseful deJection, 

yet it is essential to Mosca that Volpone's profane spirit be made whol e 

again, for Volpone's laughter is th e measure of his, Mosca's, worth--at 

l eas t as long as it serves him to identifv Volponc ' s aims with his own 

The parasite relics on his host's well-be .ng for his very existence , a nd 
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Volpone's laughter is Mosca's life-sustaining food Mosca's wound is 

perhaps given him by Bonario, but more probably it is self-inflicted, as 

a device to elicit Volpone's self-pity in order to keep him malleable 

Resulting probably at least in part from Mosca's chagrin, the wound is a 

physical parallel f or the psychic inJury he incurs through his wiscalcu­

lation, he speaks truthfully when he wails remorsefully 

My life, my hopes, my spirit, my patron all 
Thus desperately engaged by mine error 

(III.ii 483-484) 

Indeed, Mosca not only has Jeopardized his long-term hope of acquir­

ing Volpone's household, but he is threa tened with the "death" which 

failure brings, as an embodiment of a principle of evil, h e dreads th e 

triumph of good, for it signals his own destruction No wonder he casts 

about frantically for so,ie 1here t o run and •nc2 h::.s " sramc" (III , 11::. 1-2) ' 

The s ense of inadequacy brough t about by failure is characterized in both 

Mosca and Volpone by anxious indecision To Volpone's desperate "What 

shall we do?" when Bonario has discovered the real disease l ying behind 

the mask of sickness, Mosca can repl) only, "I know not II (III viii 

11-12) 

Yet as always, it is Mosca who displays initiative , and he sheds his 

paralysis of reason the moment a new challenge pres ents itself Upon 

Corbaccio 's approach with his will, Mosca, true to his nature as a crea­

ture "present to any humour, all occasion" (III i 28), is himself like 

84 
Fortune, ready to set about the destruction of the unwary Quick to 

recover himsel f , Mosca raps out sharp orders to Volpone (III viii 19), 

and extemporizes adeptly to incriminate Bonar io Although Vol pone may 

have initia ed the grand design, it is Mosca who has the qU1_ckness of wit 



to deal with every contingency, to "turn short as doth a swallow" (III 

i 26), handling Voltore's unexpected arrival with equal facility 
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With the first courtroom episode safely concluded, Volpone has come 

so close to being unmasked, that his complacency is seriously undermined 

His feigned sickness has failed to afford him assurance of security (V 1 

2-3), and he cannot even point to his intellectual skill as the source 

of his salvation, for while his disguise has been effective, he has been 

passively rel1ant,f1rst on Mosca's setting the stage, then on Voltore's 

eloquence for his deliverance With shaken confidence in his disguise, 

Volpone's feigned disease is replaced with signs of r eal sickness, a 

physical analogue of an inner dis ease which he dares not acknowledge 

(V l 5) So although his suspense is over, the experience does not afford 

hi~ emotional release in laughter Denied r elief frnrn f ear , he is Jntui-

tively aware that the healing power of mirth is his only antidote , an 

intoxicating draught stronger than drink, even wine serves only as a 

temporary expedient in keeping him from having to face rea lity, and it is 

a poor ·ubstitute (V 1 11-12) 

Mosca, on the other hand, reappear s with restored confidence, and 

addresses Volpone with patronizing familiarity 

How now, sir? Do es the day clear again? 
Are we recovered? 

(V. ii.1-2) 

Mosca's aim, to goad Volpone to fur ther efforts , seems to be revealed 

first in the way he deflects Volpone's praise , transferring it to Voltore, 

in reply to Volpone's "Exquisite Mosca'" (Vii 3), Mosca extols the skill 

with which Voltore's argument was "carried learnedly" (V 11 4), Lhen he 

elicits Volpone 's admira tion for the perfo rmance by accusing h im of 
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having not been "taken with it enough" (Vii 9) When Volpone protests 

that the triumph was better than "the pleasure of all womankind" (Vii 

11), Mosca now suggests that which he perhaps intuits as unac ceptable to 

Volpone, that this last episode is their ultima te artistic creation 

be fixed, .. , We must here 
here we must rest 
We cannot think to 

This is our mas terpie ce, 
go beyond this 

(V ll 12-14) 

Why does Mo sca state, restate, and state a third time for emphasis, 

his belief that they have executed the ir piece d e r esi s t ance? Why did 

he us e a simila r verba l dev ice at t he scene's opening , a s er i es of 

rhetorical qu es tions exultingly a ffirming their success? Perhaps Mosca ' s 

lines are no more than eYpr essions of exub erance and satisfaction , on 

the other hand, I believe there is much mo re going on in his mind He 

ci ff C't ,...S tC' b~ T'T':)~ 1 :. :--~ ~c.. .:: ; 2.. ::- :;;, ,._ ::..c:..., he ~ - .,__ , 
~ u .... .... ..... J -,::_7,:),:. ....,. .... -LS .. c:!. r,..J .. "'~, 

so that Volpone will sanction furt he r risks Mosca ' s purpos es a r e 

threefold, perhaps first, he may already have conceived h is plan t o 

force the "fox out of his hole" (V.v 78), second, he needs t o ernba r on 

further enterprises immediately, because inactivity in proving his 

superiority brings the killing anxiety which also bes e ts his master, and 

last, as a demonic figure he op erates unconscious ly or otherwi se in 

obedience to a de structive impulse driving him t owards hi s own a nd his 

master's destruction. 

So Mosca's words , which supe r ficially couns el an end to cozenage , 

are in r eality a challenge , a nd Mosca probably i s disappo inted wh en Vol­

pone at first agr ees with him, qualifying his agreement by ~plying tha t 

it i s only Mosca who has reached the full extenL of h is cunning '' True ,/ 

th' ast played thy prize , my precious Moscc " (V . 11 13-14 ) . Now each h.:is 
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condescended to the other, implying that the other has reached the full 

stretch of intellect in this l ates t encounter But Mosca deflects 

Volpone 's back-handed praise which must be as repugnant to him as was 

the implication of finality to Volpone Again he demurs, praising 

Voltore's performance "Nay, sir,/ To gull the court--" (Vii 15-16) 

Again Volpone fails to take up the gauntlet, not only does he agree with 

Mosca, he even revels in recalling Voltore's words (V 11 33-34) and the 

exquisiteness of his restrained mirth (V 11 36-37) 

Now Mosca changes his approach, he has succeeded in exciting Volpone's 

admiration of Voltor e , but not sufficiently to incite him t o further en t er-

prise Concentra ting now on Volpone 's anxiety , Mosca insidiously forces 

him to acknowledge the fear against which laughter is Volpone ' s only 

def ence. Volp one. c.am1Jt bear his ad.mission of cir .... ictf, or LL e pro.spec t 

of Mosca's scorn 

Mosca 
Volpone 
Mosca 

It seemed to me, yo u sweat, sir 
In tro th , I did a little 
But conf ess, sir, 
Were you not daunted 

(V n 38-41) 

Mosca makes Volpone squirm by forcing from 1nm a grudging admission that 

the fear springing from his phlegmati c temperament--manifested physically 

by the cold moisture on his brow--is a reality, a humour which heretofore 

Volpone has merely feigned, using oils to simulate rheumy eyes 

This exchange, during which Mosca subtly exploits Volpone 's fear of 

personal inadequacy, is remarkably like the sinnla r exchange between Iago 

and Othello, when Othello, led by Iago to suspect that he has been cuck-

olded, evinres acute discomfiture while qtill insisting under Iago's 

probing tha he is "not much mov'd" (III ii 242 ) 
85 

Like Othello, 
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Volpone clings desperately to the shreds of his self-esteem, and Mosca, 

merciless in his probing, enJoys the dominance of his will over his 

86 
master quite as much as Iago in a similar circumstance Mosca is 

afforded evidence of his intellectual superiority over Volpone as he 

plays on Volpone's weakness with a cunning born of psychological insight, 

while Volpone continues to insist with studied nonchalance 

In good faith, I was 
A little in a mist, but not deJected, 
Never but myself. 

(V. ii. 39-41) 

Mosca's manipulation of Volpone finally affords him the opening he 

87 
has been seeking, and which he is quick to exploit, he points out with 

obsequious hesitancy 

••• I must needs say this, sir, 
And out of conscience f or your advocate 
He's taken pains, in f aith, sir, ana des erved, 
In my poor Judgment, I speak it under favour, 
Not to contrary you, sir, very richly-­
Well--to be cozened. 

(V. ii 43-48) 

Threatened by the possibility that Ve tore is a better "artist," made 

fearfully aware of his own fear, and flattered by Mosca's change of tone 

in a show of admiring subservience, Volpone succumbs. If indeed there 

is a work of consummate artistry to be applauded, it is this tour de 

force by Mosca, Volpone, like a preening actor whose audience's applause 

is a plea for an encore, finally agrees to dispense the largesse of his 

talent 

•.• at thy entreaty , 
I will begin e'en now to vex 'em all .• 

(V ii. 55-56) 

Volpone's acceptance of Mosca's subtle challenge seems to suggest Mosca's 

control over him, and typically, t he beguiler never regards himself as 
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the victim of his own vice, thus Volpone does not realize until too 

late that Mosca has manipulated him for his own ends Volpone, who 

mocks the legacy-seekers, is himself an obJect of mockery, quick to 

point out that vice in Corbaccio , he could as well h ave s aid it of him-

self, had he wisdom to heed his own advice 

Co rbaccio 
Volpone 

Dost thou mock me? 
You mock the world sir 

(V vi 14-15) 

It is perhaps significant of Volpone's self-initiated psychological 

inversion, that he voluntarily subordinates himself to Mosca in his need 

to be a "sharp disease" to the others Taking on the identity of a 

commendatori, whose drunkenness has resulted in his forfeiting his proper 

garb, Volpone himself suffers a drunkenness of sorts, induced by the 

prospect of laughter Sc he assumes a guise l 11cl1.,ro 1J"]) bene::ith l-i.1.s 

station, and which reflects his natural baseness Both in this disguise, 

and in his earlier disguise as Scoto, Volpone is th e victim of his own 

bluff First as a mountebank, then a~ a sergeant, he attempts by demean-

ing himself to rise above others, whc;e vices reflect his own Believing 

himself a consummate shape-changer, he is a mere imitator of Protean 

demons, his guises allow him to " stoop," but never to "rise" 

By contrast, Mosca is the truly subtle shape-changer, beguiling 

others in his own identity, his finest deception, unlike that of Volpone, 

is characterized by his appearing to rise in fortune, r a ther than to 

descend . His ascent, of course, parallels Volpone's descent both in 

disguise, and in fortune. Mosca assumes Volpone's place in Venetian 

society, so that he stands in the same relation to Volpone as Volpone 

does to the drunken commcndatori whose self-induced affliction of mind 
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has cost lum his clothing, a uniform from which he derives his very 

identity Significantly, it is Mosca who has made the commendatori 

drunk (Viii 115). This detail enhances the significance of Mosca's 

parallel relationship with Volpone, who drinks wine only as a substitute 

for laughter, another means of drugging the senses In the same way tha t 

Iago is the embodiment of the spirit of wine for the vulnerable Cassio , 

Mosca is the demon of intoxicating laughter for Volpone 

Mosca's usurpation of Volpone's place is both literal and symboli c 

When Volpone gives Mosca his keys (V xii 111), he figuratively provides 

the means by which Mosca 's demonic possession of him is made complete at 

the same time that he is dispos sessed of all he owns Volpone's house , 

a virtual bawdy-house-cum-temple dedicated to the worship of gold, is a 

parallel for lns bo<ly, \,Jiu.Ji harbour!;; a ?rosl i tuL E: inLelle1..L .u1 a ~L il l e 

of spiritual decay Mosca says pointedly, "His body and that house/ 

Decayed together" (V vii.12-13), a Juxtaposition of ideas producing an 

88 
analogy reminiscent of Th e Change lin g 

Through imitation while in pursu Lt of laughter, Volpone has redu ced 

himself to become a creature much lower in the na tural order than the 

sergeant whos e identity he a pes Made to "languish in his borrowed case" 

(V.v.8) by Mosca, he suffers in the spiritual dea th of anxiety and f ea r 

he has struggled so hard to evade, imprisoned in his impersona tion, he 

fears discovery, ye t is aware that the only way he can separate hims elf 

from it is to destroy both himself and Mosca . There has been a sinister 

truth all along in Mosca's earlier diagnosis tha t Volpone's cure might 

be effec t ed by his being bound to a "flayed ape " (II vi 30), for now 

Volpone is bound to his clownish identity , also personified earlier in 
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89 
Nano, a "pretty little ape" (III.iii 12) Volpone's cure lies in his 

being forced to choose freedom from this masked baser nature to which he 

is bound. Volpone has shown himself a natural subordina te, the "slave" 

(III.vii.101) to whom Celia would have been bound, had she heeded 

Corvino's threats and compromised her virtue out of a passion of either 

lust or fear As long as Volpone 's mask remains intact , he has merely 

an illusion of life, springing first from th e stimulation afforded by 

hope, and then by the fear which Hosea's demands engender Volpone has 

fulfilled Hosea's comment that he "will needs be dead before his time " 

(V v 13) in a way f ar more real than the literal-minded Mosca means 

Yet, self-deluded until Mosca disabuses him of his irrational hope, Vol­

pone continues to look to Mosca to be "saved" (V viii 28) 

Mosca ' s dcrronic Pos sessio11 of Vol po•1c is ed1oeJ lll \10 1 t or e ' s f e J gnel: 

fit, Corvino exclaims that Voltore is "possessed" (V x 10), and Voltore 

90 
himself is convinced that Mosca is "doubtless some familiar " (V x 10) 

The implication is clear Mosca is to be seen as "the devil (that ) has 

entered" Voltore (V. x 35) Although Volpone manipulates Voltore, he is 

able to do so only because Voltore is possessed by passions embodied in 

Mosca, the same destructive passions which control Volpone At last 

forced by the overreaching Mosca to reveal himself, Volpone arrives a t 

the awareness that he has made "a snare for (his) own neck out of 

mere wantonness" (V.xi 3-4), th e "dull devil " in his brain is the demonic 

spirit of Mosca, who "gave it second" (V xi 6) But from the outse t we 

have seen that Mosca cannot be content with only part of VolponL's wealth, 

for not only does he share Volpone's disease , he is cons trained to 

achieve perfection in his evil, only by consuming all does evil 
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destroy itself Volpone , like Faustus, has fondly believed it possible 

to strike a bargain with the devil, only to f1.nd that the devil, too, 

is insatiable 

Fittingly, both Volpone and Mosca languish in a hell of unsatisfied 

appetite, because neither wins all, nor would their lust have been satis­

fied if either had succeeded, for stasis is the death for which, paradox-

ically, both strive, and which both struggle to evade It has been said 

that Volpone's confinement in the hospital of the incurabili and Hosea 's 

91 imprisonment in the galleys is symbolic of incurable spiritual sickness , 

but that is true only in a special way As a demonic figure, Mosca 

remains silent and unrepentant after discovery, but Volpone clearly 

undergoes a change, he now realizes that he has entrapped himself "wil-

fully, uith l augbter " (V yi 2) Si~ilarJy, he ad~its tn hie ide~tity, 

showing himself in his true form, for the first time publicly, as rea lity 

imposes itself on h1.s delusions "I am Volpone" (V xii 89), he says, and 

he publicly exposes Mosca as his 11 kna ✓ e 11 (V xii 90) Unlike the Duchess 

of Malfi, who is able to claim that rhe 1.s "The Duchess of Malf1. st1.ll" 

because she has clung courageously to her identity, Volpone's admiss1.on 

has the quality of an awaken1.ng So in some sense, Volpone has been 

cured, but Mosca has not, because his operating pr1.ncip le is 1.llusion 

which comes w1.th the license of passion. Appropriately, Mosca is made 

a "perpetual prisoner" (V xii 113) But while Volpone is cured of illu-

sory hopes, he may never escape his aspirations and appetites, he may 

only learn to recognize them as inevitable cond1.tions of human ex1.stencc 

to be reckoned with. So in that sense, Volpone ends as a n I:veryman 

figure, whon Jonson treats sternly, but w1.th good humour Perlnps 
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Jonson simply points in knowing acceptance to the ultimate mockery that 

he seems to see implicit in the human condition, the imperfections 

embodied in Mosca may be subdued, but not expunged, appropriately, Mosca 

is imprisoned, but not killed 

92 
Laughter is a power the fool exerts over lesser fools Mosca is 

for a moment sovereign in a realm of fools, and he ultimately destroys 

himself in having the last laugh. Mirth, according to this view, is 

essentially life-denying, and its pre-eminence in the individua l psycho-

logy and in society is a mark of degeneracy 

The need for laughter in Iago 's psychology destroys first Othello, 

then Iago himself Given a broader social base in Volpone ' s Venice, the 

need for power is manif ested by desire fo r wealth, the c l everer members 

of that society exploit greed to indulge in the destructive laughter 

which affords them a greater power. The triumph of mockery is accompani ed 

by the ascendancy of the villainous subordinate, and the reduction of his 

nominal master, but with Iago's death and Hosea's ban ishment, the moral 

order rights itself, although much lrss decisively in Volpone's Venice 

than in Othello's Cyprus, where vice has been far more contained and 

individual With the expunging o f evil , the cause for mockery disappears, 

but all men, it appears, are doomed to the mockery of the ir morta l hop es, 

93 and self-knowledge is at best a partial cure Hope of gratification is 

by Volpone's own admission "like t emptation to the devil" (III iv 32), 

and his hope has been for a laughter that brings a promise of eternity 



184 

FOOTNOTES 

1ralstaff The brain of this foolish-compounded clay, man, is not 
able to invent anything that intends to laughter, more than I invent or 
is invented on me. I am not only witty in myself, but the cause that 
wit is in other men (Henry the Fourth, Part II, I i.11). 

2The principle of fearful self-recognition in laughter at devils 
has a long dramatic tradition Garcia's opening address to his audience 
(Mactacio Abel) is comic and coarse, yet although the audience is likely 
to laugh, Garcio warns them to see in his humour an image of themselves, 
he provides advice which implies that only unwary fools see cause for 
laughter· 

Some of you are (the devil's) men. 
But let your lips cover your teeth, 
Harlots everyone' 

G. England, ed., The Towneley Plays (London Oxford University Press, 
1897), p. 10 (modernized spelling mine). 

For scriptural authority for this traditional view, see Ecclesiastes 
6. Cf. Baudelaire's view (see note 92) 

3 Mockery as a means of humiliation may be seen as a form of sadism, 
by which the v~l~ainc~s SLbcrdiPate proJects his self-co~tempt See L. Y 
Rabkin and J. Brown, "Some Monster in His Thought Sadism and Tragedy in 
Othello," Literature and Psychology, XXIII, i (1973), 60. 

4 
Quotations cited from Othello are from M. R. Ridley's edition with 

modernized spelling, which is based on the 1622 First Quarto (Ql) and the 
1623 First Folio (F) See William Shakespeare, Othello, M. R Rid ey, 
ed. (London· Methuen, 1958). 

5 
Helen Gardner synthesizes Iago's sense of inferiority and his need 

for compensatory laughter, calling him a "past master of the sneer" whose 
"detestation of superiority" results in an "intolerable levity t1 H Gard­
ner, "The Nob le Moor, t1 Proceedings of the British Academy, XLI (London 
Oxford University Press, 1955), 196-197. 

6 
Iago and Mosca have much in common with Beaudelaire's description 

of Maturin's Melmoth (Melmoth the Vagabond) as an embodiment of demonic 
laughter 

And so, how he laughs and laughs, as he constantly compares 
himself with human caterpillars, he so strong, so intelligent, 
he for whom a certain number of the physical and intellectual 
laws that condition humanity no longer e}..ist! And this laugh­
ter is the perpetual explosion of his wrath and suffering 
It is •.. the necessary product of his dual and contradictory 
nature, which is infinitely great in relation to man, infin­
itely vile and base in relation t) absolute truth and right­
eousness .••• It is laughter t ~at never sleeps, like a 



disease for ever on its stealthy way, in execution of a pro­
vidential mind, 

185 

Charles Baudelaire, Selected Writings on Art and Artists, P. E. Charvet, 
trans. (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1972). 

7Traditional attitudes towards laughter were ambivalent, the Church 
position usually was that laughter is evil, and the antithesis of reason 
(See E. R. Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (New 
York Pantheon, 1953), p. 420 ff In earlier religious drama, vice and 
Anti-Christ figures are generally coarsely humorous See note 2 above) 
The Renaissance view of laughter was perhaps more balanced than that of 
an earlier age Sir Philip Sidney defends comedy because it makes the 
beholder "laugh at folly," and thus to avoid 1.t On the other hand, 
"quips, scoffs, carping and taunting" are not to be laughed at, but the 
listener should "laugh at the Jester" Sidney observes that mirth does 
not necessarily signify delight, for "laughter hath only a scornful 
tickling" See Sir Philip Sidney, "An Apology for Poetry," in English 
Literary Criticism The Renaissance, 0 B Hardison, ed (New York 
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1963), pp. 121, 124, 140. Laughter, by Sidney's 
definition, is an instrument for good or evil, the villainous subordinates 
created by Renaissance dramatists invariably use laughter as either a 
destructive force, or as an indication of evil's triumph 

8 
Madeleine Doran describes the nature of Iago's persuasions, calling 

him a "finished artist." (M Doran, "Good Name in Othello," SEL, XVII 
(1967), 195-217.) 

9 The Venetians portrayed in Othello are hopelessly inept at intrigue 
Roderigo's efforts are the only real attempt by a Venetian to engage in 
a subtle plot, and he blunders, despite Iago's careful directions 
Except for Iago, the Venetians are more foolish than vicious, and even 
the Du.e appears to be capable of little more than the mouthing of 
aphorisms 

10
see M D. Faber, "Othello The Justice of It Pleases," American 

Imago, XXVIII, iii (1971), 229-246, and S E Hyman, "Iago Psychoanaly­
tically Motivated, 11 Centennial Review, XIV (1967), 369-384 

11 I believe it possible to acknowledge Coleridge's theory of 
"motiveless malignity" without altogether agreeing that Iago's stated 
grievances are mere "motive-hunting 11 Iago may very well believe in his 
stated motives, which are characteristic of his psychology Iago appears 
to be motiveless to the extent that his predilection for Jealousy works 
according to its own necessity, making him prey to imagined wrongs, and 
sensitive to slights. While I accept Kenneth Muir's view that Iago's 
references to his motives are unconvincing in their brevity, I do not 
agree that there is a "real" motive apart from those Iago states Such 
distinctions seem based on the assumption that Iago's actions must have 
a single cause , and that we may accept one only by rejecting others. 
Iago's stated motives are, I believe, complementary manifestations of his 
condition. There is little need, therefore, to attempt a refutation nf 
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Iago's stated motives , as Richard Flatter undertakes to do Flatter 
overlooks Emilia's reference to some earlier accusation of adultery 
which Iago makes directly to her (IV 11 149), similarly, in his attempt 
to show that Iago's claim to seniority is without foundation , Flatter 
does not take into account the condescension with which Iago is custom­
arily treated I believe Flatter places undue evidence on mino r points 
of syntax to support his case , 1 e , "I hate the Moor and it is thought 

" For criticism cited above, see T M Raysor, ed , Coleridge ' s 
Shakespearean Criticism (New Haven Harvard University Press, 1930), 
pp 44-256, K Muir, ed , Othello (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1968), p 21 , 
R Flatter, The Moor of Venice (London Heinemann, 1950), pp 34-39 

12 
See Rabkin, p 60 

13 
Weston Babcock shows that "hones t " Iago is portrayed as a soldier 

of limited ability and 1mag1nat1on, who is r egarded wi th condescension 
by his superiors Iago a tt emp ts to bolster his self-image by spiteful 
detrac tion and denigration (W Babcock , "Iago--An Extraordinary Honest 
Man," S Q, XVI (1965), 297-301.) See also , W Empson , "Honest in Oth e llo ," 
in Othello A Casebook, John Wain, ed (London Macmillan , 1971), pp 98-
122 

14 ,, d Rabkin and Brown hold a similar view that Othello loves De s emona 
so much that it is questionable in human terms if he loves her at all" 
because he loves his image of her in the same wav that sh e fal l s J n love 
\,T,t- r h,c '=t 11to[" .. r-, :.,...~--1-.: (T1 7h lr ,'!"'I, T" (-.,')l G p 1711, r t-t- -p -:, 1 pc- m : 1---lt '"""h r-

same point in showing Othello's "pr ide-in-love ," an arrogance he c l aim s 
to b e as diabolic as that of Iago, and the cause of Othello' s fatal 
insistence on concealing his Jealousy "The more he dissembles the more 
he is sure that she is doing likewise, his refusal to tell the truth 
prevents him from l earning the truth" See G R Elliott, Flaming M1.n1_­
ster (Du ham, N.C Duke University Press , 1963), p xxi 

15 
Sandford Marovitz sees Iago primarily as a "ca t alyst ," activating 

"tha t part of the Moor's psyche which has its deepes t taproots in black 
African savagery", a savagery which "springs into life after years of 
lying dormant in the shadow of his more recently acquir ed training in 
Christianity and logical thinking" See S E Marovitz , "Othello 
Unmasked A Black Man 's Conscience and a White Man's Fool," SR , VI 
(1973), 115 

16 
For considerations of Othello as a negro stereotype, see Marovitz, 

pp 111, 119, and Michael J C Echeruo, "The Context of Othello's 
Tragedy," SR, II (1967), 299-318 Cf Aar on (Titu s An dromcus ) as an 
extreme example of demonic qual ities ascribed t o the black man Shake­
speare's primary source, Giraldi Cinthio's "Th e Story of Othello," shows 
Othello to be hot-blooded and vengef ul, and Thomas Rymer (1657) in "A 
Short View of Tragedy" criticizes Shakespea re for representing a black 
man as having a position of command See Leonard F Dean, A CascbooJ,. o n 
Othello (New York Crowell, 1961), pp 107-125, 255- 264 
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17 Iago's account of Cassia's dream, while perhaps the soundest 
evidence of Iago's hatred having its origins in a homosexual attraction 
to Othello and Cassio, appears to have its source in Philocomasium's 
dream (Miles Gloriosus) See S Rogers, "Othello Comedy in Reverse," 
SQ, 24 (1973), 210-220, G. E Duckworth, ed , The Complete Roman Drama, 
2 vols (New York Random House, 1942), I, 563 The parallel episodes 
serve to relate Othello to Pergopolinices, underscoring Othello's tragic 
vulnerability, which is similar in principle, if not in presentation, to 
the braggart soldier's comic vanities. See also D. Stewart, "Othello 
Roman Comedy as Nightmare," Emory University Quarterly, XXII (1966), 252-
276. Iago is, of course, much more formidable and concretely human than 
either the fallax servus of Roman comedy, or such comically mischievous 
servants as Matthew Merrygreek (Ralph Roister Doister) 

18 For Othello's narcissism implicit in his self-consciousness as a 
soldier, see Faber, p. 230. 

19 
Elinor Shaffer supports Coleridge's essentially Kantean argument, 

which has its premise in the existence of a quintessential self As she 
points out, Coleridge's argument 11 is a refutation of the theoretical 
possibility of basing moral ity on self-love." Coleridge argues that the 
self is indeed a figment, unless it is grounded in an idea of God, which 
lends it reality Self-love, in claiming a separate finite ex istence of 
the self as distinct from God, annihilates the self by separating it from 
God (E. Shaffer, "Iago's Malignity Mo tivated Coleridge's Unpublished 
1 Opus Magnum', 11 SQ, XI X (1968), 19.'.>- 212) By this view, the nature or 
Othello's love for Desdemona makes it Othello's unwitting negation of the 
self. 

20 
For a discussion of Iago's intellectual arrogance and egotism, see 

C V. Boyer, The Villain as Hero in Elizabethan Tragedy (New York 
Russell & Russell, 1965), pp 122-131 

21The title of Weston Babcock's article is apt as an index of Iago's 
inferior status Babcock points out that Roderigo addresses Iago famil­
iarly as "thou," and Iago addresses Roderigo as "you." Presumably 
Roderigo enJoys a superior social position. Iago's use of "you" probably 
is part of his technique of persuasion, yet if the pair assumed each 
other to be social equals in the first place, the ploy would be clumsy 
and inappropriate. 

22
see Babcock, pp 299-301. 

23
The pervasive imagery of witchcraft invites conJecture as to its 

function. Marovitz relates it to wha t he believes is Shakespeare's por­
trayal of Venetian colour preJudice (see note 16 above) David Kaula 
points to s everal images suggestive of Brabantio's and Desdemona's con­
genital susceptibility to the black a rts (D. Kaula, "Othello Possessed 
Notes on Shakespeare 's Use of Magic and Tvitchcraf t," Sha k . S, II (1966), 
125), Asid 2 f r om these more speci f i c i ssues, I think the main point is 
that those characters who talk about wi t chcraft mistake it for something 
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else. Brabantio, unable to comprehend the love between Othello's 
attraction for Desdemona, attributes it to enchantment, Iago, unable to 
experience faith in Divine process, reJects as witchcraft all means of 
fulfilment that do not originate in natural reason Thus "witchcraft" 
becomes in Othello a term of reJection used by those who are blind to 
any manifestation of Divine purpose. 

24 I borrow the phrase from Anthony Low, who in referring to 
Cassie's drunkenness, observes that Iago becomes a comic yet sinister 
master of revels. See Anthony Low, "Othello and Cassio "Unfortunate 
in Infirmity'," Arch1.v fur Das Stud1.um Der Neueren Sprachen Und L1.tera­
turen, CCIV (1973), 431. 

25 The phrase in its context relates the wine to a demonic familiar. 

26 Anthony Low notes the parallel between Othello's Jealousy and 
Cassia's drunkenness, pointing out that "neither of (Iago's) victims, 
left to himself, would have succumbed" (Low, p. 430). 

27 H. Granville-Barker, Prefaces to Shakespeare, 4 vols. (Princeton 
Princeton University Press, 1947), IV, 148-149. 

28w. H. Auden, "Iago. The Joker in the Pack," in Wain, p 201 

29see Chapter 5, p 222. Hippolita's wrat~ at Soranzo's proposed 
marriage to Isabella (''i'.,_s Pity) results in Hippolita's uuholy t-'act with 
Vasques who, pretending to be both lover and helper, intends to help her 
destroy herself. The similarities of situation to that of Othello and 
Iago are enhanced by Vasques' and Hippolita's virtual paraphrase of their 
lines 

Vasques 
Hippolita 

I am infinitely yours. 
I will be thine 

("T1.s Pity, III.viii 8-9) 

Hippolita brings about her own death, with Vasques' help, by drinking 
poisoned wine The imagery and symbolism defining Iago's relationship 
with Cassio and Othello has a marked resemblance Cf also Mosca's words 
to Corbaccio when he receives Corbaccio's will "I am only yours" (III ix. 
11-12). The giving of the will may be seen as s1IDilar to a Faustian con­
tract, whereby Corbaccio delivers his soul, as it were, to his familiar. 

30 Babcock cites a passage in John Earle's M1.crocosmographie (1628), 
in establishing a case for Iago's recognized inferiority I think it 
significant that the same passage also may be seen as relating inferior­
ity to the demonic principle of non-being. Earle uses negatives in a 
manner similar to Iago's idiom. Earle's pamphlet conceivably could have 
been influenced by Iago's lines, on the other hand, Earle may be indepen­
dently expressing a commonplace which Shakespeare also used (see Babcock, 
p. 298). 

31
Iago's wit affords the kind of latghter characterized by Henri 

Bergson as a revelation of "primitive mau capering preposterously under 
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the gorgeous robe of ceremonial" The assumption of that view seems to 
be that bestiali t y is the reality underlying man ' s higher conceptions 
of himself, which stand revealed as absurd when his bestial "reality" i s 
laid bare See H Bergson, "Laughter," in Wylie Sypher, ed , Comedy 
(New York Doubleday , 1956), p 45. 

32 Henri Bergson comments on the reversal of situation and inversion 
of role as a means of obtaining comic scenes, and points out the essence 
of parody as the "degradation of the so lemn" (Bergson, pp 121 , 141) 
The unwitting sincerity wi th which Iago's victims continually describe 
him as "honest" makes Iago h1mself a gro te s que parody of ideals of truth 
and virtue This element of the grotesque in Iago r e l ates him to the 
devils of earlier religious drama A P Rossiter r efers to episodes in 
the mystery plays as "the comedy of th e terrifying- grotesque ," and his 
description of "chuckling Jocular fiends who go about the ir dra gging 
of souls to hell" is also a rather apt description of Iago See A P 
Rossit er , English Drama from Early Times to the Elizabe thans (London 
Hutchinson, 1950) , p 68 Iago is not, of course, like th e devils of the 
myst ery plays, nor is he a riotous clown in the tradition of Preston ' s 
Ambodexter (Carwises) . However , his coarse, undignified, and a t times 
near comic demeanour relates hun to all of these Rossiter comments that 
grotesqueness arises from the wry humour that is the frightening reaction 
of devils and cunning fools to their own negative quali ties 

33c f Chap~c~ 5 , n 23 , p 241 Kenneth ~uir observes Lha l Iago's 
us e or animal imagery occurs mostly in the tir st three ac t s , Othello 
make s no use of anunal imagery in the firs t two acts, but catches the 
trick from Iago, showing "the corruption of (hi s ) mind by his subordinate" 
See Kenneth Muir, intr o , Othello (Harrnondsworth Penguin, 1968) 

34 Tago's be ing cursed as a "dog" (Vii 363) is perhaps significant 
of his emonic properties (cf The Witch of Edmonton ) The "doggish" 
Malevole is associated with Diogenes, who speaks unwelcome and insulting 
truth (see Chapter 6 , p 273) There seems to have been a tradition that 
devils seldom lie , except about the nature of the Divine Meplns tophil i s 
and Iago are examples The canine image is particularly ap t in comb ining 
connotations of the demonic and of perverse truth, as embodied in Iago 
For a possible exegetical interpretation of Iago in these terms, see 
2 Peter , 2, 3 10-22 . 

35 Iago's use of reversal, and the gra tification he experiences , are 
a trag ic version of a comic principle. Bergson, after Kant, defines a 
kind of laughter which is " the result of an expectation which, of a sud­
den, ends in nothing" (Bergson, p. 116) 

36Baudelaire points out the Satanic quality of l aughter which 
" comes from a man's idea of his own superiority" (Baudelaire, pp 145-
146) 

37
see Cor inthians 17, 18 

38 See Chapter 3, p. 81 
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39 W. H. Auden notes a resemblance to Jonsonian comedy in the rela-
tionship between Iago and Roderig o Iago, like Mosca, is "a clever 
rascal . gulling a rich fool who deserves to be gulled " Iago's 
evident enJoyment is typical of Auden ' s portrait of the practical Joker 
who "must not only deceive, but unmask and reveal the truth to his 
vict ims " Auden locates the practical Joker's satisfaction in the dis­
comfort of the victim who learns that he has been a puppet controlled by 
someone "who likes to play God " (Auden , pp 199-223) 

40 The extent of importance attached to r eputation in the Renaissance 
is a vexed question, and critics lean towards one or the oth er of the 
views expressed by Iago as the accepted Renaissdnce attitud0 Rabkin and 
Brown assert that "in the weltanschauung which guides Othel .L c, 's Venetians , 
there is too great an emphasis on ' reputa tion"' (Rabkin , p 63 ) Simi­
larly, T S Eliot consider s Othello " over-t ender of his reputation" 
(T S Elio t , " Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca," in Elizabethan 
Essays (London Faber & Faber , 1934) , pp 38- 40) On the other hand, 
Madeleine Doran shows that a man's good name was regarded as "a thing most 
precious , yet most precarious in the sixteenth century", indeed, 
occupation and membership in the community were so dependent on it that 
its lo s s was tantamount to a los s of persona l id entity and means of live­
lihood According to Doran ' s view, Othello' s and Cassia ' s sense of los s 
i s altogether reasonable See M Doran , "Good Name in Othello ," SEL, 
XVII (1967), 195-217 Rather than selecting either view as substant ive , 
I hoJd that r ot½ att 1 t11d es e· pressed b:," Ia z;o ·:ire "..,liG f ew w~,u~·-l ch s ­

u.v.::>t .L11q:1G1. LauLl/ , 

however , a ll would rega rd inner virtue as the only basis upon which 
reputation can have real meaning That is the critical fac tor which 
Iago cunningly avoids mentioning 

41 
The imagery used to express the theme of idolatry was traditional 

and conventiona l See Corinthians, 6, 7 14-16 for references tot mpl es , 
heathens , and blasphemous conJunctions of light and dark Cf Ialo ' s 
reference to Desdemona "As where's that palace, wherein to foul things / 
Some t imes intrude not?" (III iii 141-142) Cf also the theme of idol­
atrous love in The Changeling ' s imagery of temples 

42
seneca points out that slaves have a freedom of speech denied to 

kings (see Chapter 6, n. 30, p. 304) By citing this doctrine, Iago 
intends to imply that he has a nobility which restricts his freedom, he 
thu s adopts the pose of a Christian Stoic who regrets the ephemeral 
advantages of rank . 

43M. R. Ridley explains " forked plague" as meaning a cuckold's horns 
While that is perhaps the most obvious meaning , I be lieve the phrase also 
may refer to man 's inescapable destiny, dooming him to the paradox impli­
cit in the finite, free men are slaves, and slaves are free men Certainly , 
the context (III iii . 27L1- 283) seems to invite tln s more universal inter­
pretation . (Cf Lear ' s situdtion in see ing himself as a "forked thing ") 
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44othello's failure of comprehension as a lover, and his subsequent 
destruction upon forfeiting his warrior's state of mind,appear to 
derive from a dramatic convention of the soldier's lack of aptitude in 
the courts of love. "Rude in speech" and "little blest with the set 
phrase of peace" (I.iii.81-82), Othello bears a resemblance to Columbo 
(The Cardinal), See note 17 above, and Chapter 2, p. 46 

45 The web and net images are complex. See Robert B Heilman, Magic 
in the Web(Lexington University of Kentucky Press, 1956), pp 104-108 

46 John Bayley comments, "Doubt is not the lover's state of mind 
And it is not the doubting person who is uncomprehending, but the person 
who must be sure of himself and others II See J. Bayley, "Love and 
Identity in Othello," Wain, p. 190. 

47 Beatrice-Joanna (The Changeling) shows a simi.lar concern with the 
mere appearance of chastity (see Chapter 3, p 106). Whereas she would 
conceal her promiscuity from others, Othello would prefer to have Desde­
mona's supposed adultery concealed from himself De Flores expresses his 
hope of winning Beatrice-Joanna's favours in much the same idiom that 
Othello uses; he expresses his belief that a woman, once initiated into 
lustful practices, may "prove a sutler to an army royal" (The Changeling, 
II.ii.64). 

48 For a discussion of the interconnecting conceptions of adultery, 
lost c~rtainty, and lost ident~ty, Sec Bayley, pp. l69-198. 

49 Cf. Vasques' lines ('Tis Pity), in which a similar reversal of 
authority through knowledge occurs (Chapter 5, p. 226) 

50Philip McGuire arrives at a s1milar conclusion in dealing with 
the epistemological problem in Othel_ ) Othello's capacity to know is 
disrupted by Iago, but in the end, mJn's capacity to know is affirmed 
The affirmation is "limited" and "qualified," however, and Iago's refusal 
to reveal his motives "suggests the point at which rational modes of 
knowing become inadequate" See Philip C McGuire 30 "Othello as an 'Assay 
of Reason'," SQ, XXIV (1973), 199-209. 

51
william Empson points out that Volpone, in showing us the commer­

cial hell of Venice, is "on our side against it, as the earlier literary 
guides through hell had always been." To that extent, at least, Volpone 
perhaps may be seen as a Dantesque figure. See W. F.mpson, "Volpone," HR., 
XXI, iv (1969), 651. 

52 
Unlike Othello, Volpone does not present heavenly Justice as 

abstraction. Rather, as Ian Donaldson points out, justice is r epresented 
in the "too human form of the devious, blundering. . avocatori" See 
I. Donaldson, "Volpone--Quick and Dead," EIC, XXI (1971), 121-134 For 
further com~ents on the continued corruption of society, see J. Arnold, 
"The Double Plot in Volpone," Seventeenth Century News , XIII (1965), 47-
48. 
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53cf Sidney's belief that poets "are almost in as good reputation 
as the Mountebanks at Venice," and that "upon this necessarily follow­
eth, that base men with servile wits undertake it" (Hardison , p 136) 

54 
Passages cited from Volpone are from Alvin B Kernan's edition 

(New Haven Yale University Press, 1962) Kernan bases his text on the 
two folio volumes of Jonson's works (1616 and 1640) The 1616 volume 
was seen through the press by Jonson The 1640 volume was not completed 
until after Jonson's death, but he prepared much of the material for 
print Therefore, although the 1640 volume was carelessly printed, it 
cannot be discount ed as a possible means of dete rmining authorial intent 
Kernan has mod ernized the spelling , and has annotated the tex t He 
retains the original act and scene divisions, conforming to C H Hereford 
and Percy Simp son 's Standard edition of the Work s (11 vols , Oxford 1925-
52) 

55
see A C Dessen, "Volpone and the Late Morality Tradition, " l!LQ , 

XXV, iv (1964 ), 383-399 While Dessen rega rds Ce lia as symbolic of 
heavenly virtue , Speed Hill takes the view that Ce lia and Bonario ar e 
essentially nega tive characters who canno t be accord ed much significance 
in the play ' s moral schema See W Speed Hill, "Biogr aphy , Autobiography, 
and Volpone ," SEL , XII (1972), 309- 328 However, I believe Speed Hill' s 
depr ecating view of Celia ' s "Griselda-like martyrdom " and Bonario 's 
"smug confidence " suffers from a t endency to view Cel ia a nd Bonario from 
an cssenti .::i ll" dr2"'1tic perspec tive Ac1mJt ted 1y, tli e1 r drPTY1a t1c il'luor-

.:. ._ :..s ::..mi:: c. ..... 

56 
See Charles A Hallett, "The Satanic Nature of Volpone ," PQ , XLIX 

(1970), 41-45, for the r e l a tionship between unna tural besliality and the 
demonic in Vol pone 

57 
I ,r the imagery of death and disease as a symbolic pa rallel f or 

spiritu 1 corruption, see Kernan, p 24, and Harriett B Hawkins, "Folly, 
Incurable Disease, and Volpon e ," SEL , VIII (196 8), 335-348 

58
For "make" see OED, 5th edn , "t Make ," v 2 , vol VI, p 71 

59 William Empson comments on Vol pone 's capacity to enJoy the " plea-
sures of the human mind," unlike t he others, who are " sunk in (their) 
instincts" (Empson, p 659). While Volpone evidently is seduced by 
intellectual pride, I think Empson goes a bit far in connoting almost 
admiration for him 

60 
George Gas coigne 's Supposes illustrates the distinct ion When 

Dulippo changes places with Erostrato, an obvious inversion t akes place 
But th er e is t aci t agr eement between au t hor and audience tha t the sub­
servience of convention and scholarly vocation t o the ends of true love 
is legitimate Cros tra t o ' s fa ther ' s failure to s hare that view ari ses 
fr om the fondness of age and his misguided devotion to his son ' s materia l 
suc cess. Unl1.ke Mosca , Dulippo never really assumes control, he i s 
always an extension of his mas ter' & will , and th e purpose of the maskin~ 
is benign 
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61 1 disagree with William Empson's c laim that "the plot requires 
Mosca to be a conventional-minded parasite , actually trying to b e a 
'typical ' one " (Empson , p 662) Mosca has the characteristics of a 
conventional villain, certainly, but not of a convent i onal parasite 
Nor does he try to be typical, r ather, he tries for a greatness which 
transcends typical examp l es of his kind Jonas A Barish points out 
that Hosea 's contemp t for ordinary parasi t es suggests a hierarchy of 
counterfeits, r anging from those who are essentially false (like Mosca) 
to those who are merely " falsely false" The Politic Wouldbes are at 
the lower end of th e scale See J A Barish , "The Double Plot in 
Volpone," MP , 51 (1954), 172-193 

62John S Weld pictures Mosca as "standing by i n deferential bore­
dom" as Volpone worships at his golden shrine Weld points to Mosca ' s 
"mildly impatient interruptions" in this open ing episode Mosca ' s 
impatience to get the fla ttery over with , and to ge t on with further 
devi lry seems to suggest that Mosca finds his expressions of ad~iration 
a t edious necessity, not based on any real admiration See J S Weld, 
"Christian Comedy Volpone ," SP , LI (1954), 172-193 

63 Th is peremp t orines s and decisiveness i s characteristic of Mosca 
Except for a moment's doubt of himself when he is confounded by Bonario , 
he displays cool confidence He initiates every scheme , and even when 
his plan goes awry, he is the first t o recover Therefor e I disagree 
\-Htli Judd Arnold ' s J ,,c1i; .. 1e7t tliat ¾osca fu.ncLiu·1s " on l y b) Volponc ' s fJot " 
i,1::1:: J rtluula, .Lile LIUUUJ.e rlu L 1.ll VU.L[Xme , " ;:,1..,1v, i'Vl.:;:J.:;: (l~u);, 47-4C 

64Alexander Leggatt emphasizes the des truc tiveness of Volpone ' s 
theatri cality, suggesting that it is "the artist ' s instinct to bring his 
work to an end, to close it off and set it in it s final fo rm " Tins 
idea is similar to that of evil ' s fruition lying in its own destruction 
See A. 1 ggatt, " The Suicide of Volpone," UTQ , XX.XIX (1969), 19-32 

65 1 have difficulty accep ting Arnold 's view that Mosca is " effective 
only while s erving ends devised by his host " (Arnold, p 48) Similarly , 
Frank N Cla r y ' s view of Volpone and Mosca as Falconer and Falcon limits 
our view of them J onson's preoccupation with inversion makes it pos­
sible for us to see the f l y in this upside-down world as superior to the 
fox. See F N Clary , Jr , "The Vol and the Pone A Reconsidera tion of 
Jonson' s Volpone ," ELN , X (1972), 102-107 

66s Ch 6 ee apter , p 247 

67
see Chapter 2 , n 2, p 65 

68 
This serpentine habit of torpor between forays is characteristic 

also of Henry III (The Massacre at Paris) But Guise--if we are to 
believe him--remains wholly preoccupied with his plotting, wl1ile only 
appearing to have moments of sloth (see Chapter 2, pp 32 , 34) Like Guise, 
Hosea ' s in tellect is co nstantly at work, unlike Volpone ' s mind , which 
becomes passive when no stimula tion is at hand 
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69Alan C Dessen, for example, concentrates on the theme of greed 
in showing Volpone's debt to the late morality tradition Dessen points 
out that a maJority of the late morality plays were concerned above all 
with the idolatry of money See Dessen, p 384 

70 
See Chapter 3, n 10, p 116 Charles A Hallett expresses a 

similar view in characterizing Volpone's recovery from feigned death as 
"resurrection," and his encounter with Celia as a " false paradise" See 
Charles A Hallett, "Jonson's Celia A Reinterpretation of Volpone," SP, 
68 (1971), 50-69 

71
cf Mephistophilis ' promise of limited immortality to Faustus 

See Chapter 3, n . 10, p. 116 

72 
Empson, p 662 

73 
William Empson appears to attach little importance to the demoni c 

significance of Mosca's fatally enticing homos exua l attraction for Vol­
pone He claims tha t Jonson was inclined to denounce sodomy by others 
in order to concea l his own susceptibility Tha t is perhaps rather too 
conJectural an i mputation of authoria l mo tive No ting that the audience 
"expec t ed sod or1y in raffish Italia ns ," Empson asserts tha t Jonson does 
not trea t the issue as crucial However, Othello 's and Cassia's apparen t 
attraction for I ago , and the seAua l r e lationship between De Flores and 
Beatrice-.Joa r na 3uggest that a sexual l ink belwc~n \, .Ll lainoL.s subordJi,.:l t c 
duu utd!:> Ler (or miscress J was or ten seen as an important e j_emen t or tneir 
hellish union Rosaura's relationship with Herna ndo (The Cardinal) has 
the same quality when he become s her agent of dea th, and th e least con­
Jectura l example, of course , 1.s Edward II's fat al af f ection for Piers 
Gaves ton (Edward II). 

74
cf. De Flores' concern with "conscience" (Chap ter 3, p 104) 

sugges ting a perverse code of demonic conduct which the necess ity cf his 
own nature do es not permit him to violate Sinnla rly, Iago often 
expresses his sense of "duty 11 Like .Mosca , these demonic figures always 
omit to specify the nature of the authority which dictates to their con­
sciences, and they avoid specifying t he obJect of their sense of duty, 
presumably Satan 

75 
Judd Arnold a t tribute s the successes of Volpone a nd Mosca to Vol-

pone ' s 11fertile imagination," a view which 1.s dJ.ff1c ult to credit 1.n the 
light of Mosca ' s clearly gr ea ter initiative See Arnold, p 48 

76 
Alan C Des sen lnnt s at this view in noting that, whil e Bonario 

refers to the hand of Justice , and to Just reward, lns opportunity to 
help Celia 1.s more the r esult of "Mosca' s complicated maclnna t ions" than 
to a "providenti.:il plan" See Dessen , p. 384 . 

77
J A. Bry ant points out that Volpone ' s por trayal of Scoto presen t s 

1nm as a burlesque i mage of a giver of 11 e , a nd tha t he ic; capable of 
foolin g no one but fools like Sir Politic The incident thu s prefigures 
Volpone ' s attempt to seduce Celia See J A. Bryant, Jr , 'l'hc Com pas -



sionate Satirist. Ben Jonson and his Imperfect World (Athens, Ga 
versity of Georgia Press, 1972), p. 79. 
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Uni-

78volpone's " Song to Celia" may be regarded as an imitative tribute 
by Jonson to earlier poets. Cf. Marlowe's The Passionate Shepherd to 
His Love, Raleigh's The Shepherd's Plea, and Donne's The Bait. The 
"Song to Celia's" recognized excellence is such, that it has been pub­
lished separately See Gerald Bullett, ed , Silver Poets of the Sixteenth 
Century (London Dent, 1947). As William Empson notes, Volpone "sees his 
chief charm as his poetic imagination," yet the "Song to Celia" is also 
indicative of Volpone's perversity and blindness. Our awareness of the 
"Song's" Catullan source (Vivamus, Mea Lesbia) compounds the significance 
of the words as an invitation to death 

79
see Hawkins, p. 343. 

80
see Kernan, p. 24. 

81
For the imagery of stones and death showing spiritual degeneration, 

see Kernan, p 24. Ian Donaldson further suggests a reference to the 
death of generation, implied by a quibble on "stone" as "testicle" See 
Donaldson, p. 129. 

82s Ch 6 289 ee apter , p. 

83
rt may be conJectured that J onson's use of craditional themes 

extended to his incorporation of Despair in the guise of Mosca, who 
resembles Mephistophilis in this respect This further supports the view 
that Mosca is the true demonic shape-changer, and Volpone is a deluded 
copyist Cf. earlier Despair figures who are tempters to suicide, e g., 
The Faerie Queene, Book I, and Magny f~ cence. 

84 
One of the clearest dramatic 1epresentati ons of Renaissance atti-

tudes towards fortune appears in Old Fortunatus Mosca 'slack of resem­
blance to earlier traditional parasites is evident in his closer resem­
blance of function to Dame Fortune, than to Shadow, who deserts each 
master when he becomes Fortune's slave. 

85 
Seep. 140. 

861 disagree with William Empson's interpretation, that Volpone 
and Mosca simply "boast together a l ittle," after which Mos ca "tenderly 
rallies (Volpone ) to calm his fears " (Empson, p 662). On the contrary, 
it seems to me that Mosca deliberate l y excites Volpone's sense of insecur­
ity by appealing to remembered fear, a nd Voltore's superior skills, as 
goads. 

87
This episode is of central i mportance in showing that Mosca manip­

ulates Volpone, rather tha n vice ver sa . See note 65. 

88 
See 1:hapter 3, pp. 98-99. 
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89 Jonas Barish points out that the imagery shows the equal unnatural-
ness of apes and parrots counterfeiting human behaviour, and of humans 
1IDitating beasts (Barish, p 87). 

90charles Hallett cites Thomas Mouffet's The Thea tre of Insect s or 
Lesser Living Cr eatures (1658) as an example of the tradition tha t the 
devil often appear ed in the form of a fly (Hallett, p 46) 

91 

92 

93 

Hawkins, pp. 335-348. 

Baudelaire writes 

(Laughter) always implies a greater or lesser degree of 
ignorance and weakness It is certain that human l augh-
ter is intimately connected with the accident of an ancient 
fall, of a physical and moral degradation (Sypher , p 143) 

See Donaldson, p 129 



CHAPTER V 

THE GOLDEN AGE AGAIN IN QUESTION1 

The Jacobeans, increasingly concerned with facult y psychology, 

seem to have developed an oppressive awareness of moral complexity in a 

world that presented no assurance of the inte llect's capacity to discern 

2 the nature of truth and Justice John Webster a nd J ohn Ford re flect 

this scepticism in their crea tion of villainous subordina tes whose 

temporary ascendancy and subsequent defea t defy explanatJ_on 1_n teni1s of 

Renaiss ance conceptions of cosmic order 

3 
Eosol a (The Ducress of Malfi) 1s a v1Jla1nous subordina te subJect ed 

the Cardinal's and Ferdinand's wills in order to survive Resembling 

Marston's Ma levole in lns penchant for social criticism, Bosola 1s moti-

vated largely by the prospect of reap ng the rewards of service He is 

loyal to his vicious masters initially , finally turning from them b ecause 

they fail to reward him, and because he is eventually repelled by their 

relentless and ingeniously cruel persecution of the Duchess Bosola 

exists in a world that appears to be subject to the operation of accident, 

and the laws of a larger Necessity remain inscrutable He kills Antonio 

by mistake when he has hoped to destroy Ferdinand, and Ferdinand kills 

Bosola while trying to kill the Cardina l Ironically, Bosola 's choice 

of a moral course has much to do with his death Our fina l 1udgment of 

Bosola rema Lns uncertain, and so does our apprehension of a fate that , 

197 



198 

hints at the futility of all action, moral or otherwise. 

4 
Ford's Vasques ('Tis Pity She's a Whore) exceeds Bosola in lovalty 

to his master; morbidly fascinated by the vice he professes to hate, he 

zealously furthers Soranzo's execution of vengeance on the incestuous 

Annabella and Giovanni. Vasques is acutely conscious of the value of 

rational restraint and of decorous behaviour, and he espouses external 

appearances of rationality for the consunnnation of vengeful passion. 

The only certain knowledge of divine purpose in 'Tis Pity is that pos-

sessed by the Friar It is a knowledge that proceeds wholly from faith, 

and proves ineffectual. Mortal concepts of Justice and moral truth 

arrived at by ratiocination prove inadequate, and ideal patterns of 

speech and behaviour bear no relation to inner worth 

Vasques is a Nemesis figure who seeks out knowledge of the incestu­

ous relationship by beguiling Putana, and uses his knowledge to destroy 

the lovers. The kind of knowledge that he obtains is the product of 

natural reason, which seems to be Ford's conception of man's highest 

voluntary faculty, its most common use appears to be the pursuit or a 

flawed conception of Justice devoid of mercy. What "mercy" there is in 

this morally blind milieu is the product of expediency, and has no rela­

tion to mercy reflecting Divine love, Grimaldi goes unpunished for 

Bergetto's death, and Vasques is given his freedom. 'Tis Pity gives us 

no guarantee that the temporal provides any certainties, or that human 

ideals arrived at by reason without faith can ever be more than the 

products of passion and self-interest. Va sques, like Bosola, is a deni­

son of a chaotic world, and his ascendancy is itself a symptom of the 

chaos that Ford hints may be an unavo idable human condition. 



199 

This sense of futility pervades The Duchess of Malfi The world, 

like the "ruins of an ancient abbey" (V.iii.2), is in a state of decay 

In the silence of a spiritual void, characters hea r only the echo es, "so 

hollow, and so dismal" (V i.5) of their own ineffectual voices, the 

moral landscape is as bleak and lifeless a s the "Russian winter" (IV i 97) 

to which the Duchess refuses to succumb The prevailing mood of t he 

play is nostalgia and regret for society 's loss of spiritual vitality, 

the affairs of men, subJect to inevitable flux, are a t a nadir, and the 

"common fountain" (I i 12) of state is polluted Melancholy men move 

blindly in t he darkness of their earthbound hopes and fears, ruled by 

Tantalus and alienated from each other The Cardinal and Ferdinand are 

determined to deny the Duchess fulfilment by forbidd ing her marriage 

until they arrange an advan t ageous match, while Bosola hopes in vain for 

reward by serving their interests. The Duc~ess, determined to fulfil 

the demands of her womanhood, seeks to build a cl andestine Eden with 

Antonio, her defiant op timism bordering on the irrational Antonio, 

unlike the recklessly courageous Duchess, is so beset by fears tha~ he 

is incapable of effective action Like the tomb effigies Bosola 

describes , the characters cast their gazes downwards, "their minds 

wholly bent upon the world" (IV.1.1. 161-4 ) 

In an uncaring universe where, as Bosola observes, "the stars shine 

still" (IV.i 99) unmoved by mortal misery, frenetic and ultimately mean­

ingl ess ac tivity eventually subsides as each character discovers too late 

5 
the futility of his worldly aspirations The dyin g Antonio l earns tha t 

he has cha sed "bubbles blown in th' air" (V i 66), perfect in their 

sphencity, but without substnnce . the Ca dina l finds that he has courted 
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death 1.n pursu1.ng mere "form" (V 1. 53), Ferdinand at the last "come(s) 

to himself" 1.n perce1.ving the world as Just a "dog-kennel" (V.1. 65-69), 

and even the Duchess welcomes dea th as a "best g1.ft" (IV 1.1. 225) 

Bosola, awakened from a "golden dream" (IV 1.1. 325), f1.nds solace for 

h1.s own death only in hav1.r g brought death to others to compensa t e for 

h1.s earl1.er rn1.sdeeds (V v 98) The world Webster shows us 1.s one in 

wh1.ch men seem doorred to deny the1.r "good nature" (V 1. 83) 1.n pursu1.t of 

a happ1.ness that always eludes the grasp 

Knowled ge comes to Webster's characters only w1.th suffer1.ng and the 

prospect of 1.mmed1.ate death, and the nature of that knowledge 1.s oppres-

s1.ve, 1.t 1.s simply a r ec ogn1.t1.on of cosm1.c 1.nd1.fference 

express es the extent of mortal w1.sdom when he ob serves, 

Anton1.o 

Thou~ 1 ~n our m1ser1.es For tune have a pcirl , 
Yet in our nobl e suff'r1.ngs she hath none 
Contempt of pa1.n, that we may call our own 

(V 1. 56-58) 

Musing on Anton1.o's death 11 1.n a m1.st" (V v 94) of r a ndomne ss and error, 

Bosola is aware of the arb1.trar1.ness ,nd 1.nscrutab1.l1.ty of mortal des -

t1.nies "We are merely the stars' t enn1.s balls" (V 1.v 56, 57) Anton1.o's 

achievement, it s eems , is all that man may look for, and th e ult1.matc-­

indeed the only--affirma tion of human d1.gn1.ty hes 1.n atta1.n1.ng the 

knowledge with wh1.ch to w1.thstand suffer1.ng Del1.o cormnents 

Nature doth nothing so great for great men 
As when she's pleased to make them lord s of truth 

(V 1. 11 7 , 11 8) 

An awareness of randomness in human affairs is not, however, a den1.al of 

an ult1.ma te order, rather, it is Anton1.o's reco gnit1.on that "lwc1ven hnth 

a hand " in 1ncn' s fortunes, 



. . . but no otherwise 
Than as some curious artist takes in sunder 
A clock or watch, when it is out of fr ame , 
To bring 't to better order 

(III. v 60-63) 
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Love, it seems, is the single mortal faculty linking men with the 

1nf1n1te, and Antonio hears--or believes he hears--the Duchess' mournful 

warning in the abbey's echoes (V 111 20), with Antonio's death, love is 

gone from the world, there is no one left to hear Having attained the 

limit of mortal awareness, the characters expire in silence, all "like 

dead walls or vaulted graves, . . yield (mg) no echo" (V v 97) In 

the stillness following the Duchess' death every footfall 1s heard 

(V.iv 33), and characters converse in routed tones (Viv 5) 1/1 th the 

vast melancholy that accompan ie s understanding, characters expire in 

"sadness " (Viv 62) 6 and " sorrow" (V v 54 ) Tn surh a world all endeav-

our seems pointl ess, the temporal appears as a moment ary and apparently 

meaningless coalescence of matter that works only towards its own disso-

lution Antonio sighs, 

Heaven fashion'd us of nothing, and we strive 
to bring ourselves to nothing 

crir v 80, 81) 7 

The dolorous mood of the play's final scenes expresses a regret, not for 

the tragic waste of human potential, but for the constricting limits of 

human possibilities . There is a keen sense of loss, an awareness of 

an earlier age in which a community of life-affirming love protected men 

from the "stormy weather" (Viii 14) of capricious Fortune And even the 

optimism of these men of an earlier a ge proved , like the Duchess' hopes, 

to be mere illusion The "Church (they) loved .. so well ," winch 

they believed "should have canopied t he ir bones till doomsday" (V.iii. 
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15-17) has succumbed to the ravages of time in the same way that virtue 

inevitably is corrupted. 

I have described the atmosphere of the play's final scenes as a 

starting point for a consideration of Bosola's character, because his 

full significance both dramatically and philosophically is best seen 

against the background of his social context, it is only in these l ast 

scenes that Webster shows his audience the full import of all tha t has 

gone before Bosola as villainous subordinate and revenger is a creation 

of his society, an "actor in the main of all" (V v 84), he is also 

society's victim who embodies evil's principle of self-destruction 

Unrewarded by the Cardinal for an unspecified wurder in his service, 

Bosola is a malcontent who rails at his society's vices yet unlike 

l~rston ' s ~alcvcle ( 7~e , alco~tcnt ), ~~E pro tes~s ar1rP fron th e ne ~l ec t 

he has be en shown, and are reflections primarily of self-interest rather 

than his hatred of vice Antonio notes that Bosola's railing 

Is not for simple love of piety, 
Indeed, he rails at those things which he wants 

(I ii 24-26) 

Embittered by neglec t, Bosola is recognized by Antonio as essen-

tially "valiant," but perverted by "foul melancholy" (I i 77) Bosola's 

situation is far more complex than that of say, Flamineo (The White 

Devil). Certainly Flannneo has reason to feel cheated of his birthright, 

there is nothing to sugges t, however, that he has earned consideration 

through his labours, or that his service to Brachiano could in anv way be 

construed, even by himself , as worthy. A man o f noble blood who becomes 

his sister 's pa nder presents our moral Jud gments with l1ttle difficulty 

But Bosola, a loyal soldier who corrmnts en.mes while acting as an 
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extension of his betters' will only to go unrewarded, presents moral 

complexities when it comes to the affixing of blame for his later 

actions. 

The Cardinal, himself a "melancholy churchman" (I.iv.81) whose 

jealousy prompts him to destroy others, has, by his neglect of Bosola, 

created him in his own image. Antonio says of the Cardinal, "the devil 

speaks in his lines" (I.ii.110), and ironically, it is the Cardinal who 

recognizes demonic qualities in his hireling 

.•• Some fellows, they say, are possessed with the devil, 
but this great fellow were able to possess the greatest 
devil and make him worse (I.i.46-48). 

We find repeatedly in The Duchess of Malfi images of fragmentation having 

8 
associations with the demonic; man's corruption severs a divine whole, 

and evil is the result Ideally there is no contradiction inherent in 

conceptions of loyalty and truth, but because his masters are corrupt, 

Bosola has had to choose one course to the exclusion of the other. He 

seeks "rather to appear a true servant than an honest man," unable to be 

both (~V ii.332, 333) Thus Ferdinand, enlisting Bosola as a spy on the 

Duchess, compounds his demonic qualities 

Bosola· It seems you would create me 
One of your familiars. 

Ferdinand Familiar' What's that? 
Bosola· Why, a very quaint invisible devil in the flesh-­

An intelligencer. 
(I.ii 183-5) 

Because Bosola acts against his better instincts in serving the 

corruption of others, his diabolism is accompanied by self-loathing His 

self-love is not like that of such other villainous subordinates as Mosca 

(Volpone) or Iago (Othello) who derive immense satisfaction from the 

practice of vice; rather, Bosola is seduced by avarice against his wil • 
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His initial refusal of Ferdinand's gold with a pun reminiscent of 

Vindice's words (The Revenger 's Tragedy) is a clear 1nd1cat1on that his 

moral weakness makes him a prey to appetite, unwillingly subJect to 

corruption by his masters, he tries weakly to resist temptation that is 

too strong for him 

Take your devils, 
Wlnch hell calls angels' These cursed gifts would make 
You a corrupter, me an impudent traitor, 
And, should I take these, the'ld take me to hell 

(I l 187-9) 

Awarded the Duchess' 11 prov1sorsh1p of horse" (I 1 141) while in the 

employ of Ferdinand whose bestiality is most often expressed throueh 

equine images, Bosola blames his villainy on him in simila r t erms 

Say, then, my corrupt ion 
Grew out of horse dung I am your creature 

( I .1. :1C1
, 2li; 

It is no t beyond prob ab ility that the "horse dung" image has a wider 

significance of cosmic necessi ty The popular conception of the world 

as a 11 dungh1ll 119 would indicate tbat ~o sola's evil proceeds not only from 

his particular masters, but from the wor tal cond i tion itself 

Prevented by "the devil, that rules 1 1 th' air" (II 1 52) from 

seeing beyond his hope of gain , Bosola in turn becomes a serpentine 

tempter, proffering fruit--appropriately ripened in horse dung (II 1 145) 

--in an attempt to discover the Duchess ' pregnancy The Satanic s1gn1-

fic ance of the episode is more than coincidental, "You are an impudent 

snake indeed, sir '' (I.i 38) 1 Antonio chides, and a pair of gossiping 

servants conJ ec ture that "'Twas a French plo t to see what the 

devil can d~•• (II ii 51, 52) . Bosola's role as Satanic t empter is part 

of an ex ten:led Cdenic metaphor defining th e situa tion of Antonio 1nd the 
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Duchess, the circumstances of their brief idyll make their destruction 

as inevi table as the original Fall 

In the same way that the fruit Bosola brings come from boughs 

grafted onto unfruitful trees (II 1.55, 56), the love the Duchess bears 

Antonio grows in unfruitful soil In the corrupt Calabrian society, the 

principle of fragmentation that denies idea l unities results in contra-

dictions in human affairs In the same way that Bosola must choose 

between service and honesty, the Duchess in seeking a mate must choose 

10 
between birth and merit, as Ma l ateste later illustra t es , both are no 

longer to be found in one man . In choosing a social in ferio r, the 

11 
Duchess herself must choose her own humanity over her social position 

Cariola appears to grasp the nature of this t ension , and knows where it 

must Je ,1 d 

Whether the spirit of greatness or of woman 
Reign most in her, I know not, but it shows 
A fear ful madness I owe her much pity 

(I ii 424-26) 

The fra ~ ,1entat1on r equiring these choices has implications of ev1.l, as I 

have suggested, an attendant inversion of the natural order is evident, 

not only in the Duchess' choos ing Antonio , but in he r having to assume 

12 
the active role in their rela tionship Presumably the brothers' sane-

tions prevent courtiers more e l evated than Antonio from advancing their 

suits, and she takes matters i nto her own hands "We are forced to woo 

because none dare woo us" (I ii 366) 
13 

With a courage born of an innocence verging on naivete, th e Duchess 

determin es to "assay this dnngerous v enture through fri ghts and threnten-

ings" (I. ii 269, 270) Antonio, t imid i n his hesitancy to " thrust his 

hands i' the fire to warm them" (I.ii.349, 351 ), is the passive mcmhcr ,,f 
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the lovers' conJunction. Ferdinand's threat in warning the Duchess 

against marriage reflects his own perversity that forces her to oppose 

14 his will 

• the irregular 
Uhich though 't goes 
Because it goes its 

crab, 
backward, thinks it goes ri ght 
own way 

15 
(I 11 243-45) 

The brothers have created circu~stances requiring the Duchess to reverse 

the social order and the natural r elationship of the sexes in order to 

consummate her natural i mpulses . By leaving the "path of simp le virtue" 

(I 11 370), the Duchess thinks to escape the confines of the "rank pa s ­

ture" (I 1 229) of the court, and she enters a 11w1.lderness" of her o\-m 

creat ion wher e is "nor path nor fr iendly clew" (I :u 28 1-83) A deli gh t-

ful and terrifying Eden , the lovers' wilderness rloes not reRlly lie 

Ueyuuu i..1Le ''p ctt,LULe uf tue LOUL L, dllll J..L aue~ 11uL LLIJie!:>t.IlL L!:>Ldl-JL 

Rather, the usua l landscape, in which pastur es are bounded by wilderness , 

is revers ed The Duchess and Antonio find thems elves threatened bv the 

court on all sides , and the brothers lurk wi thout, like the madmen ho 

later surround the walls of the Duchess ' prison 

As the circums t ances of its creation suggest, the lovers' idyll is 

illusory in its appearance of perfection to the Duches s Bosola, stand-

ing third in a demonic hierarchy after the Cardinal and Ferdinand, is 

also present as a Satanic third man in a circle of superficially idyllLc 

f 16 h 1 per ection encompassing t e overs. Images of circularity comprise a 

pattern revealing as illusory the perfection the lovers see~, Antonio 

says of the Duchess ' proffered ring, 

There is a saucy and amli tious devil 
Is dancing within th i s circle 

(I ii .355, 356) 
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Paradoxically, Antonio's qualities of excellence, recogniz ed even by 

Ferdinand, serve both to win him the Duchess, and to destroy him His 

having taken "the ring" in tilting (I 11 7), taken in the later context 

17 of his "marriage" has a symbolically sexual significance , and it is 

this proven merit that places him within the Edenic circle The circle ' s 

bounds are frail, being wholly of the Duchess ' making, and her illusion 

that it will provide ample protection is both admirable and pathetic, 

she tells Antonio as she embraces 1nm 

All discord without this circumference 
Is only to be pitied and not fear ed 

(I ii 391, 392) 

Her choosing Antonio is a nega tion of order and degree , so that the 

exclusion of 
18 

discord is illusory 

as from innocence Having made An tonio "stark blind" (I ii 331) by 

offering herself to him, sh e exults after their vows, "I now am blind" 

(I ii 415) Taking their vows without Church authority, the lovers 

share an Edenic pristine innocence that makes them as unaware of go,d as 

they are of evil 19 Rejecting "all vain ceremony," the Duchess weds by 

natural law, ignoring Church rites, r ules of degree, and the strictures 

her brothe rs have imposed with the pretext that she is a widow Blinded 

by love, the Duchess and Antonio disr egard the fearful consequences 

threatened by Ferdinand and the Cardinal,
20 

as if in anticipation of the 

outcome , Webster imparts to Antonio associations of transience and 

sacrifice in portraying the lovers' inverted relationship The Duchess 

chides playfully, "You are a lord of misrule" (III.ii 6), and he replies 

with an irony beyond his own understanding, "Indeed, my rule is only in 
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the night" (III. ii. 7). 

For all that the lovers violate the rules of degree, their marriage 

is an affirmation of love and community that defies the life-denying 

world of alienated men. Like P~rston's Altofront (The Malcontent), the 

Duchess shows the nature of the distinction by insisting that Antonio's 

affection be a reversal of a Machiavellian political dictum 

Make not your heart so dead a piece of flesh 
To fear more than love me. 

(I.ii 373) 

The Duchess exhorts Antonio to reJect deadening fear of authority in 

favour of love, yet in the inverted world of the court, the procreative 

impulse itself breeds death. When Antonio tries to conceal the Duchess' 

first pregnancy, the rumour bruited abroad that an assassin has been 

taken "with a pistol in his great codpiece" (III ii.41) has a symbolic 

truth underlying its literal falsehood. 

This paradoxical situation arises because the brothers and their 

society insist on imposing on the Duchess ideals of womanhood that are 

life-denying empty forms. Insisting on her humanity as a creature of 

"flesh and blood" (I. ii. 377), she protests that she is "not a figure cut 

in alabaster" (I. ii. 37 5). 
21 

The Duchess reJ ec ts symbols of order and 

authority as lifeless forms in the same way that she reJects Church rites 

and lifeless ideals of womanhood 

'Tis ceremony more than duty that consists 
In the removing of a piece of felt •• 

(II.i.130) 

Indeed, the outward forms of respect and obeisance have become dead husks, 

respect haP degenerated to become Castruchio's sycophancy, and the social 

hierarchy js as devitalized as his name suggests. Yet the Duchess' whole-
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sale dismissal of symbols representing society's lost ideals is a r eJec­

tion of the ideals themselves, and her pursuit of fulfilmen t is as self-

destructive a course as that of the brothers While the brothers are 

hypocritical in their pursuit of self-gratification mas~ed by ceremony, 

the Duchess excludes from her circle of perfect ion both the forms and 

the ideals they symbolize Thus while society 's cereroonies roask an 

inner emptiness, the lovers' "c ircle of perfection" is also flawed 

Antonio's comparison of the Pair's "sweet affections" to the spheres 

(I.ii 492) is a carefree for e shadowing of his re cognition that the 

perfection of these spheres has the fragility of mere "bubbles " 

Bosola, always an opportunist shaping his argu~ents to ~eet the 

demands of the moment, leads Antonio to destruction by supporting the 

Duchess' r eJec tion of a sncJal hi er arc hv basPci on h1rr h Trnn1c.<1ll y, 

his argument is sound 

0, sir, you are lord of the ascendant, chief man with 
the Duchess 

Some would t hi~k the souls of princes were brough t 
forth by mor e weighty cause t~an those of meaner 
persons They are deceived, there's the same hand 
to them (II.i 101-115) 

Yet he reverses his position with equal ease when it serves h1s purpose , 

chiding Antonio for showing baseness of birth by his fear lhs purpose 

in the first instance apparently is to win Antonio's con fidence, having 

observed the Duchess' early signs of pregnancy , and believing Antonio to 

be "the duche ss' bawd " (II.iii 66) Having won Antonio's confidence, 

Bosola then i s in a position to shame him into action that will lead to 

his destruction 

Whil e t is in Bosola ' s best interes t as Ferdin1nci' s hil eU ng to 
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see Antonio destroyed, he is obliged to ensure the Duchess' survival as 

far as possible, and to s ee that she r e turns to a chaste life When the 

Duchess attempts to explain Antonio's "banishment" to Ancona with a lie 

about his negli gent stewardship, Bosola evidently realizes that his first 

task is to win her confidence , he does so by arguing for Antonio's wo rth, 

a tactic that he perhaps thinks will find favour with her (III ii 

228 ff.). Yet Bosola's argument also is sincere, believing Antonio to 

have been a loyal stewar d engaged in procuring for the Duchess, he sees 

in what he thinks to be Antonio's unJust dismissal a parallel of his ovm 

situation 

He was an excellent 
Courtier , and ~o~t faithful, a soldier 

(Who) deserved a far better fortune 
(III ll 251-55) 

At this point, Bosola has no reason to admire or pity the Duchess, believ­

ing her as vice-ridden and as neglectful of her subordinates as are her 

brothers. 

Bosola's behaviour is entirely co.isistent with that of a villainous 

subordinate whose avarice makes him deny his better instincts, but whose 

good qual ities prompt hi~ to feel compassion for his victi~ The appar-

ent reversals in his arguments are equally consistent, not only with his 

villainy, but with a psychology that accepts lifeless ideals as real 

If the premise were true, for instance, that merit and birth were synon­

ymous, but that one of low birth could be meritor ious as well, there 

would be no contradiction in his ar gu ents It is mortal imperfection 

that makes his statements contradictory, because by supporting one po ~nt 

of view, he nust exclude the oth er I n that resp ect, the Duchp s c; 



211 

resembles Bosola in her view of herself, having reJected a restrictively 

h1erarch1zed social order, she finally identifies her individual worth 

with the title the world has bequeathed her "I am Duchess of t,,1'alf1 

still, 11 she tells Boso la (IV ii 144) 

These apparent contradictions inherent 1n the ideal and the actual 

and in good and evil lie at the heart of the human dilemma, and are the 

22 
complementary yet opposed elements in everyone, Bosola 1s no exception 

Seduced from goodness by the prospect of reward from the brothers who 

are "rotten and rotting others" (IV 11 321), Bosola is constantly beset 

23 
by self-loathing arising from a str icken conscience In this respect, 

as I have suggested earlier, Bosola differs in his self-love from most 

other villainous subordinates , who ~ore typically are blinded by their 

nn1c1ss1st1c tc 1dcnc1cs . ~orola of course l ove s r~~s clf 1n the rer ~e 

that he 1s self-seeking , however, he never los es himself in self-admir-

at1on On the contrary, h e is painfully aware of his moral peakness 

Filled with self-contempt but a slave to avarice, he feels himself 

forced _o act the villain, at no time until his "conversion" does he 

consider another course of action His attitude from his earliest 

involvement and until he discovers that Ferdinand's cruelty knows no 

limits is characterized by his comment when he first discovers Antonio's 

relationship with the Duches s 

her, he agonizes 

Moved now to admiration and sympathy for 

• . • wha t rests, but I reveal 
All to my lord? 0, this base quality 
Of intelligencer' 

(III ii 328, 329) 

Bosola' s regret at the betraya l he rerards as a necessity, ;ind ln s 

evident self-contempt, suggest that his earlier discussion with the 
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mere opport unism . There is a sincere note of admiration and perhaps 

envy of Antonio in his lines as he tells her 

it cannot be said yet, 
That any ill happened unto thee , considering thy fall 
~as accompanied by virtue 

(III ii 272-74) 

The same not e of conviction sounds in Bo s ola 's expression of wonder a t 

the survival of decency in a world he has t aken to be wholly corrupted 

Do I not dream? Can this ambitious age 
Have so much goodness in't as to prefer 
A man merely for worth, without t hese shadows 
Of wealth and painted honors? Possible? 

(III 11 272-75) 

But as if by compulsion, Bosola moves to destroy virtue and happiness 

tha t he envies a nd admir es , and i n so doing he reflects th e Ca rdinal' s 
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plots for them than ever was imposed on Hercules '' (I 1 85 ) 

With Ant onio dep art ed for Milan, Ro sola instructs the Duchess, '' You 

must see your husband no more" (II I. v 97) Bo so la perhaps b e lieve ' th a t 

the Duchess will find "safe ty and pity" (III.v 108) if she returns t o 

her brothers, but he ha s ye t to f ind out the extent of the ir crue lty 

While he has given Ferdinand the prognostication tha t fell from Antonio's 

pocket, it seems tha t he has not divulged Anton i o's identity, it is with 

good reason, then, t hat he asks the DuchC'bS if he r children can "pra ttle " 

(III. iii. 114) But the Duchess r emains int r ansigent in he r hatred of 

he r brothers, and it b ecomes apparent to Bosola tha t a r econciliation is 

impossible (III.iii 116) if she continues in her fid e lity to Antonio 

Only now does Boso ] a change his tack and taunt her , tryin g t o bring her 

to forget An tom o bec ;;use he is a "base , low fellow, 11 and "one of no 
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birth" (III.v 112, 115) At no point does Bosola display a persecuting 

zeal in serving Ferdinand by exceeding his master's instructions 

Rather, he rewains an extension of Ferdinand's will in word and act 

during the Duchess' final hours 

Unsuccessful in swaying the Duchess, Bosola has no alternative if 

he is to remain in the brothers' employ but to see to her imprisonment, 

an episode that is assumed to have transpired between acts Having done 

so, Bosola has essentially the sawe t ask he had earlier, that is, t o 

ensure the Duchess' survival and contr ition, exhorting her t o "live" 

(IV i. 68) and to "leave this vain sorrow" (IV .1 76) after pre t ending to 

show her the corpses of her family In attemp ting to make her for ge t 

Anton i o, and in tryin g to assuage uhat he believes to be her "despair" 

(IV 1 73), Bosol a hes .wt had to t..11 drcrzo any 2,rcat c0n 10 ] 1ct .-f cc-r,c:: ,: :;_0rc?; 

if he were to be successful, he would on the one hand achieve Ferdinand ' s 

aims, and on the other, save the Duc hes s from her self-destruct i ve course 

24 
of action. 

But the Duchess is impervious t t Bosola ' s "comfort " that i s designed 

to bring her to forget Antonio, and to "save (her) life" (IV i 84 ), now 

Bosola is moved to pity in being unable to persua de her to start afresh 

and to have hope (IV.i.75 ff) For Bosola, life has meaning only in 

terms of reward, and his own hopes and disappointments a re for him the 

very stuff of life, he is incapable of unders tanding the Duchess ' weari­

ness of life--a "tedious thea tre" (IV.i 92), she calls the world--and 

that she is rea lly beyond despair Thus he is moved to pity becauqe he 

canno t conceive that the end of her hope brings her s urc ccise from pmn 

An ex t ension of the brothers ' wills as lon g as he r c t ~ins some hope 
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of reward, Bosola still has no resolve of his own, despite his increas-

ing dis taste for his role as a tool villain He knows that the Duchess 

cannot be further reduced in circumstance and that further mental torture 

can have no effect in bringing her to contrition, his pity for her 

prompts him to advise Ferdinand to "end here" (IV i 114) Ferdinand ' s 

response, "Damn her .. " (IV i 118) makes it unmistakably clear to 

Bosola for the first time that ferdinand is not concerned with bringing 

the Duchess to contrition, but with gratifying his own lust for vengeance 

Bosola at first refuses with a flat "never" (IV i 138) when Ferdinand 

instructs him to visit her again, ye t with Ferdinand ' s s Jmp le "You must " 

(IV i 139 ), Bosola qua li f ies his refusal with a weak "never in mine own 

shape" (IV i 129), explaining l amely that he has forf ei t ed hi s credibil-

ity with her (IV 1 130) 

The symbolic significance of Bosola's dis guise as the Old Man 1s 

complex Instrumental in dest r oying the only life-affirming rela tionship 

in a spiritually dead world, Bosola tas himself been spiritually dead 

The beginning of his compassion and ' is disguising a r e signs of lns 

awakening, and he moves from spiritual death to life In that sense, the 

dis guise is really a transformation On the other hand, Bosola ' s adop-

tion of a dis guise is also an unmasking Now , as the "connnon Bell-man" 

(IV ii 173), he stands revealed as an embodiment of death. 25 Bosola ' s 

role in these final hours of th e Duchess' life is ambiva l ent Sent by 

Ferdinand as a "cruel physician" (IV . i.138) to induce penitence, Boso la 

equally keeps his promise tha t his "business shall be comfort (IV i 132) 

Comparing the Duchess ' soul to "a lark in a ca ge, " (IV ii 131) he hop e~ 

to convince the Duchess of the insubstantia lity of mortal existenre . 
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By so doing, he would serve both his ovm ends in bringing comfort in the 

face of her i mpend ing death, and Ferdinand's ends in bringing her to 

contemplation of her eternal soul. 

Yet both Bosola and Ferdinand misunderstand. Because the Duchess 

has achieved a maJestic tranquili ty that transc end s despair, she is not 

in need of comfort, and because she has no sense of guilt, she cannot be 

brougPt to penitence She faces the strangling cord as fearlessly as 

she once wrought her "Gordian" uith Antonio Released from her love of 

life that had meaning only when she knew Antonio to be alive , th e Duches s 

welcomes death as a release from torment 

. Tell my brothers 
That I perceive death, now I am well awake , 
Best gift is they can give or I can t ake 

(IV ll 225) 
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mixture of incredulity, chagrin , and perhaps admira tion 

Bosola's mora l regeneration is a dubious ~atter, because it only 

sets hin on a path of revenge, nonetheless , his convers ion, whatever its 

merits, is genuine. Ilosola fre es his will from the brother s by awakening 

from a ''golden dream'' (IV ii.325) much in the same way that the Duchess 

becomes "well awake" Just before her death With her death Bosola finds 

that Ferdinand, suffering remorse, attempts to shift all responsibility 

to him Ironical ly, it is Ferdinand's new-found capacity for pity and 

grief that Bosola himself has advocated , that deprives Boso l a of his 

reward Bosola's vengeful reaction is no simple disillusionment in 

experiencing what he earlier would have regarded as a personal inJ11sticc 

Rather, he is like the Duchess in experiencing a freedom Lhnt comes wi t 11 

the end of hope For her, the end of hope was her belief tha t Antonio 
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was dead, for Bosola , it is the death of his hop e for reward He learns 

that mortal expectations are illusory, and like Antonio 's constant fears , 

they inhibit freedom of thought and action that comes with casting off 

worldly aspir ations Only now can Bosola understand the futility of 

hope and its power to pervert goodness 

Off my painted honor' 
While with vain hopes our faculties we tire, 
We seem to sweat in ice and freeze in fire 
What would I do, were this to do again? 
I would not change my peace of consc ience 
For all the wealth of Europe. 

(IV ll 33 7-43) 

Unlike most villainous subordina t es , whose evil involves the sub­

verting of the established order by over reaching , Bosola rebels only 

when his new-found freedom of will allows him to choose good Ye t 1.n 

choosing good , re bcco;ncs a reverger wt10 e>ploits Julu; ' s l us t, de slro)'s 

the brothers and Antonio, and in so doing destroys hims e lf While the 

r evenge motive cannot be s een as morally Justifiable, the r e sult is an 

expungir~ of evil and the re-establishment of a revivified moral order 

Like th~ apricot bough grafted to the blackthorn , good comes from evil 

That seems to be a central parado~ that Webste r explores, and lies at the 

heart of his conception of men as complexes of good and evil in a contra -

dietary yet complementary relationship In a corrupt world, right action 

brings destruction, and to be too good , like the Duchess, is t o die The 

Duchess rebels against authority, for only then can her love survive, if 

only for a short space, Bosola rebels, for only then can Justice be done 

and evil be expunge d When authority has its basi s in fear, no goodness 

is po ssible until fear, and henc e authority , are destroyed 

Yet there does not seem to be any assuranc e in the uor]d of Thf' 



Duchess of Malfi that men are capable of good when they pursue any 

worldly end, so that goodness necessar i ly means physica l wretchedness 

Bosola laments on the Duchess' death 

• That we cannot be suffered 
To do good when we hav e a mind to it' 
This is a manly sorrow 
My estate is sunk 
Below the degree of fear 

(IV ll 360-65 ) 
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Perhaps Bosola means by "manly" that which is necessarily man 's nature, 

so that all men by necessi ty act " ' gains t (their ) own good nature " (Vi 

85) in pursuing a ny worldly goal that involves hope of ear thly reuard, 

while we admire the Duchess' innocence and courage, we are aware too that 

she, like Bosola, has been bent on self-gratification that has been in 

vain, and has exc luded ideal conceptions of conduct In the end , her 

noo1..L i i: y o [ 1:.p1.r1.L dna n05Uj_d t 5 Ud5e11e5::, Odve te::,u:i.Le<l .Lil L11 e c,a111c: ,,as 

takes and the same outcome for each 

The only true nobility possible accord1 ng to Webs t er ' s metaphysics , 

it seemE , is to endure morta l suffering and di e w1. th digm_ty Bosola 

expresses wha t Webst er appears to conceive a s th e full r ange of human 

possibilities when he comments sententiously as he expir es 

In what a shadow or deep pit of darkness 
Doth womanish and fearful mankind live ' 
Let worthy minds ne ' er stagger in dis trust 
To suffer death or shame for wha t is Just 

(V ll 100-103) 

The world Webster shows in The Duches s of Malfi hold s no cer taint ies 

except suffering and death , and no character can know that h1s actions 

are moral, even if he is disposed towa rds the good In such a world no t 

even a villainous subordinate thrives briefly , Rnd he 1s no more assure~ 

of reward when he adopts a course he conceives to be Just and good Jl1 s 
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blindness and that of his victims is characteristic of a world that has 

no faith in absolute moral values, and has lost its moral bear ings 

Bosola's complexity of cha racter is a reflection of the moral complexity 

characterizing Jacobean drama , itself an expression of the anxiety that 

superseded the simplistic moral certainties of an earlier age 

Vasques, like Bosola, is an embodiment of the principle of social 

inversion that accompanies moral chaos Superficially Soranzo's respect-

fully servile tutor and guide, Vasques in r eality controls his master, 

manipulating his psycholo gy to achiev e their c oIT1P1on goal Yet al though 

Vasques ' vow to Soranzo's father is not reveal ed until the final act, we 

are not entitled to assume that Vasques' loyalty is simply a convenient 

rationale by which he exercises his obsessive hatred of vice Ra ther, 

his ideal of ser,1ice and bis morbid morality mav be seen as cn~n]ement~rv 

motivations. Unlike Bosola, Va sques does not appear to seek materia] 

rewa rd, and he is much more than a simple tool villain of the order of 

Pedring,1.no (The Spanish Tragedy), an earlier Spaniard whose loyalty 

springs from self-interest Pedringano remains a simple extension of 

Lorenzo's will until his death, and Bosola exercises no freedom of will 

until he chooses not to s erve the Cardinal and Ferdinand Vasques, on 

the other hand, exercises his will throu gh Soranzo, and there is no dis­

parity between his aims and those of his master 

Like a sinister Humphrey Wasp (Bartholemew Fai r), Vasques works in 

what he believes to be his master's best interests in restraining Soranzo ' s 

excesses of passion. But the suppression of passion Vasques advocates 

cannot be equated wi th moral behaviour, it is mer ely a mask of expediency 

to be l aid aside when Va!:,ques Jud ges conditions right for Soran7o to qct 



Like Bartholemew Cokes, Soranzo escapes his tutor's control a t times 

His show of e~otion towards Hippolita, and his resultant failur e to 

placat e her (I ii.67) incite her attempt on his life Va sques compen-

sates for Soranzo's indiscretion by cynica lly appearing to help Hippo-

lita, while he brings her to self-destruction Nonethe le ss , Soranzo's 

death r esults from his prema ture exercis e of vengeful passion af t e r 

Vasques has made careful plans for Giovanni's as sassina tion by t he 
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bandittJ. Vasques introduces order into the forc es of disorder, and b y 

so doing , he r e semble s a Vic e fi gure who enhances the effec t iveness o f 

26 
evil His effectiveness is limited , however, by Soranzo ' s choleric 

disposi tion tha t i s not always amenable to control 

Only with Soranzo ' s death and Vasques ' r elinquishing of restraint 

over his oPn pas :nons--"I car,rot nold an) ]on13er " (\ v 79)-- doc-s , 

cathartic convulsion occur a s rriovanni is slain Peasonablc restraint 

of passion has enhanced the successes of evi l, and unrestrained passion 

has brotght about the expunging of guil t The process 1s the oppos ite 

to that we should expect in tenns of conventional value s assigned to 

reason and pass ion. Significantly, Giovann i ' s and Annabella ' s deaths 

are not evidences of a cosmic cleansing , corruption in the state is per ­

petua ted with the Cardina l's fre eing of Vasq ues on " ground s of r eason" 

(V.v.1 49) which do not accord uith the audience 's intuitions of a hj gher 

Justice Vasques is the embodiment of a principle of inversion by which 

reason and knowledge appear t o control passion, but actua lly arc per­

vert ed to ends havin g t he1 r origins in passion 

Vasques' apparent sincerity of otive show s his perv ersion of 

reason Were Ford t o show us a villainous subordin.1 Lc who b cgu1]cc; for 



220 

material gain or personal aggrandizement, we might be more disposed to 

admit to Ford's belief in the value of intellect. But Vasques repels 

us partly because his strength of conviction leads us to question the 

validity of mortal conceptions of loyalty, virtue, and Justice. His 

commitment to Soranzo's revenge on Giovanni is sincere although wrong­

headed, and his Machiavellian designs prove far more efficacious than 

the Friar's exhortations to virtue Positive virtue proves ineffective, 

and retn.but1.ve "Justice" succeeds. 
27 

The spiritual and rational are 

subverted by the promptings of sense in a world where sickness of mind 

appears to be a normal condition. 

Natural reason by itself is shown to be morally neutral, and wholly 

at the mercy of the senses, which in turn owe their well-being to a 

28 
supra-rational divine faculty. Thus it is tpat Giovanni's natural 

reason, perverted to wrong ends by physical desire, wins over the 

Friar's spiritual admonitions. Unlike arguments presented by ~arlowe's 

Faustus, Tourneur's D'Amville (The Atheist's Tragedy), and others, Gio­

vanni's arguments are logically sound. Only the idolatrous premi~es are 

faulty: 

Must I not praise 
That beauty which, if framed anew, the gods 
Would make a god of, if they had it there, 
And kneel to it, as I do kneel to them? 

(I. i. 20-23) 

Unfortunately, the Friar's premises are no more demonstrable than 

Giovanni's, and the Friar can only appeal to faith 

These are no school-points , 
• . . better 'tis 
To bless the sun than reason why it shines. 

(I.i.2 ff.) 



But Giovanni's malaise is characterized by intellectual pride, like 

29 Faustus, he hears only what he wants to hear 
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Annabella, on the other hand, speaks l e s s , and does not attempt to 

justify her concupiscence with rhetoric Unlike Giovanni, she recog-

nizes the futility of argument in a world where human reason by itself 

has no value as a source of truth Before committing herself, she 

answers Giovanni 's suit with "If th is be true , 't,7ere fitter I were dead" 

(Ii 221). Submitting to s exual des ire compound ed by compassion for 

Giovanni 's longing , she shuts out her knowledge of moral tru th , and 

reve ls i n a "paradise of Joy" (II i . 39) 

The choleric Sor anzo's Jealous rage is controlled and exp l oi t ed by 

Vasques' reasoned admonitions and encoura~ement , much in Lhe same way 

contrast , the prot agon ists of the sub- plot , Bergetto and Po ggio , ar e 

innoc ently stupid, existing in a state of nature Prompted by 1mpulse , 

Berget to gives his attentions first t ,-:i Annabel l a, then to Ph ilo tis Th e 

love he expresses for Philoti s is fotthright , r efreshingly Rabelaisian 

(III iii.37 ff), and lacking in courtly decorum that other protagonists 

affect to conceal inner corruption Ironically , it is the ill-fa t ed 

30 
Bergetto, a clo,mish Miles Gloriosus, who most nearly eYemplifies the 

theologica lly desirable knowing ignorance tha t the Friar advocates for 

G. 31 iovanni 

It is characteristic of ' Tis Pity's irony that Bergetto, intuitively 

wise in his natural love for Philotis, should be lacking in r eason , and 

should he sacr ificed by chance to the schemes of others Rjchc1rdet to ' s 

and Grimald ' s plan , the product of perverse reason grounded 1n their 
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desire for revenge on Soranzo, goes awry as a result of the r andomness 

that can r ender all natural reason imPotent Bergetto's transparent 

simplicity and the comic pathos of his death reveal him as being far more 

attractive than the other protagonists who possess reason but pervert its 

32 ends. Poggio's relationship to his master is represen ted as correc t, 

and points up in social terms the contrast between innocenc e and guilt 

of motive Entirely loya l to Bergetto, he is a subordinate extension of 

Bergetto's will, and certainly is no more intelligent By contrast, the 

cunning Vasques ' fascination with vice is a motivation independent of 

his loyal t y to Soranzo, and Vasques seeks a l ways to control his master 

Bergetto's death and the Friar's departure a r e evidence tha t i nno­

cence and simple virtue are not enough for survival wh en the knowledge 

that giues poFer 
33 

1-ias no rel2.t i onsr1P to J11o r a l consc iousriess Vascp1ec;, 

controlled and logical , bears associations with the demonic Ili s pact 

with Hippolita, which she believes will result in Soranzo's death, is 

expressed in terms making Vasques her demonic famJ_liar 

Vasques 
Hippolita 

I am infinitely yours 
I will be thine 

(III viii 8, 9)
34 

Hippolita's words inply her unknowingly servile role in h er r elationship 

with Vasques, and this pact of death is a r evealing parody of betrolhal 

showing the t rue significance of Giovanni's and Annabella ' s vows to each 

other 

Vasques ' relating of his vow of service is a parody of liturgy , in 

his claim to "have been honest to the son," as he "was to the father" 

(V.vi ll13, 144) Significantly, it is the father's death that has made 

Vasques Soranzo ' s tu tor A pariah whose tutelage of hie; mast e r " in his 



points of vengeance" (V.i 236, 237) results from an earlier death, 

Vasques may be seen as an embodiment of death itself In counsell ing 

Soranzo to bide his time, Vasques cautions him, 

After 

Let my young master (Giovanni) take time enough, 
and go at pleasure, he is sold to death, and the 
devil shall not ransom him. 

(V ]_ 261-63) 

Soranzo's death, Vasques tells the Cardinal, 

I repent nothing but that the loss of my li fe 
had not ransom'd his . 

(V Vl 121, 122) 

223 

The parallelism of the speeches is a further example of Vasques ' associ-

ations with the demonic Soranzo, like Giovanni, is "sold to death," and 

Vasques is no more able to 11rans oIT1 11 him than t he devil of lustful passion 

is able to r ansom Giovanni. With good cause the di2bolical Vasques face-

direct him t o Annabella's chamber, Vasq ues comrien ts, 

Your liberali ty hath doubly 
made me your servant, and ever shall, ever 

(IV iii 250, 251) 

The probable quibble on "liberality" suggests tha t the si lver Giovanni 

gives is symbolic of much more than cash Giovanni has accepted Vasques ' 

guidance to Annabella 's cha~ber, and he has paid money, acts symbolic of 

his acceptance of guidance by the devil of the flesh , for which he pays 

with his life and his soul for "ever" In this context, Vasques func ­

tions symbolically as Annabella's pander In principle, Vasques is a 

demonic familia r to Giovanni in the same way that he is somewha t more 

obviously to Soranzo and Hippolita 

As a demonic figure, Vasques is a S)rnbol of non-b e ln g thnt ,1ppears 

as reality to the disordered mind, 
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rationality, he protects and preserves Soranzo from his destructive 

impulses, and from those who attempt to disparage or harm him Obsessed 

with outward forms of propriety, Vasques evinces evident relish in bait-

ing Grimaldi to a duel, on the grounds that Soranzo would co~promise his 

nobility by personal involvement with one he reeards as infer ior (I ii 

44, 45) In much the same spirit, but now performing with an air of 

prim disapproval , he attempts to deny Hippolita entr ance to Soranzo 

unannounc ed "Troth, you wrong my modesty," he chides (II ii 2.'i) 

Reproving her for her show of anger, he l abours to sh1eld Soranzo from 

a situation that will incite passion and dislodge Soranzo 's rea son 

... if my lord had a resolution as 
noble as virtue itself, you t ake the course 
to unedge it all 

(I i i 62, 63) 

aaopcing cne roi e or meaiacor , ne accempcs to sceer ~oranzo away rrom 

excesses of speech that will enrage Hippolita further, pretending t~ Rt he 

does so out of compassion for her 

Sir, I besee ch you, do no perplex her, griefs, 
alas, will have a vent I dare undertake Madam 
Hippolita will now freely hear you 

(I ii 63-66) 

Recognizing the choleric Soranzo's penchant for irrational and 

self-destructive passion, Vasques permits him only as much knowledge of 

persona l inJury as he believes him capable of handl ing without upsetting 

his emotional equilibrium Hhen Soranzo, professing to be " sick to th' 

heart" at Annabella's rejection of his suit (III ii.33), observes her 

physical sickness, Vasques conceals from him its true im por t 

Soranzo 
Vac;ques 

. Her life 's in clanger 
(Asicle ) By'r lady, sir, and 
so i s yours, if you knew all . 

(III.1ii.87 , 88) 



Vasques' aside has a double significance. Not only is Soranzo's life 

threatened by Hippolita, but Soranzo 's destructive passion would be 

uncontrollable, and would endanger his own life, were he to know of 

Annabella's pregnancy 
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Soranzo initially is as unknowing as Berge:to, and the differences 

between theM are social status and temperamen t Of lesser birth and 

sanguine in nature, Bergetto ' s weakness of intelligence does not make 

him as vulner ab le to destruct ive forces as Soranzo, and the causes of 

Bergetto's death are unre la t ed to his stupidity By contrast, Soranzo 's 

nobility of birth makes him acutely conscious of his reputation, and his 

choleric disposition (V ii .1 ff) is a sickness of mind that ensures his 

misuse of knowledge Berge tto remains ignorant and innocent, and Soranzo 

bcco~es ~acwir~ and vic~ous \'asqucs c;:12.1s G::-iria lai a "poor sr a.cm, of a 

soldier" (I ii.13), Soranzo, by contras t, refers to "This gen tl eman , whom 

fame reports a soldier ,--for else I know not" (I ii 34, 35) Althouph 

Soranzo 1 s words are meant as insult, they point up the central element in 

his rel<ltionship with Vasques Vas ques knows, and Soranzo does not, 

Vasques gains knowledge, and Soranzo hears and believes A parad igm for 

Soranzo's vengeful passion, Vasques also acts as Soranzo ' s s enses, a 

source of knowledge giving focus to Soranzo's perverted reason When 

Soranzo tells Florio that he has "willed" Vas ques to "correct his 

(Grimaldi's) tongue" (I ii 44), he unuittingly speaks only a half -truth 

Subsequent events suggest that Soranzo's wil l is simply an extension of 

Vasques', and Vasques gives direction to Soranzo's potential for a nger 

by supplying him with knowledge . 

It is ironic that Vasques should be the advocate of rational 



restraint. Admonishing Soranzo to be "ruled by reason" (IV i.87), he 

prevents him from acting on his incomplete knowledge concerning Anna­

bella's pregnancy. Reason and knowledge, regarded usually as founda­

tions of moral truth, become Vasques' most powerful weapons to advance 

his schemes for Soranzo's revenge. Vasques, like his society, fails 

to discern the limits of natural reason, believing his cunning and his 

knowledge of the incest to be absolute evidences of man's highest 

faculty. Vasques regularly emphasizes man's essential nature as a 

35 
rational being, admonishing Soranzo that rage is "unmanlike" (IV iii 

80), and that failure to "be ruled by reason" is "unhuman and beastly" 

(IV.iii.84086). Deriving his own sense of manhood from his belief in 
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his superior reason and knowledge, he reports his success in discovering 

the incest by saying to Soranzo: 

Sir, I am made a man; I have plied my cue with 
cunning and success , 

(IV.vi.269, 270) 

In~ent on giving an appearance of being knowing, Soranzo uses such 

phrases as "But know, Grimaldi" (I. ii. 39) and "Vasques, thou shalt know" 

(IV.iii.276). As long as Soranzo has only the appearance of knowledge, 

he is harmless. But like Malevole (The Malcontent) who incites Ferneze 

to take revenge on Mendoza, Vasques uses knowledge to manipulate Soranzo. 

Once Vasques has gained knowledge of Giovanni's guilt, and has formulated 

a plan for revenge, he tells Soranzo. " ••• Now comes your turn to 

know" (V.iii.277), says Vasques, and from that point on he calculatedly 

excites Soranzo's vengeful ire. 

Vasques' loyalty to Soranzo in furthering his revenge is consonant 

with his own negative conception of morality. Vasques is fascinated b·r 
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vice, and the pleasure he derives from his professed loathing of incest 

has qualities of voyeurism and sexual sadism 

bella's crime, he exults 

Upon discovering Pnna-

Why, this is eYcellent and above expectation 
Her ovm brother' Oh, horrible' To l,hat 
a height of liberty in damnation hath the 
devil trained our age ' Her brother, well' 

(IV lll 248-51) 

Purporting to believe in restraint, Vasques deli ghts in giving Giovanni 

an opportunity to "go and glut himself in his own destruct ion" (Viv 50) 

The cry, "Liberty '" taken up by the band1.tt1. as they s e t upon Giovanni is 

as much a symbol o f Vasques' vicarious sexual license and untra~rnellcd 

lust for revenge as it is symbolic of an incestuous relationship that 

defi es all l aws of restraint Annabella's and Giovanni 's union is a 

is why Vasques, an embodiment of death, seevs h1.s own fulfilment and 

release from restraint in allowing Giovanni and Isabella their fina l 

moment to gether 

• let my hot hare have law ere 
he be hunted to his death, that if i t be possible, 
he may post to hell in the very act of his 
damnation 

(V lV 31-33) 

In these words penultimate to the final revenge scene, Vasques, 

like Vindice (The Revenger's Tragedy) , exhibits his perversely poetic 

sense in staging which he will find aes thetically satisfying Vasques' 

pleasure is sy~ptoma tic of a society that consistently m1.stakes form for 

substance Functioning rath er as a theatrical player-director, he wodu-

late s lns "actors '" tones , excites emotions , and designs ..,ituations a] l 

towards a desir e d effect tlwt satisfies his perversely cre;1tive 



aesthetic The deadly earnest concourse of human affairs are for 

Vasques elements in a fascina ting plot that he delights in controlling 

Apparently conceptualizing his world as a stage with dramat1s 

personae, Vasq~es eYpects people to act parts that he considers appro-
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pr1ate 36 In the same way tha t Soranzo rn1st<lkes reputation for honour, 

Vasques seems to believe that the way men and women play their parts, ~s 

it uere, is the stuff of reality Disturbed by Soranzo's outward show 

of self-defeating anger t owards P1ppolita, Vasques chides him, "You do 

not well 11 (II 11 94), and when Soranzo persists, Vasques comments , 

"This part was scurvily play'd" (II 11 100) Because Soranzo's fa i lure 

to play his part with aplomb ha s result ed 1n H1ppol1ta ' s remaining a 

threat, Vasques himself assumes a role, proM1sing her that he will "be a 

s;,ecJ.a l 2.c tor " 1n r cr -;:,10" fer reven ge (II 1:. 153) Sorw2TT\-iett "' ere 

pleased with Soranzo 's adher ence to directions 1n dealing with Annabella , 

Vasques compliments him on the part he has played, and directs him 

furth er 

This is well, follow this t eMper with some 
passion. Be brief 
and moving, ' tis for the puroose 

(IV iii 11 6, 117) 

Having briefed the band1tt1 to enter on a "watchword" ("Vengeance"), 

Vasques reports to Soranzo that he will "undertake for their parts" 

(V.iv 2). 

Vasques' conception of th e affairs of men as a play designed to 

mask r ea l motives i.s symp toma tic of his society's a ttitude towards 

l anguage itself The disparity between wo rds and r ea lity is r egular l y 

emphasi7ed in ' '1'1s P1 ty 
37 

The dialogue a hounds with t erms expressin g 

decepti.ve verbal expression; the terms "say , 11 "word," and "vow" appe::ir 
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with striking frequency, and in the maJority of instances their context 

makes clear that verbal communication masks r eality Vasques' vow to 

Hippolita is a lie, as is Annabella's vow to Soranzo , the only vow that 

is kept is t hat of Vasques to Soranzo's father, and tha t is a promise 

that brings destruction. 

Vasques is keenly aware of t he power of langua ge , and taking care 

to adopt a courtly and servile mask , he admonishes Soranzo t o conceal 

38 
emotional turbulence with commodious speech Only in his unguarded 

moments when he has the upper hand, or in asides, does Vasques show 

verbally his ugliness of mind. With Annabella 's secret r evea led and 

Putana in his power, Vasques gives vent to the venom he customarily 

concealed 

I'l l help your old gums, you toad-
hpll,p~ hi t~~ S1rq, rprrv her rlosplv 1~tn the 

coalhouse , and put out her eyes ins t antly, 
if she roars , slit her nose 

(IV in 228-32 ) 

Fascinated by the vice he professes to loathe , he delights in commenting 

oblique ly on Annabella ' s incest, noting "how a smooth t ale goes be•1 Jnd a 

smooth tail" (V i. 237, 238) Giovanni ap parently cannot resist boast-

ing about his sexual prowess any more than he can control his intellec-

tual pride Vasques is quick to grasp the significance of Giovanni's 

dangerously revealing sexual punning concerning Annabella's s ickness, 

and he delights in sly repartee of the same sort 

Giovanni 
Vasques 

Took too much flesh , I believe 
Troth , sir, and you, I think, have 
e'en hit it • ..• 

(V i.245, 246 

Langua ge functions in the world of 'ris P1ty in much the same 

f ashion as 1984 ' s Newspedk The spealcrs use words that are coun ter-
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feits of reality, thinking to create realities themselves Giovanni, 

with his hollow sophistry, creates his o,;.m "truth," but his words have 

no foundation in spiritual reality He assures the Fr i ar that he ha s 

not left a "word untold" (IV 1 17) in arguing the legitimacy of his love 

for Annabella, yet while cla1.m1ng to heed the Friar as "a voice of life" 

(I 1.68), he remains deaf to the Friar's counsel Like Soranzo, Gio-

vann1 mistakes reputation for hoPour, and he attributes to speech the 

power to create its own realities . He fe ars only the "speech of the 

people," for as long a s his incestuous relationslup with I sab ella 

remains hidden, "' twer e nothing" (II 1 49) 

By contrast, Annabella has an a gonized awa r eness of wo r ds that have 

no basis in truth . Although Giovanni's piteous pleadings win he r over 

t o i nc es t, sh e i s Lr capab l e of spc&}~nE fa J eely She ar'E'\lc r s Put a.,.:1 ' ::,, 

lascivious counsel with "Pray do no t talk so much" (I ii 75), a nd ther e 

is an underly i ng note of fear and regret to her playful r e t ort to Gio­

vanni's rhetoric purporting to prove t he worthlessness of vir ginity 

'Tis well i or you, 
Now you can t a lk. 

(II i 13, 14) 

Annabella prefers silence. Unlike Giovanni, who perverts truth with 

words, she tries to withhold truth by s aying nothing But her silences , 

indicative o f virtue 's absence , ar e eloquent t estimonia l s of her guilt 

She is a pathetic figure, whose i nabili ty to li e is a fat a l deficiency 

in a world wh e r e surviva l depends on t he power to de ce i ve In r eJ ect i ng 

Bergetto, she finds hers e l f cor nered , and her ass iduous att ention to 

truth we i ghs l i ght in the ba l ance against whqt she l eaves unsaid 



Florio Well, what do you say 
To young Bergetto's love? Are you content to 
Match with him? Speak 

Annabella (Aside) What shall I do? I must say 
some thing now. 

Florio What say? Why d'ye not speak? 

Annabella Signor Donado, if your nephew mean 
To rai se his better fortunes in his match, 
The hope of me will hinder such a hope, 
Sir, if you love him, as I know you do, 
Find one more worthy of his choice then me 

(II vi 44-53) 

Annabella's inability to use l anguage as a means of concealing truth 

springs from the promptings of an inner voice 

My conscience now stands up against my lust 

And tells me I am lost 
(V i 9-11) 

Iror,ically, Ar,1121-iella ' s Pleony of conc;ciPnre P..llons li er P..n 1ps1ght 
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denied Soranzo and Giovanni, who perceive only ext erna l s Vorally per-

ceptive, she is aware of the insincerity of So1anzo's courtly pleading 

Pnnabella 
~ 1ranzo 
nnabella 

Soranzo 
Annabella 
Soranzo 
Annabella 
Soranzo 
Annabella 

Yes , you 'll say you love me 
And I'll swear it too, wil l you bel ieve it? 
' Tis not point of faith 
Did yo u but see my heart, then you would swear-­
That you were dead 
See you these true love's tears? 
No . 
They plead your grace 
Yet nothing speak 

(III ii 17-29 ) 

Although words have become the servants of Giovanni's passion, it 

is Vasque s who recognizes the capacity of language to induce passiona te 

response Excusing Soranzo ' s anger at Grimaldi, Vasques says 

Yet the villainy of words, S1~nor Florio, may 
be such as would make any unspleened dove 
choleric Blame not my lord in thic; 

(I ii 58-60) 
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Vasques' measured speech and the restraint of language that he 

exhorts others to observe are symptomatic of a society for which con­

cepts of speech, honour, and life itself are hollow forms. Life is lived 

according to a code of behaviour that conceals ugliness without express­

ing inner worth. Florio tells Vasques that the humiliated Grimaldi may 

threaten because "losers may talk by law of any game" (I ii.58); in 

chastizing Hippolita, Vasques calls on "rules of civility" (II.ii 19). 

This elaborate code of conduct, so often summoned as authority for seemly 

behaviour, has no moral significance for its proponents Like the other 

"rules" of the code, the strictures of marriage are taken by Giovanni as 

a mere "formal law of sports" (V.iii.7), and he has no compunction about 

continuing his incestuous relationship with Annabella, even after her 

marriage to Soranzo. By disregarding the laws of venery in love's hunt, 

Giovanni becomes himself a prey whom Vasques gives "law" (V.iv 31) to 

39 ensure the legitimacy of his kill. 

Like the somewhat more benign M~levole (The Malcontent), Vasques is 

represented as a predator, and his ~ictims are those whose moral blind­

ness has made them prey to their own passions. Their attention always 

fixed on outward forms of speech and behaviour, Giovanni and Soranzo are 

unable to see beyond externals. Unable to penetrate Annabella's silence, 

Soranzo threatens that he will "rip up" her heart to find her lover's 

identity (IV.iii.56, 57). Giovanni, equally blinded by sense, receives 

the Friar's censure--"Thy blindness slays thee" (V.iii.22), but Giovanni 

remains unable to credit even the evidence of his eyes. Shown Anna­

bella's le~ter reporting their discoverv, he responds, "'Tis but forged" 

(V.iii.39). Victim of his will, Giovanni sees and hears only what 



pleases him. Hearing of Annabella's marriage to Soranzo, he cries 

Ere I'd endure this sight, to see my love 
Clipt by another, I would dure confusion, 
And stand the horror of t~n thousand deaths 

(IV i 16-19) 
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Only in his last moments with Annabella does Giovanni claim to under­

stand the futility of "vain and useless speech" (V v 19) and the super-

ficiality of her "gay allures" Yet he rema ins a victim of sense , 

insisting on seeing to believe the realities of Heaven and hell (V v 

29 ff.) Still placing his faith in externals, he hangs on Pnnabella's 

words, desperately wanting to believe that they will be united in 

eternity "Have you heard so?" (V v 34) Fulfilling Soranzo's threat 

in ripping out Annabella's heart, he is so far deceived that he believes 

the horrendous act to have a beauty blindingl y brigh t in i t s perfection 

The artificial ligh t of beauty that Giovanni be lieves he perceives 

in his murder of Annabella is a parody of the light of Grace, ye t it is 

also the glare of a ghastly truth for Sor~nzo ard the others at the 

feast. In his delusion, Antonio exul s 

Be dark, bright sun, 
And make this mid-day night, that thy gilt rays 
May not behold a deed will turn their splendor 
More sooty than the poets fe ign their Styx' 

(V.vi 79-82 ) 

For Giovanni, the darkness of death that he perceives as dazzling Jn its 

beauty springs from his idolatry and self-love Fis Narcissism extends 

to self-deification as he declares, "Revenge is mine," thinh.ing to Justify 

Annabella's death by disputation that molds reality in the image of his 

words (V v 88) Giovanni ' s exaltation of natural reason has resulted in 

his concept on of himself as a god Annabella has heen guilty of a 

similar ido atry , telling Soranzo tha t Gi ovanni is "ange l-like ," and 



that he, Soranzo, even on his knees, is "not worthy once to name lns 

name" (IV ni 37-41) 40 Without faith, men fail to perceive that they 

are created in God's image, and they create their own blasphemous gods 

Deluded in his idolatry, Giovanni and his society in reality have 

created their own destructive demon whose essence is embodied in 

Vasques. 

Entering the festive ha ll with Annabella 's heart impaled on his 

dagger, Giovanni excla ims 

TPe glory of my deed 
Darkened the mid-day sun , making noon as 

(V v 

41 night 
24, 25) 
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The world of ' Tis Pity with its meaningless sounds conc ealing truth in a 

darkness of rhetoric and mannered speech, and with its false light that 

dJsto.,.ts r eal ,t>, ,s l1J,<?. ... Le Friar's c2scr1pti'Jr. o f Hell 

There is a place ,--
List, daughter '--in a black and hollow vault, 
Where day is never seen, there shines no sun, 
Rut flaming horror of consuming fires , 
A lightless sulphur, choked the smoky fogs 
Of an infected darkness 

(III v 8-13) 

The Friar's description of a met aphysi ca l hell connotes also a subJective 

hell, a state of mind represented psychomachically One is reminded of 

Mephistophilis' explanation of the world to raustus "Why, this is hell, 

nor am I out of it" (Dr . Faustus, I iii 76) Annabella ' s psychological 

suffering and Giovanni's delusion are suggestive of a he ll on earth, and 

Soranzo tells Vasques, "I carry hell about me " (IV 111 153) Soranzo, 

like Annabella, suffers most in his psychological hell during moments of 

silence when deceptive words do not case his torment of vengeful passion 

"'Tis well, the less I speak , the more I burn" (V iv 30 ) 
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This conception of hell-on-earth is given physical dimensions in 

the circumstances of Bergetto's murder. In the darkness, Grimaldi mis-

interprets what he hears, and kills Bergetto by mistake The episode is 

symbolic of a world in which no one sees, and truth is obscured and 

distorted by words.
42 

The light of truth reveals the ugliness of error. 

Bergetto 
Richardetto· 

• Lights! lights! Ho, lights' 
• bring lights . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Give me a light. What's here? All blood' 
(III.vii 12 ff) 

In this darkened world lacking the light of divine truth, man's 

knowledge of virtue is dependent on faith which, with the Friar's depar-

ture, no longer exists even in an unheeded presence. Reason without 

faith results in misconception of moral truth. 43 Donado's observation 

on Giovanni's death, "What strange miracle of Justice 1
" (V.vi 112) and 

the assemblage's cry of "wonderful justice" (IV i 88) at Hippolita's 

death are ironic expressions of ignorance in a world from which, as 

Florio observes, "Justice is fled to Heaven, and comes no nearer" 

(III.ix.63). Richardetto, who has unwittingly brought about Bergetto's 

death himself, conrrnents with irony and presumption on Hippolita's 

poisoning, "Heaven, thou are righteous 11 (IV i.89) 

Justice, as 'Tis Pity's characters perceive it, is simple retribu­

tion; mercy exists as mere expediency, or not at all. Grimaldi receives 

the Cardinal's protection as a consequence of his noble birth, and 

Vasques is acquitted because his loyalty to Soranzo accords with the 

44 Cardinal's conception of virtue based on "grounds of reason" (V.vi.149). 

Significantly, the Cardinal himself is a~are of the disparity between 

natural reason and moral truth, and points out to Vasques that the 
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45 dictates of reason do not mitigate his "offence" (V vi 149) Vasques, 

like the other chara cters, has no understanding of pity Regarding it 

as a motive for revenge on Soranzo's behalf, he claims to act from 

"hones t y and pity" of his "mast er 's wrongs" (V vi 119) With that 

exception, he values pity and forebearance only as shams to conceal 

other motives Counselling Soran zo that it is " godlike to for give" 

(IV iii 105, 106) and "manlike to bear extremi ties," he merely pre tends 

compassion for Annabella's benefit, and t o furth er hi s design f or revenge 

Regarding pity as weakness , he excites Sordnzo's blood lust, cautioning 

him, "Let not your p1.ty be tray you'' (V ii 22) Va sques is a controlling 

demon in a pitiless world like the hell described by t he Fria r, where 

"damned souls roar without pity" (III vi 16) 

the strong prosper Bergetto di es undes erved ly, and the women are not 

46 
accorded the ~ercy due their se~ Ironically, ftnnabella ' s weakness of 

reason in succumbing to Giovanni's impr eca tions has a quality of p~t y, 

her compassion unites with the promptings of her own blood when G1Jvanni 

implores the gods to make her yield "for pity's sake" (I ii 254 ) 

Certainly Annabella herse lf is deserving of pity in her weakness 

Hippolit a , who se pass ion for Soranzo has destroy ed her marrta~e, dies 

rE.Jected by him, "ha t e d, scorned, and u.npitied 11 (IV i 101 ), and abetted 

by the merciless Vasques in bringing about her own death Fven Putana, 

morally and intellectually weak, but loyal and well-intentioned, suffers 

horribly for her trust in the beguiling Vasques 

The casualness of the Cardinal ' s cl0sing comment, 

Who could not say ' TIS PIT) SI-Jr 1 S A W!I0Rf?" 
(V vi 164) 
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is ironic in its meaningless conventionality, expressive of a society 

whose collective psychology is a pitiless hell in which words mean 

nothing. Concealing his ruthlessness and cunning in decorous speech , 

Vasques embodies the inverted system of values that has currency at 

Parma, and he th e reby becomes the demonic master of those he pretends 

to s erve 

Perhaps the most significant difference betwee n Vasques and Bosola 

is that Bosola experience s inner conflict, and Vasques does not Bosola ' s 

society makes him a villacnous subordina te in spite of his finer instincts, 

wherea s Vasques is without f ee lings that ue approve Even Vasques' fan-

atical loyalty t o Soranzo is expressed only in t er ms of ve ngeance Ye t 

Vasques in the end departs unha r med, and Boso l a destr oys h imse lf only 

when lie L1 .1es L o .... Loc.,.,e the ,,,ood Bo t n 'Tis Pity and The DuchcJs ul 

Malfi portray socie ties in which vice thr ives b ecause there c1 r c no mo r al 

47 
certainties, a nd villainous subordinates are suppr essed only when their 

interests interfere with those of other more powerful villains 



1 

2 

FOOTNOTES 

Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, Philaster, II, 1, 138 
Pharamond Ten such camphi re constitutions as this 

will call the golden age again in question, and 
teach the old way for every ill-faced husband to 
get his own clnldren, and what a mischief that 
will breed, l e t all consider' --

C S. Lewis describes the dualistic attitude t hat seeMs to have 
grown in the sixte~nth century, and prevailed in the seventeenth (See 
C S Lewis, English Literature i n the Sixteenth Cen tury (Oyford 
Clarendon, 1944), p 3) 

The r esult was a di strus t of inte llect Mark Stavig poin ts out 
Ford ' s be lief in the need to relv on trad1tJonal virtues , and the need 
to recognize th e limitations of reason (See M Stavig , John Ford and 
the Traditional !1oral Order ('f-1ad1son Un1ve1sity of Wisc onsin Press , 
1968 ) , p 95 ff) 
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3 
Quotations are from M L \Tine 's edi t i on with modernized spelling , 

based on the 16 23 t ex t See ~~ L Wine , ed , Drama of thP rnglish 
Renaissance (New York Ra nd om House , 1969) 

4,.., . t. ,. " ~ 1 
'-( u v L U l.V u . .:> c.&. J. c.. .L.J.V LII 1.J.ClJ.l'I. LJ 1,.. av..1..5 ,..,), C..(1.L1.....Jv u rt..&..\...1 1 •~uC L, ~~ ~~ ~ 1 ~::~~; , 

based on the 1638 t ext See M Stavig , ed, ' Tis Pity She ' s a v-.'hore 
(New York. Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1966) 

5
A number of critics, i ncluding Clifford Leech (John flebs ter (London 

Hogarth, 1951), pp 65, 66) r egard Act V, in t he absence of the Duchess , 
as anticlimactic That perhaps would be true if one insis t ed on locating 
her at the play 's moral and dramatic centre On t he other hand, if the 
moral centre may be taken as the roortal dilemma and the futility of human 
aspirations, the dramatic interest nay be seen to reside i n th e i nt erplay 
of all the rnaJor protagonists, and perhaps in Bosola especia lly 

6M L. Wine includes a gloss defining "in sadness" as "in earnes t" 
This definition seews unnecessarily res t ric tive The moder n meaning was 
also in use. (See OED, 5th edn , A, 5, b, c ) 

7 
Apothegms of tlns sort were coITl!l'on Lear 's famous "Nothing will 

come of nothing" is perhaps the best- knov.rn e}ample R W Dent shows the 
remarkable extent of Webster' s use of contempor ary sources (R W Den t, 
John Webster ' s Borrowing (Berkeley University of California Press, 19 60 )) 
Dent does no t attribute t he quotation in question to any source For 
Webster's sources , see also G. Boklund , The Duchess of Nalf1. (Cambridge 
Harvard University Presb, 19 62 ) 

8
J . R Brown not es the frequ ency of images relating to witchcraft See 

J, R. Brown Pd. , The Duchess o f Malt 1. (London Methuen, 1964), pp 
xliii, xliv. 
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9Marston' s Malevole (The Ma lcontent ) uses a sunilar term, perhaps 
derived originally from a Latin equivalent by Seneca (s ee Chap ter 6) 
Burton, too, refers to "the muckhill of the world" (The Anatomy of 
Melancholy , III, 417) . 

10 
The debate over meri t and birth has a long tradi t ion, e g , Thomas 

Medwall's I'ulgens and Lucr es The conventional Judgment f avoured merit 
With the plays of Chapman and his Jacobean successors , the reasons for 
favourin g merit become more extr eme }fedwall p robably was appealing to 
the sent1_ments of a lar gely new aris tocr acy , and was providing argumen t s 
justifying their recent elevation The later dra~a , however , emphasizes 
abuses of power by an es t ablished nobility , and t he a r gumen t for merit 
functions as critici sm of those who have betrayed the obliga tions of 
birth 

11
When Cariola r efers to "the spirit of greatness or of woman," I 

take her to mean the Du chess' r ecognition of her nob i lity on the on e 
hand, and her uomanly natural impulses on the other Her " fearful mad ­
ness " as Cariola would have it, proceeds from th e tension between fear 
induced by the hazards of compromising soc i a l position, and a need for 
love inherent in natural womanly qualities Opting fo r her womanhood, 
the Duchess dispels fear, and only "pities " her brother s Travis Bogard 
(The Tragic Satire of John rrebster (Be r ke ley University of California 
Press, 195 5), p 65 ) places a di fferent interpre tation on the pRssa ge , 
1-clePLll) 1-n;; t he ' si1i::-1L o:::' \ 'O-r::rn" c::.s ", :i .. 1an1sL fcclL, " n t- con Lc,L in 
wnicn webs t er uses gr ea t ' e1sew11ere , re fe rr ing , ror example , to ' 'gr eat 
men" (V i 117) as meaning hereditary nob il ity, suggests that Travis 
Bogard may have missed the sense of the passage There is nothing in 
the Duchess ' character indicating that "womani sh fears " are an elemenl 
in her nature 

12 
L G Thayer's view tha t t he Duchess "i s almos t comp ] ete ly pas -

s:tv e " ( 'The Ambiguity of Bosola ," SP , LIV (19 57), 163) seems to defy the 
t extual evid ence 

13 
The theme of inverse relationship between the sexes i s to b e 

found in the ear lier r eligious drama, and reflec ts a continuing tradition 
of thought r ega rding t he right ord er of a u t hor i ty The t welfth centu ry 
Jeu d'Adam presents God as Adam's feudal lord, and Adam stands i n a 
similar relationship to Eve Sa t an's temp tation of Eve r esults in he r 
usurp i ng of Adam 's power of Jud gment In turn, Adam disobeys h is "f eudal" 
Lord by subordinating his J udgment to that of his "va s sal " r::ve In Th e 
Book Named the Governor (1 531), Thomas I:lyo t defines th e correc t rela­
tionship of the sexes accord ing to wnat he deems their natur a l properties 

A man in hi s natural perfection is fie rc e , ha r dy , strong in 
opinion, covetous of glory , desirous of knowledge, appe titing 
by generation to bring forth his semblab]e The good natur e of 
a womnn is to be mild , timor ous, tractable, benign, of sure 
remembrance , and steadfast (S.F Lehmberg , ed , Thr nook 
Named tJ,0 Govrrnor, London Dent, 1962 , pp 77-78) 

The qualiti es I:lyot desc1ibes as f eminine fenerally appear in Anlon1o ' s 
character , and the masculine qual1t1es are more cha1acter1stic of the 
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Duchess. Antonio never initiates action, and safety is a rnaJ or concern 
with hirn (III v 58) It is t he Duchess who plans the fearful Antonio's 
fli ght to Milan (III. v. 53-55). G. Boklund comments on Antonio's 
"remarkable passivity" (Boklund , p 165) 

14
Ferdinand characteristically us es imagery rela tinz t he Duchess to 

the demonic J. R. Bro\-m comments that for Ferdinand witchcraft "has 
become a sy'1onym for the power of sex." (Brown, xlJ.v) 

15 Backward movewen t was traditionally associated wi th t he demonic 
(see E K. Chambe r s , The English Folk-Play (New York Russell & Russell, 
1964), p. 19) Webster uses similar symbolism in The v.'hi te nevi l 

•. a Politician i mitates the devil, as tne devi l imita t es 
a canon Wheresoever he come s to do mischief, he comes with 
hi3 backside towards you (The White Devil, 111 iii 75) 

16 r borrow the "circle of perfection" idea from HarJor ie Hope Nichol­
son (The Breaking of the Ci rcle (New York Columb ia University Press , 
1960), p. 153 ff ) 

17
Antonio' s adeptness with lance ard tjlting rin g t arget , even with­

out the enhanc ing significance of his r e lationship with the Duchess, may 
be seen as havin g the k ind of archetypally sexual significance L~ at 
J essie Peston suggests for the Grail legend ( Frol'7 Pitual to Pomancc (New 
Yo:·L r oc' t] eda, , '..957) ) l 'b..,l..1.eve :,..e pre ce..,ce rf ,..P 1nfornnr- ira:::c r y 
auu LJ.u:: ~lL.UctL..LULJ o..1. Lu11Lt::AL i_J.1..Vv.LJ.c:. ~u~:.lCJ...t:ill ... ~a~.Lu fvL Lt1'- cJ v...>..L.5 11 ..a.. 1. b .J= 
se~ual s~gnif icance to Ferdinand's lines about Antonio ' s tilting pro,,ess 
(For the sexua l si gnificance of rings, see also my comments on similar 
imagery Jn Midd]eton 's The Chan geling (Chapter 3) ) 

18
J L. Calderwood comments that this passa ge r epr esent s the 1 ovE.rs 

as "dangerously na ive" in attempting to "create a private universe 
while ignoring "exte1nal r eali ties " Calderwo od s hows that th e Dt.. ~hess' 
ignoring of "Degr ee" i s a f a tally "syst eTllR tic disorder" (J L Ca lde rwo od , 
"The Duchess o f Ma lfi Styles of Ceremony, " in Norma n Rabkin , ed , 
Twenti e th Century Int erpret ations of The Duchess of Halfi (fn glewoocl 
Cli ffs Prentice-Dall, 1968), pp. 76-84) 

19 "Vain ce1emony" appears to include the formalities of degree as 
well as other kinds of ritua l. J L Ca lderwood comments tha t the 
Duchess affirms the autonomy of her impulses by parodying ritual solemni­
ties in the marriage scene (Ibid , p . 78) 

20
R. Ornstein , in referring to "the careless indifference " of the 

lovers, shows that it is not the marriage which is shamef ul, but "the 
mora l compromis e involved jn hiding it" (The Mora l Vision of Jacobean 
Traqedy (Machson University of h'isconsin Press , 1960), pp 130, 141) 
The lovers ' plighting of the1r troth in Cariola ' s presFnce rn1y he seen 
as an espousa l per vcrha pracscnti, normally recognized by church c1nd 
state as legjLimnte sanction for cohnbitrtion, and by denyin g the Duchess 
freed om to marry, the brothers violate nEtur1l l aw Shakespeare ' s 

sympc1thetic portrr1yal of Claudio and JulJet (tteasurc for Measure ) is 

• 



grounded in the same body of doctrine For t he lovers' marriage con­
tract in accord with natural law, see G Boklund, pp 43, 165 , also, 
Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, C Morris, ed 
(London Everyman, 1907), p. 220. For doctrinal distinctions on this 
point between Catholic doctrine and Webster's Ang lican attitude, s e e 
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W Empson, "Mine Eyes Dazzle," in N Rabkin, ed , Twentieth Century 
Interpretations of The Duchess of Malfi , p 90 ff Harriage custo1'1s and 
contracts are described in C L Powell, Engl i sh Domestic Relations , 
1487-1653 (~ew York Russell & Russell, 1917), pp 37-39, and L Stone, 
"Marriage Among the I:nglish Nobility in the 16th and 17th Centuries," 
Comparative Studies in Society and History , III (1961), 182-206 

21 II 1 II The a abaster image bears associations of both fecundity and 
chastity, an idea l Juxtaposition of opposites hardly practicable in the 
temporal Hermione (Th e Winter ' s Tale ), appearing as a reincarnation in 
alabaster, is perhaps the best -ynown instance of the ima ge in Renaissa nce 
drama . 

22
rnexpli cably , Clifford Leech seems unable to accept that a psycho­

lo gy of such contradictions and co~plexity is believable Consequently, 
he dismisse s Boso l a as merely a compound of principles who is "les s a 
charac ter than a chorus" (C Leech, John r'1ebst Pr JI Critica l <:;tudy 
(London Hogarth, 1955) , p 66) On the contra ry, it is this comple~ity 
that makes Bosola so very human . That a man's conscienc e should nr om pt 
hi~ to go only s u f a~ ~nd no furt ~c r _n s er,_v b L~ii ras Lc r J i s LP L-LL ly 
consistent witn numan nature, as wa s i11us tratect countle s s times by 
ambitious men plagued by conscience in Nazi Gemany, for examp]e 

23
K H. Ansari comments on Bosola ' s self-contempt by comparing the 

animal images he uses to those used b' Ferdinand Bosola characteristi­
cally compares himself to cr eatures 1 .,rer in t he natural order (K H 
Ansari, John Webster Image Patt erns 3nd Canon (Delhi Sterling, 1969), 
pp 138, 143 ) 

24c. G Thayer suggests that although i t is possible that ferdinand 
attempts here to "save the Duchess from herself ", "we are simply 
viewing Bosola as Ferdinand's creature" Thayer regards Rosola 's 
earlier expression of admiration for Antonio as lns "'real' face ," and 
his l ater attempts to have her for get him as artifice I do not tlnnk 
that distinction is necessary Bosola argues according to his purpose 
of the moment always . His "real " f a ce is simply that which he shows, 
consonant both with his own beliefs and with Ferdinand's aims Bosola ' s 
confl ict of conscience begins only when he perceives t he Duchess ' well­
being and Ferdinand's purpose to be in opposition Until that Juncture, 
there is little more point ju seeh. ing Bosol.:i ' s "real " face than in 
attempting to determine a chameleon's "real" colour 

25 
As DPa th, Bosola resembl es the a llegorica l Dcnth f igur es of the 

morality pl c)S £ver yma n perhaps provide s the closes t pnr1l] e l Seen 
as an "unma,king," Boso]a's adoption of a disgmse rcsemblrc; the 

Cardin<ll's 1eremonial relinquishment of ecclesiastical office, to stand 



242 

revealed as a soldier The dramatic device of "unma sking" by change of 
costume is common. Webster us es it in The White Devil, when Lodovico 
and Gasparo assume disguises as Capuchin monks to mask their murderous 
intent The Church and the orders of knighthood they claim to have 
belonged to are perhaps shown symbolically in what Webster r egards as 
their true form when Lodovico and Gasparo turn out t o be murder ers 

26 
Vasques bears a resemblance to Ambodexter (Cambys es), who quells 

the riotous disorder of lesser vice fi gures, and to Aaron the Moor (Titus 
Andronicus), who performs much the same function upon fir st encountering 
Tamara 's sons. 

27 Vasques ' evil as a symbol of retributive Justice is a th eme relat-
ing him to a long tradition of literary and theological deba te over prob­
lems of Justice and ~ercy Robert Grosseteste's Le Chateau d ' Jmour 
(1253), a debate betveen Justice, Mercy, Truth, and Pea ce , favours mercy , 
while recognizing the inseparability of the four Divine ladies The 
theme appears regularly in later morali t y plays, i e, The Castle of 
Perscverence Edmund Spenser takes up the theme in Th e I'aeri e Qucene , 
Book V Talus, Artegall's groo~ , lays about him with a flail at Arte­
gall's bidd ing , and also desists on command Servant to a master who 
symbolizes r at ional restraint and the godliness of chivalric ideals, Talus 
is symbolic of Justice temper ed with ~ercy Vasq ues, as zealous in seek­
ing to punish as Talus, knows no s uch restraint In control of a ~aster 
ru]ed b" p-;:ss1.o,.,, 11c:c; aJP C' -iry h~ sp e -- a~ J1..1 -= ... 1rc. s2n .2 r r ... ,.,,d :re~ "l C~ cv 
r .. .. , r - ! ... (' ~ 
J...JJ L- Ul.l. L.l. Cl..:,L. , L.J1 C: uur,,,.c. VJ. Vt.U.L\...C: '":, "-U1 1pa.:,ul.GuaL C. JUU bl l '-l l L v..1.. .t.1..11t-v .Ju , ... ,.._ 

Merchant of Venice) and Vincentio's restraint and humour in dealing wilh 
Angelo and Lucio (Measu r e for Measure) show the accepted Renaissance view 

28 
Ford's debt to Rober t Burton is widely recogniz ed, e g , S B 

Ewing, Burtonian Melancholy in t he Pl 1ys of John Ford (New York Octagon, 
1969) Follow1ng Burton 's epistenolo y , Ford appears to porlray intel­
lects that are essentially passive ard incapable of di s cerning disorder 
in sense experience By this view, man is wholly at the mercy of his 
passions . The involuntarism by which the mind is either gifted with , or 
deprived of, a higher mode of und erstanding seems to be a foundation for 
Ford's sceptici sm (See Robert Burton , The Anatomy of MPlancholy, vol I, 
Holbrook J ackson , intro (London Dent, 1968), pp 165, 258 ) 

29 I 1 II ror Fords possible debt to Har owe, see Cyrus Hoy, Ignorance in 
Knowledge Marlowe's Faustus and Ford 's Giovanni," MP , LVII (ii i ), 1960, 
145-154. 

30
Bergetto's br and of absurdity identifies him with the dramatic 

tradition of the foolish suitor, i e , the Ward Jn Women Bf:! warc rvomcn, 
Accius in Mother Bomb.1e , anJ Pc1mphilus (Terence Tf-ie f17ama n of l\ndroc;) 
The l etter episode of course identif ies Bergetto with Nicholas Udal l' s 
Ralph RoistE..r Deister and with Pl au t us ' Pe1r;opolinesec; However, Poggio 
l acks the m1. c; cltievous qua 11. ties of Pa l aestrio or ~fat th eu Merrygrc c k, c1n<l 
there is no su~gestion of rebellion ag'l inst his mnstcr 



3111Knowing i gnorance 11 is the unspoken but apparently acknowledged 
corollary to the Friar 's cond ePma tion of "ignorance in knowled ge " (V i 
27) This concept is in accord with Burtonian epistemology as well as 
sound Protestant doctrine A commonly recognized fifte enth century 
authority was Nicholas of Cusa ' s De Docta Ignorantia 

32 
Clifford Leech too readi ly dismisses the sub-plot as having the 

sole purpose of showing 11 the contrast be tween the intensity and the 
reluctance of Giovanni's love and the casu~lness and easy pleasur e of 
Bergetto's " (C Leech, John Ford and the Drama of his Time (Lond on 
Chatto & Windus, 1957), p 51) 
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33 
M. J Sargeaunt calls the Friar "ei ther a compl ete knave or a com-

ple t e fool, . . something of an enigma 11 (M J Sargeaunt,John Ford 
(New York Russell & Russell, 1966) , p 126), and H J Oliver asserts 
that the Friar's departure is "quite in character" because he is "a weak 
person" (H J Oliver, The Proble~ of John Ford (Victor ia Melbourne 
University Press, 1955), p 89) Neither view seems satisfac tory There 
is nothing to suggest tha t th e Friar is weak, his a r gumen ts are simply 
impotent to influence Giovanni's sick mind His departure is a realis t1.c 
recognition of futility, as well as an ac t that functions symbol i cally to 
show the departure of Grace from Parma Another critic, Tucker Orbison, 
appears to have misread the play, claiming that the Friar ur ges Annab ella 
" to conceal her illegitimate pregnancy by marrying Soranzo 11 (T Orbison, 
"Tile Trdgic ·v 1. t:; 101 o f .Jo hr, ForJ," s -r , ?l, J?7 ~ , ~!. - .55) TJ,c F1~_fL ' ..-, 
dUV.J.Le LU Annd □ e.J..J.d LU llld11y ::iurcri.lu \.J.il v.1. )\JJ , 1u ::. u .1.e::.::..J.11~ u ~ L11 e 

marriage rites (IV i.1-6), and his acceptance of her repPntance (Vi 30) 
are both moral and sensible Mark Stav1g in his introduction to ' Tis 
Pity (pp xv, xvi), shows tha t the Friar 1.s "the only sound moralist, " 
and has no knowled ge of Annabella ' s pregnancy Stav1.g's argument stands 
up to scrutiny far better than the ot~ers cited 

34 for famili ars, see R H West, The Invisible r-1orld A Study of 
Pneumatology in Elizabethan Drarra (~ew Yo rk Octagon, lq 69 ), pp 79, 83, 
84 Cf. Th e Duchess of Malfi, I ii 183-85 

35 
Ford expresses his belief that 11 a man's mind is the man himself 11 

in A Line of Li fe , and tha t 11 to be a man i s to know, feel, and 
moderate af fections, uhich . alter the laws of r eason 11 ( 11A Line of 
Life," in A Dyce, ed , The Forks of John I'ord, 3 vol s (New York 
Russell & Russell, 1965), pp 391-93.) 

36 
Ford must have been concerned abou t his society's proclivity for 

mistaking the ext ernals of reput a tion for inner worth and honour Jn 
The BroJ..pn lleart Tecnicus defines honour correctly 

.. But know then , Orgilus , what honor is 
Honor consist s not in a ba r e opinion 
By doin g any ac t that feeds content, 
Brave in appearance ' cause we think it brave 
Such honour comes by acc ident, not natur e , 
Proceeding from the vices of our pass ion, 



Which makes our reason drunk But real honor 
Is the reward of virtue, and acqu1.r 'd 
By Justice or by valor, which for bases 
Hath Justice to uphold 1.t He then fails 
In honor ,~o for lucre or revenge 
Counn its thefts, murcters, treasons, and adulteries, 
Which suchlike, by intrenching on Just laws, 
Whose sovereignty 1s best preserv'd by Justice 

(III i 32- 44) 
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37 Like a good many other social critics of his time, Ford was con-
scious of t he misuse of langua ge as a mask for shallowness and error 
Cf Burton, I, 31, 32 For a discussion of the Renaissance a ttitude 
towards the potency of langua ge , see Pard1.n Craig , The Fnchanted Gl ass 
(New York Oxford University Press, 1936), p 181 

38 
Vasques ' severely courtly demeanour and attendant 1nsinc er1ty 

accord with the Renaissance concept ion of the Spaniard Shakespeare's 
Don Adriano de Armado (Love ' s La.bour 's Lost ) is an absurd caricature of 
the type Vasques' formal 1. ty of speech combines w1. th his l~.ach1avell1.an-
1.sm to JT1ake him par ticular l y odious l-11.s pride J_n reJ01.c1ng "that a 
Spaniard outwen t an Ital1an in revenge " (V vi 146, 147) suggests tha t 
Ford conceives the }fuch1.avell1.an spirit now to reside 1.n the Spanish 
mind, much PS ~arlowe describes the same quality 1.n ~allese society (Th P 
,le,-, of !1::;.lta) "T1-..e S?irit of ).f,,,r1, 1.c1,·2:!. is f:!. ct,- D('V'.)'1C. ~h-.:- fl'."'f" 
,..,.... ., r ., "'\ 
\.1...l. v..LV 6 u '- .1. , L j 

This distinct l y Spanish kind of ~ach1.avel appears to spring from a n 
earlier tr ad 1. ti.on exel'lpl1.f1.ed bv Thoma s Kyd ' s Lorenzo ( Th€! Spanish Trag·­
edy) The scene 1.n which Lorenzo attempts to keep H1eronymo from plead ­
ing his case to the King is sinilar to that in which Vasques attempts to 
keep Hippolita from Soranzo Like Vas ques, Lor enzo app ea ls to the rul e s 
of decorous behaviour 

3911Law" 1.n its sense of "an allowance J_n time or dist;:rnce " (gloss 
by Wines) suggests also the " liberty" Giovanni enJoys in re.1ecting 
Divine law and the social code . Elsewhere "law" has its moder n meaning , 
e g , "law of any game" (I ii 58) and "law of sports" (V iii 7), us ed to 
mean a body of rules, e g . ,"rules of civi lity" (I I ii . 19) The double 
meaning heightens irony by implications of both freedom and restraint 

40 
The importance of faith and the blasphemy of idolatrous love dre 

central themes in Christ's Bloody Sweat Although Pollard and Redgrave's 
Short-Title Catalogue attributes this long r eligious poem to John Flet­
che1. , M Joan Sargeaunt is satisfied that the author (''I F ") is John 
Ford. (M J Sargeaunt, John Ford, p 8 ff ) 

41
The "artificial light" r esulting from self-love and appetite is 

identical in principle to that descr ibed by V1nd ice (The RcvPnqrr ' ~ 
Traqc,dy ), and C''<presse s the principle of the diabo lic described hy 
Walter Hilton (The r c1dder of Pc,rfcction) ( Sec Chapte r 6 ) 
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42According to Burton, men are particularly susceptible to decep­
tion through hearing The resulting melancholia leads to distorted 
percep t ions by the other senses , includ ing sight , the "mos t precious" 
of the senses as a source of knowledge (Burton, I, 384, 403, 425 , V, 
157-58) 

43
Mark Stavig comments, "Underlying this separation of faith and 

a typically Anglican suspicion of subtle theologizing abou t 
" (M. Stavig, Jorn Ford and t he Traditional Moral Order 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1968) , p 22) 

reason is 
faith 
(Madison 
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44Mark Stavig observes that "the villainous Vasques is only ban­
ished since he is able to appear virtuous through eloquent but hypocriti ­
cal sp eeches about the duty of servants to masters and the glories of 
reven ge" (p 23) I do not agree tha t Vasques is "hypo criticc1J." in this 
r espect I find no evidence suggesling tha t Vasqu es ' lovalty and affec­
tion for Soranzo is less than genuine That his lus t ful fascina tion 
with evi l is a strong motive provides no war r ant f or us t o assume tha t 
his protes t ations to the Cardinal about du t y are merely self-saving 
deceits 

45 11 In acquitting Vasques , the Cardina l points out that he is no 
Italian" (V v 14 6) Althou gh the t ext J_s not explicit on the point , it 
is possible that the Cardinal's show of ~ercy ha s political overtones 
Criaracteristically nravi1a tic the C'a rdrn Al PPThAPS , c; ]oathP to tnkc 
::ct:.: :.~::.~ns~ ,.. C - .... - -i .-. ,.l r r-

- ' 
CC-~ ~ ~ c~~n:rL r~----- 1 ---r- ...... ~ c t- n ............ r-

46 
For the Renaissance attitude towards women, see Hardin Cra1_g , 

The Enchanted Glass , p 128 ff 

t_,7 
C F. Sensabaugh sugges ts Ford's "Baconian" cast of t hought in 

repr ese1 ':ing "a world rul ed by physical fo r ces which can be considered 
nci ther evil nor good " (G F Sensabaugh , The Tra g1_c Muse of John Ford 
(New York Blom, 1944), p 92) 



CHAPTER VI 

A JUST REWARD
1 

As we saw in The Mas s acre at Paris and The Cardinal, an originally 

innocent cha racter who acts in destroying evil inevitably takes on guilt 

hims e lf The term "revenge " norn1dlly impl ies the r edressing of an 

earlier wrong, yet it nee d hardly b e restated tha t in the Christian 

context , revenge itse lf is a crime , and he who ar ro ga t es its execution 

2 
for himself usurps the Heavenly throne Usua lly t he r evenge r in 

Renaissance drama s e ts to rights mo ral disorde r and social inversion by 

encouraging or perp e tr a ting furt her disorder to the point of evil ' s 

l-\J.l..l.'-'UJ.lu U.L-..LVlJ. ' 
,- 1 ., i 

VJ.. U..L\JVU. W& &..L.l.,... 11 '-1U.J....fL.J..Lv .._ ln .... J.. 2.v '- b "-L. ' ULLU. J... ...... ...., ....... :t~ 

in some convulsion which regenera t es the natura l order Jacobean s eep-

tici s~ about t~ e poss ibility of man 's escape f r om his dep ravity to any 

sign i fic ant degree is reflected in the limited na ture of this clec 1s i ng, 

so that, as Volpon e and Th e Cardinal reveal, society's regeneration and 

time's renewa l are qualified and incomplete So the J acobeans, uncom-

fort ably aware of a de t enninism which assured the deprav ity of man even 

at his best, seem to have dealt, not with questions of innocence and 

guilt, but with considera tions of the nature and de gr ee of guilt which 

was assumed t o be unavo idable 

Malevole ( The Ma lcon t e nt)
3 

is a vil lainous subordinate who exempli-

fies the Jac obean awa reness of t he mortal dil em.'lla , and critics r em~:nn 

divi <l ed ,nd perplexed in the j_r attemp ts !: o classify 1nm e ither as a 
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4 
moral hero, or as a villain-by-necessity The character of Vindice 

5 
(The Reve nger's Tragedy) does not present quite the same degr e e of 

difficulty of interpretation, because, unlike Ma levole, he does not 

execute a volte face to become a model of rational restra int, his fina l 

act is entirely consistent with his earlier vengeful charac t e ristics I 

contend, however, that aside from other similarities, the single element 

of overriding importance tha t marks both protagonists as villainous s ub-

ordina tes is tha t they both are revengers who gain as cendancy over their 

nominal masters by preyin£ on their moral weaknesses and exploiting 

their vices Malevole has seen his duke dom usurped and his wi fe impri-

saned, Vindice, similarly, has lost lus father and his b e loved as a 

result of an aged sensualist's abuse of power Dis guised to take on the 

colou1ing of tneic corrupt su1roundings , hdlevo:e and V1nd Lc~ s~ize on 

every opportunity f or vengeance offered by fortun e Recogni zin g the 

l egitimacy of the ir grievances , we sympathize with the r evengers' situa-

tions, and we f ind s a tisf ac tion in t ,e ir successes To that extent , 

perhaps, we may regard the revenger~ as heroes 

Yet for a ll our indignation at Malevole ' s a nd Vindice ' s inJur ies and 

our pleasure at evil's defeat, we are r epelled by their villainous char­

acteristics. Vindice acts, not simply out of a des ire to r e-establis h 

Justice and order, but out of blood lust , Malevole ' s actions are not 

destructive in nearly the same degree, ye t he too is mo tivated t o a con-

siderable extent by a des ire for vengeance whi ch qualifies our approvd l 

of him Each protagonist is in tent on being able to shed his mask and 

assume his rightful pl ace by exploiting his nominal master ' s moraJ weJk-

nesses . Vind ice precipitates events, thereby assunnng the r ole of 
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Nemesis , Malevole, on the other hand, is more circumspect in assisting 

the fluctuations of a fortune which Marston implies is extrinsic and 

implacable. In the darkening world of Jacobean drama, even heroes are 

usually in some degree villainous Vindice is a passion-driven fi end, 

and Malevole is an icily logical tempter who may be the author 's concep-

6 tion of the ideal hero . 

Malevole and V1nd1ce are very similar in conception, and The Ma l-

content's influence on Tourneur's writing of The Revenger ' s Tragedy is 

7 
widely acknowledged There are, however, important differences, and in 

showing them I shall deal first with Marston's characterization of Male-

vole Marston does not cast Halevole as a villain in the us ual sense , in 

fact, critics generally agree that Marston did not intend him to appea r 

viJlainot-s at a ll S On the one hand, ~"ale-vole 1s h e ld r0 h e a ~tn ,r he~c 

reflecting Marston's Christian conventionality , 9 and on the other, he i s 

taken to be a tomented soul who reflects his creator ' s inner conflict 

10 
and fascination with the vice he loathes, his ultimat e ly benign actions 

do little to alleviate our revuls101 , and lns role as a t empter and 

11 
Machiavellian schemer in furth ering evil for the purpose of its own 

dest ruction give us the uneasy f eeling that he is somehow corrupt himself 

While Malevole 1s not a conventional r evenger because of his Stoic 

avoidance of bloodshed, we are nevertheless faced with having to account 

for his morality 111 terms of motiv e and method, even though the ultimate 

effects of his actions both as Malevole the malcont en t and as Alto fron t 

the reinstated ruler are benign 

IL is in motive and method that Malevole ' s guilt seems to reside, 

and for th-:it reason, he earns the title of "vi]lainous subordinai-e" ,tlong 
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with other less savoury examples of his kind For if the test of 

villainy were simply the ultllllate expunging of evil as a result of a 

character's actions, quite a few other villainous subordinates would 

have to qualify as heroes. For all that, Malevole perhaps is the least 

reprehensible of The Malcontent's maJor characters. Mendoza, the maJor 

villainous antagom.st, is a Machiavellian parasite who holds "the 

Olympus of favour" a "ravishing prospect" (Iv 32-33), only to exceed 

mere toadying to become a craven overreacher, moved by his "sole self­

good" (IV.iv.130). Pietro, on the other hand, is a weak-willed pawn in 

a game of power politics. Having usurped the dukedom as a result of his 

marriage into the ambitious Florentine dynasty (I.iv.14-22), the "too 

soft Duke," as Malevole calls him (I. 111..10), is manipulated to revenge 

Aurelia's adultery. Thinking Stoic endurance a weakness, he acts 

precipitately, persuaded first by Malevole, then by Mendoza 

Marston's pessimistic world view shows us a society made up of 

predators and victims, intelligent men and fools, whatever virtue sur-

. d h 12 vives Jrings it possessor persecution, imprisonment, or even eat . 

With few exceptions, the noble are motivated by self-interest, and men 

fall from high station, not because they are bad, but because they are 

innocent, impractical, or weak. Malevole has lost his ducal throne 

because he has been "suspectless" (I iv 14)
13 

in ruling Justly and 

severely, without partiality to any faction or flattery to the mob, 

Pietro falls because he is weak-willed, indecisive, and undiscerning in 

his choice of favourites. Malevole triumphs in the end over Mendoza 

because Mendoza is incautious in his choice of accomplices, relying on 

Malevole to kill Pietro, and to poison the "hermit." Each ruler falls 
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not simply because he is bad, but because he lacks cleverness, it is 

Malevole's craft , and not his goodness, that assures his eventual success 

While we sympathize with Malevole's situation, we cannot entirely 

condone his inciting the cuckolded Pietro to revenge against Mendoza 

As events transpire, Mendoza redirects Pietro's hatred towards Ferneze, 

who is only wounded, and who lat er becomes Malevole's accomplice, but 

that does not exonerate Malevole from the guilt of his intentions 

Goading Pietro with visions of "every page sporting himself with delight­

ful laughter" at the " egregious horns pinned to a lord's back" (I iii 

96-97), Malevole in his role as tempter to revenge e~cites Pietro's 

sens e of outrage with thinly concealed exultant mockery, r eminiscent of 

14 
Iago 's sadistic enJoyment in a similar circumstance, similarly , he 

iunctions uS a Jcmon1c bringer of knowledge about huL 21L~ s spo1 t vLtl 

Ferneze, much a s Vasques does in apprizing Soranzo of Giovanni ' s incest 

with Isabella ('Tis Pity ) Malevole continues in an idiom that cannot 

15 
be construed otherwise than as a strc,g exhortation to damnation, and 

Pietro's avoidance of that cond ition is quite accidental Malevole 

clearly relishes h is role as he provides th e counterpoint of a perverse 

harmony, a verbal echo of the discordant tones which first announced his 

presence in the opening scene 

Pietro Death and damnation' 
Malevole Lightning and thunder ' 
Pietro Vengeance and tortuJ.e' 
Malevole Catzo' 
Pietro o, revenge' 

(I in 100-105) 

Extern,11 evidence s uggests that Marston may not have viewe d Ji-Ls 

creation in the> character of Malevole as v1.lL:nnou s at all , ;111cl tint tile 

two faces , 1alevole and Altofront, uere meant t o be complcrnrntJry 
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properties of a single ideally conceived and integra ted character, which 

nevertheless reflect the author 's internal conflict Marston's scathing 

social satire, A Scourge of Villainy (1599),seems to reveal an author 

who employs the cynic's license to lance the infections of his society, 

while being himself morbidly obsessed with that which he professes to 

loathe Not at all hesitant to use a first-person persona , Marston 

begins and sustains a vituperative vigour in The Scourge , which differs 

hardly a t all from Malevole's style 

Foul canker of fair virtuous ac tion, 
Vile blaster of freshest blooms on earth, 
Envy's abhorred child, detraction, 
I here expose, to thy all-tainting breath 
The issue of my brain, snarl, rail, bark, bite, 
Know that my spirit scorns detraction's spite 

16 
( The Scourge of Villainy, I 1-6) 

Marston for much th e same reas ons that commentators on Malevole ' s char-

17 
acter find him r epellant In that light, it may well be that Malevole 

is Marston ' s iaeal persona as a sati-ist Certainly, there are strong 

indications that Marston was a tort~red soul, divided against himself, 

and perhaps filled with self-abhorrance, aris ing from his fascination 

with the vices he loathed and condemned . In that sense, there is perhaps 

little dJffcrence between Marston, Malevole , and Vasques ( ' Tis Pity ), a 

villainous subordinate who is bent on destroying the vice he adores in 

others, and for which he exhibits a fatal altraction It is typical of 

the villainous subordinate Lhat he ha tes and destroys that which he loves 

Iago, De Flores, and Meph1stopl11l1s are perhaps the clearest examples of 

that characteristic 

FurthEr, Marston's prcfdtory letter "To the Re.:i<l cr" docs not direct 
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any disapproba tion towards Malevole, but reserves it for those who "have 

been most unadvis edly cunning in misinterpre ting" him Ma rston identi-

fies the "ends" of "God and virtue" with "holy policy" and "comely super-

iority," and there is no reason to doubt his sincerity The emphasis 

of these phrases is on the pragmatic business of ruling , the stuff of 

11 ,,18 virtuous Machiavellia nism, a term which s uggests an inherent t ens ion 

of conflicting principles In accordance with his stated purposes, Mars-

ton creates a protagonist who is a model for princes, but who is markedly 

lacking in humility, love, and pity While the results of Malevole ' s 

actions are the restoration of virtue and r a tiona l ord er, and while we 

admire his deviousness in destr oying vice , we are rep elled on th e one 

hand by his cold ly calculating Stoic r a tiona l i ty, and on the other , by 

Ins limited r.:m;c of e.11o tion thac reveal s little , a .. mtn , othe r L'1dn Ll1c 

heat of compla int 

As I have sugges t ed, Marston appears to id entify Ma l evo l e with him-

self, and t o elicit our approval of l 'alevole' s ac tions In his disguise 

as a Cynic, Mal evol e castigates vice, and in his iden tity as Altofr on t 

he grants clemency to Pi e tro and Mendoza It may be argued , too, tha t 

thos e witho,.1t right on their side deserve Ma levole's malign attentions 

Yet Malevole's motives show hllll t o be not simply a mora list, but a 

19 natural denison of a world in which only the fittest surv ive fh a t is 

not to say t hat Malevole is to be seen as wholly immoral , indeed, the 

bitter socia l criticism he offers bespeaks a strong mo1 al awareness 

Yet, his actions , des i gned primarily to br ing about In s own success , 

savou r of 2mora l i ty He eventua lly succ eeds , but no t simply becau s e he 

hold s high n10ral ideals, he held them before , prov1d111g J us Lice to a] 1 
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and favour to none, sleeping the sleep of "fearless virtue" (I iv 13) 

His pristine innocence was a naivete that cos t him a ducal throne But, 

quick to learn, Malevole now employs "thos e old instruments of state, 

dissemblance and suspect" (I vi 10) In the world Marston sho~s us, 

goodness does not necessarily bring its own rewards, rather, endurance 

and cunning are t he first prerequisites of success 

Playing at being Pietro's cynical Diogenes , Malevole ' s frustrat ed 

railing at society's vices is not only a mask, but r epresents a real 

20 
quality of character. There is an intensity of truth in his expression 

of torment to Bilioso 

Only the malcontent , that ' gainst his fa te 
Repines and quarrels, alas, he's goodman t ell-c l ock ' 
His sallow J awbones sink with wastin g moan, 
While others ' beds ar e down , his pillow's stone 

(III 1..1 11-1.'..) 

For all his ill- concealed frustration a t time's slow tyranny , Malevole 's 

stoic pa tience is the device by which he endur es his subordinate rol e in 

order tn exact his rev enge and to regain a worldly throne , ye t in keep­

ing w1t1 Stoic other-worldliness, Malevole is intent on r evenge aga inst 

th e usurping duke ' s spirit, rather than the blood rev enge of convent ional 

21 
tragedy, 

He tha t gets blood, the life o f flesh but spills, 
But he that breaks heart's peace , the dear soul kills-­

(I. 111 156-157) 

The thrust of Malevole ' s words here is not suggestive of a benign motive 

in inducing Pietro's repentance , rather, the enphas is is on Malevolc's 

desi r e for r evenge , and on his need to e liminate an ob s tacle s t anding 

be tween hirn and hi s duccJ 1 throne 

W1nle the end r e sults of Malevole ' s moL1v et. are benign, the motlvu, 
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themselves, temporal power and a lust for revenge, belie to some degree 

his Stoicism Using an other-worldly philosophy for worldly ends, Male-

vole masks his rigorously impos ed rationality in a show of passionate 

railing as a rationa l means to dissemble until he can gratify his desires 

It is difficult to square Malevole's egotistical and pass ionate nature 

with his stoic and r a tional characteristics, ye t it is an eminently human 

characteristic that he displays, in exercising forebearance primarily as 

22 
an expedient to ge t what he wants 

Malevole is capab le of subordinating his passions to his intellec t 

in orde r to ga in hi s obJect Constrained by his pass ions to impos e a 

rigid restraint on himself, Ma l evole adheres t o the t ene ts o f reason to 

the extent tha t his every act is predicated on foreth ough t, a s I shall 

s"1ow, he has li ttle capacity for spon t aneous emo tJ.on, exceot when hi s 

indignation at Maqu er elle's corruption thr ea t ens to show through his mask 

as a pand e r, a nd when he expresses wonde r at Maria ' s virtue Ye t Male-

vole's motives are grounded in a need for pe rsonal gratification i n see ing 

his enemies destroyed, as strongly as they a r e in his desire to r 1 ~ the 

world of vice. Wh i le thes e motives are no t mutua lly exc lus i v e , the for­

mer is pers onal, subJective, and vindictive , and the l at ter is general 

in its application, r a tional, and beni gn 

It may b e that Marston suggests the corruption inherent in all 

human emotion, a nd that the only antidote is a more-than-human control, 

by which God-like r eason suppresses that which inevitably is corrupt 

Tha t is the pessimistic vi ew which Malevo le appears t o exp r ess i n assert­

ing tha t self-professed " usurers and bloodsuckers " ( IV iv 19) are the 

world's only hones t men , notably , Malevo ce does not exclude h imself . 
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This concern with essential corruption suggest s Marston's recogni tion of 

a tension between reason and emotion that remains unresolved, both in 

Senecan philosophy and in Malevole's character The extent to which 

Malevole is a villain appears to be coterminous with his capaci ty for 

human emotion, with the single exception of his abi l ity to expr ess wonder 

and admiration in the presence of virtue, the degree of his heroism, on 

the other hand, is the ext ent t o which his r eason makes him more (or 

23 less) than human , by his stifling of normal emo tion Pietro speaks 

truer than he knows when he comments abou t Malevole 

Th' elements struggle within him, his own soul 
is at variance within herself 

24 
(I in 24- 26) 

I believe it is Malevole's Senecan Stoicism tha t accounts, perhaps, 

ture 
25 

Marston evidently had an abiding interest in Senecan thought as 

a maJor basis for his dramat ic themes, apparent i n the ubiquity of 

Senecan sententiae in the plays, as \Tell as in Marston's ev ident preoccu-

pation with the theme of Stoic endur~nce , so central to the Antonio plays 

In The Malcontent Nalevole quot es Seneca's views on man 's equa lity (III 

iii.57-58), and Pietro quotes Seneca , unwisely reJ ec ting him as a 

"coward and an epicure" (III i 25-27). By the time that Marston was 

writing , Seneca's dr ama tic influence, derived by the [lizabethans from 

Italian literature and Jasper Heywood's translations primarily, had seen 

its day . Marston's in terest is not in dramatic presentations of r anting 

heroes possess ed by divine madness, but in Seneca 's thoughts about 

endurance and self- control While the revenge theme s till l ived , the 

excesses o Senecan dramatic passion belonged to the earlier stage ,
26 



and probably were seen as rather "corny " Malevole chides Pietro 

scornfully 

0, do not rand, do not turn player There's more 
Of them can well live by another already 

27 
(IV iv 4) 
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Malevole's own rant is equally unappealinz , but it does not express 

self-pity and self-dramatization, rather, the tone is one of righteous 

indignation. Its coarseness parallels Malevole's degraded social posi-

tion, which is symptomatic of a world in which the natural order is 

reversed Unlike the villainous subordinates whose striving for ascen-

dancy is unnatural, Malevole is by nature a ruler, in the same way that 

Vindice is the son of a displaced noble, it is their subservience, in 

these cases, which is unnatural, and not their attempts to rise The 

i1,1agc.cy ot disou1e1, illu;;ion , and lnversion \ ' i1lcn cnaractc..rJ..zes R~nd ..._;:,-

sance dramatic representations of corruption in human affairs is explicit 

in Malevole I s opening accompaniment of "vilest out-of-tune-music" (I i), 

28 
a repre,entation of the malcontent's "manna" of 11 discord 11 (I iv 38) 

In a scciety out of tune with reason, truth is impotent, except as a 

source of diversion for Pietro, and a welcome relief for him from court 

sycophants. Nonetheless, Pietro appears to recognize Malevole's verbal 

attacks as having morally restorative powers 

faith, he givas good intelligence to my spirit, 
makes me understand those weaknesses which others' 
flattery palliates 

(I iii 28) 

In a morally inverted world, inJury is a healing antidote wluch the 

inno cent administer to th e guilty. Wlnle the r ational Altofront is 

Malevole's higher nature, Malevole himself functions as Pietro ' s con-

science. Malevole 's role as an artificial court fool 1.s central to 
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Marston's vision of moral and social inversion The evident wisdom of 

Malevole and the natural fool Passarella excels by far that of their 

masters, who are, of course, the true fools The situation is analogous 

to a Feast of Fools, in which legitimate custom is suspended, but unlike 

such festivals, the situation at Pietro's court is one in which the 

masters participate unwittingly and involuntarily 

Malevole's words show us a world comprised of fools and wise men, 

irrespec tive of rank, in a rightly ordered society, the fool occupies a 

subservient position, as Malevole's comments to Equato--the name is 

significant--suggest, an "excellent scholar by art," Equate is really a 

"ridiculous fool by nature" (I ni 68-70) Equa to's social position, 

like his shallow and contrived wisdom, is ar ti ficial, and symptomatic of 

a reversal of the Patural order, Malcvole hmicvcr pr".lvidcs tl-ie true 

measure by whi ch this society may be Judged All men, he tells Celso, 

are "philosophical monarchs or natural fools " (I iv 32-33) r::ven Passa-

29 
rello, whom I take to be a natural fool, recognizes his kinship with 

his masters, claiming that he " can i:lay upon ins truments, scurvily, as 

gentlemen do" (I viii 2-3) It is Malevole who is the " philosophical 

monarch," subJect to "natural fools," and who imitates their discordant 

tones in order to survive, with the monarchy of wisdom and the liberty 

of speech that accompanies his lowly station , he is in the Stoic sense 

a free man, in a way that a ruler who is naturally a slave nev e r can be 

Well, this disguise doth ye t af ford me tha t 
Which kings do seldom bear, or great men use-­
Free sp eech , and though my state ' s us urped , 
Yet his affected stra in gives me a tongue 
As fetterlcss as is an emperor's 

(I iii 157-162 )
30 

In Pietro'• world, where servitude and sovereignty are r eversed , slaves 
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are free and princes are fettered in chains of their own making 

In this upside down world, appearance takes on the complexion of 

reality, revealed for the audience by Malevole His gree ting to B1l1oso, 

"And how does my old muckhill , overspread with fresh snow? " (I 111 34- 35) 

characterizes not only Bilioso, but the world of men, a "very muckhill" 

31 
(IV v 108) of corruption masked in decei t Malevole's metaphor of a 

"pigeonhouse that was smooth, r ound, and white without, and full of holes 

and stink within" (I 1 v 83) is quite missed by the obtuse B1.l1.oso, whose 

literalness is also the plague of a society preoccupied wholly with ou t­

ward form 

Oh, yes, 'tis the fashion of them all 
32 

(I 1V 83) 

The imagery of inversion occurs repeatedly Mal evo l e , expressing 

nis reJ ec tion or tne deceitful worla in wnicn ne nonecne~ess nope~ Lu 

have a place once more, exc l aims 

0 world mos t vile, when thy loose vanities , 
Caught by thi s fool (Passarella), do make the fool seem wise' 

(II 1 53-54) 

Again , B1l1oso, sensing that Passarella has the advantage of him in an 

exchange of punning wit , conceives of the world as i nverted , yet, as 

Passarella i s quick to point out, affairs are Just as they should be 

when Bilioso is revealed as inferior 

Passarella Whv, then, if your lady take down your fool, your 
fool will stand no longer for your lady 

Bilioso A peslilential fool ' 'Fore God, I think the wor] d 
be turn'd upside down too 

Passarella 0, no, sir , for then your l a dy and all the ladies 
in the palace should go with their heels upward, 
and that were a strange sight, you know 

(III 1 119-125) 
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Accompanying the imagery of inversion to do with folly and wisdom 

is a parallel idiom of inversion concerning slaves and free men, and the 

rise and fall of fortune Ma levole rails 

Slaves 1 1 favour, ay ' 
Good God' How subtle 
Mounts him aloft and 

The end of all 

Marry, shall he rise? 
hell doth flatter vice, 

makes him seem to fly, 

Is only that from height he might fall 
(II lll 17-22) 

The Juxtaposed references to Go d and hell are echoed in Malevole ' s 

expression of confidence in his eventual ascent in fortune , there is a 

complex significance, both demonic and sacramenta l, in Malevol e ' s words 

Malevole 
Mendoz a 
Malevo le 

I once shall ris e ' 
Thou r ise? 
Ay, at the r esurrection 
No vulgar seed but once may rise and shall, 
~u ~~ng bO huge b ~: 'fo1e nc die ma) (all ~~ 

(1 v 1)-1'::I) . 

Protected by his disguise, Malevole voices with impunity his Stoic 

certainty of the rhythmic fluct uations of fortune that will bring about 

a furth,r inversion 

With most servil e patience time will come 
When wonder of thy error will strike dumb 
Thy bezzl'd sense --

(II lll 14-16) 

Like Bosola (The Duchess of Malf1.), who, disgu ised as a bellman, dis-

courses on the trans ience and 1nsubstant1a l1ty of the flesh, Mal evole 

gives warning for t hose who will heed, by marking the fleeting passage 

of time , as "goodman tell-clock" (III 11 12), Malevole both chafes at 

time's s low passage , and derives quiet sat isfaction from it s inexorable 

progress Like Me ph1stoph i l1s, he suffers what seems an eternity of 

torment in his fallen condition of unrealized desire, yet h e exults in 
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the 1nev1tab1l1ty of time's bringing about the reduction of his victims 

Bosola's victim of course need not heed him, because her cause has b een 

Just, but Pietro and Mendoza have as much cause to heed Malevole's warn­

ings as Faustus has in hearing Meph1stoph1l1s' subtle truth s 

A series of similar images reinforce the sepse of 1nev1tab1l1ty 

h "h d h 1 f 11" (IV v 138) 
34 

t a t e must nee s rise w o can no onger a Fortune , 

says Malevole, is like "a well with two buckets, whilst one comes up 

full to be emptied, another goes down to be fille d" (III 111 60-63), 35 

lust he compares to "plummets hanging on clock-lines," which "ne 'er ha' 

done till all is quite undone" (II 1 8-9) Malevole's rising by assuming 

a lowly sta t ion after having fallen is reminiscent of Mosca, th e arch­

parasite who can "stoop and rise, almos t together" (III 1 23-24), for 

both use the1~ arpearP~ce of subserviert pos1t1ops as a ~eaDs to rise 

above their victims, appropriately, the imagery of falconry in Volpon e 

has much the same s1gn1f1cance as the imagery of hunting in Th e Malcon -

tent 

E\.~n Maquerelle, with her s exual punning, echoes the Stoic theme of 

inevitable flux 

.. for we women always note the falling of 
the one in the rising of the other 

(V 11 40-41) 

Malevole's relationship with Maquerelle underscores his questionable 

morality symbo lica lly, perhaps more clearly than in any other pa rt of 

the play Pretending to be Mendoza's pander inten t on procuring Maria 

for 1nm, Malevole sings lewd counterpoin t for l!aquerelle (V vii 1-4) 

Perhaps we are to regard Ma]evole as a false bawd, a s distinc t from the 

true bawd, Maquerelle , in the same way tha t Malevole plays artificial 
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fool to Passarello, a natural fool Yet in th e same way that Passarello 

shows wisdom in his supposed folly, Malevole makes us suspicious that he 

shares the corruption of the other fools, and that in some sense his 

role as a pander is genuine, although supposedly feigned Our response 

to Malevole's Joviality and camaraderie with Maquerelle is not unlile 

the uneasiness we experi ence at witnessing Iago's conviviality while 

drinking with the ingenuous Cassio, and the episode embodies that same 

sickness implicit in Vindice's evident relish while attempting to procure 

Casti za for Lusso r iosso 

It is Passarella who s erves as a measure of mora l truth during Male-

vole's encounter with Maquerelle When Ma l evole 's mask of affectJ.on for 

the bawd begins to slip with his expression of revulsion in refusing to 

that he has not hesita ted to pledge Malevole (Vii 26) The implication 

is, of course, that Malevole need not be finicky , because Passare lla 

sees no difference between the pair, Malevole has apparently becorre for 

the moment as truly a bawd as Maquerelle When Malevole overcomer his 

revul sion and drinks in order to maintain the decep tion, Maquerelle com­

ments poin t edly , "Now thou has drunk my health, fool, I am friends with 

thee" (V.ii 31) Now , we canno t be entirely sure from the text whether 

Maquerelle addresses Passarella or Malevole , and perhaps the distinction 

is unimportant , for in the same way that Passarella intima tes with per­

haps unconscious wit that Malevole has become a bawd , Maquerelle shows 

with equa lly unwitting irony tha t Malevole i s indistinguishab le from 

the fool The app e llant " fool " seems to indicate P.Jssar e llo, but th e 

sequence of dialogue--Malevole having Ju, t pled ged l'laquercl) e-- s u~gcs ls 
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that she addresses her fellow bawd 
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The pledge in wine has a symbolic significance made clear by 

Passarello, he cites Griffon ' s error (Orlando Furioso ) in be coming 

reconciled to a "quean" (Vii 34-37), then wisely removes himself from 

the pair ' s corrupting presence Malevole , perhaps corrupted symbolically 

by his pledge, and l a cking fo r the moment Pass arello's na tural wisdom, 

remains, commenting with unwitting irony on "this transformation of 

state" (Vii 39), perhaps it i s he who has unde r gone a metamorphosis, 

37 to become what he has hitherto only pretended to be Certainly, the 

episode has overtones of a pervers e sacrament, an exchange of vows , as 

it were, similar to that which binds Iago to Othello, Vasques to Hippo-

lita ('Ti s Pi ty), and Mephistophilis to Faustus In this instance , 

hm,Tever, the "J 11 a1 nn11s c:ub ord 1.n3.te 1.s the one who changPs, rP] 1nalll c; hJ n g 

his goodness for t he momen t, to become the tempter which he hitherto has 

thought that he could simply pretend to be It appears that willy-nilly, 

Malevole becomes in truth a would-b e bawd, wlnle believing all along 

that he merely feigns the role 

Maquerelle's ted ious disquisition on he r lapdogs (Vii 40-53) 

appears to enhance further the symbol ic s ignificance of Malevole ' s 

encounter with her The dogs' names apparently connot e their natur e s, 

that which actively pursues gratifica tion (Catch), and that which waits 

expectantly (Watch) It seems we are to r ecognize in Maquerelle ' s pe t s 

the characteris tics of Mendoza, the gra sping overreacher, and Malevole , 

the patient Stoic wh o endures want until Dame Fortune dispenses her lar-

ge sse Both bcas u,, Maquerel l e tells .Malevole, have "rave nous " a ppc t.Ltcs , 

and while •,he , like Fortune , usu;illy favours Ca tch, she occasionally 
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gives pride of place to Watch Malevole interrupts Maquerelle ' s prattle , 

so tha t we are left to conJ ec tur e that Malevole, as insatiable in his 

ambition as Mendoza , has won Dame Fortune ' s favour in pledging Maquerelle, 

an act symbolic of his becoming a pander The depressing corollary that 

Marston seems to imply is that Malevole, origirially the most righteous 

o f wen, necessarily becomes tainted by evil in his effort to destroy it, 

Malevole's villainy is thus much more than a pretense, it seems 

Maquerelle ' s earlier pun about "the fall i ng of the one" and "the 

rising of the other'' has an implicit meaning in its application to Male­

vole, whose rise i nvolves Mendoza ' s fall, yet Malevole has demeaned 

himself Jn his association with Maquerelle , so tha t he has himself fallen , 

in order to rise as Altofron t. Appropriately , Maquer elle continues he r 

di scour se. by inst::-ucL l t'; ";'~lc..'.rol c in t!ic aJ. t c- c t3-"'jc:- J.,...0 'fa] evn 1c h1!11 -

self ~s seduced by Maquerel l e to doubt the possibility of virtue' s 

s urvival in Maria , for Maquerelle's argument is based on her certainty 

that all women are vulnerable to seduction if approached at the right 

moment and in the righ t way So Malevole ' s attempted sed uc tion becomes 

38 
his t es ting of Maria , and he is in consequence far l ess pure than she , 

whose constancy res ides in he r unshaken reliance on Providence By con-

39 
trast, Malevole is shown symbolically to have wed himself to Fortune 

In becoming the bawd that he apparen tly believes he only pretends 

to be, Malevole taints himself in offering Maria Jewels, and in trying 

mightily to persuade her (V iii.15, 19) The incident r esembles Columbo ' s 

seduction of Celia (Th e Cardinal) with pear ls, and Vindice ' s attempted 

seduction of Castizd with "angels" for her mother, it is d1f f1.cult no t 

to see Malevole as thoroughly lost in his rol e as these others Th ere· 
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fore one may perceive considerable irony 1n Maquerelle's persuasion 

when she tells Maria that Altofront 1s "in another world now" (V 1.1.1. 6), 

for Malevole, as amb1.t1.ous bawd, has so compromised h1.s goodness that he 

becomes a d1.abol1.cal tempter 11.ke V1.nd1.ce 1.n Ins role as P1.ato, and De 

Flores as demonic servant (The Cnangeling) Maria ' s outburst, "here 

round about 1.s hell" (V 1.1.1. 23), 1.s not unlike Vermandero ' s observation 

that "hell c1.rcurnscr1.bes" the occupants of Ali.cant, and by 1.mpl1.cat1.on 

Malevole 1.s, 11.ke De Flores, this hellish d1.mens1.on ' s devil, his rational 

consciousness , exemplified 1n his natural condition as Altofront, is 

indeed 1n "another world, 11 a dimension alien to the psychological world 

of panders and predators, which Malevole has entered temporarily 

Maria ' s refusal to "stain" Altofront ' s honour (V 111 26) appears to 

operate as a moral re~torat1ve for MaJevole, avertin g desuair a nd renew­

ing his faith 1n the poss1.b1.l1ty of human goodness , so tha t through 

Maria's memory of him , and through his awareness of her unassai l ab le 

virtue, he may recall his proper self--h1s f irst condition be for e lie 

attained a knowledge of evil H1.s expression of wond er a t her virtue 

thus may be seen as having the quality of an awakening for him (Viii 

33-45), he s eems to experience a r evelation of such intensity that he 1s 

1n danger of revealing himself to Maquerelle by the exulting tone in 

which he castiga tes her for being a "weak pand'ress" (V 111 56) Male-

vole's triumphant r eaffirmation of his faith may be seen as prefiguring 

Mendo za 's much J ess pleasant awakening to the reality of virtue ' s sur­

vival 111 Malevole, standing revealed as Altofront, Mendoza can only gasp 

in horror, "Do I dream? Or have I dreamt / This two days' space?" 

(V vi 112-113) 
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His long nightmare of doubt brought to an end in a moment of reve-

lation, Malevole is in a way morally regenerated Malevole has courted 

despair, and his "resurrection" from h i s psychological hell is brought 

about by his experiencing Maria's unassailable virtue Malevole seems 

to possess a mixed nature, making him both a tempter and a moral Judge , 

torn between these opposing roles, he appears to have a morbid curiosity 

about Maria 's virtue, together w1.th a higher nature which prompts him to 

reJoice when he fa1.ls as a bawd 

While Malevole ' s earlier expressions of frustration and bitterness 

have rung with the warmth of passion, his triumphan t discovery of Maria's 

constancy is marked by an essentially "intellectua l" quali~y , rather than 

the effusion of natural affection one might expect Keeping his di sgu i se 

intact, he greets Maria ' s profess1.on of readiness for dePtr before di s -

honour by exulting to Maquer e lle that he has found an "hones t woman" 

(V in 34) Malevole's remark, s 1.gnalling the end of his Diogenean 

40 
search, shows that his sense of trH1mph is real enough, but its main 

obJec t does not seem to be Maria his n1.fe , as much as 1.t is Maria the 

abstraction, who represents the survival of goodness in woma nkind He 1s 

quick to generalize, observing that "there is of women, as of a ll other 

things, some good, most bad some saints, some sinners" (V 111 33-34) 

Admittedly, Malevo le cannot reveal his affection for Maria in front of 

Maquerelle, but even so, he shows a curious emot1.on.-1l detachment in 

turning to address his r emarks to Maquerelle, talking about Maria as an 

example of a general rule, almost as 1f she were no longer present 

Malevole uses the occasion for a condemnation of society ' s corrup-

tion, but h1E pleas ure in r a1.l ing has gone The cause of his fr ustration 



266 

no longer exisls in the same measure as before, because he has seen that 

unassailable virtue survives Disgusted now with his pretense, he is 

brought up short, unable to "hunt the letter furthet' (V 111 37) 

Now Malevole turns to his audience to utter an aside, and we might 

expect that we are to be made privy to his feeli~gs of natural affection 

towards Maria But we are disappointed, because Malevole's concern is 

with himself, and t he distastefulness of the role he has relished until 

this moment 

0 God, 
How loathsome this t oying is to me ' 
That a Duke should be forc'd to fool it' 

(V 111 38-40) 

Malevo le 's love fo r Maria unques tionably is genuine and powerful, 

but it is a kind of idea l love, originat ing in the r ational intellec t, 

ar.a.u uar J.ly a L- c..L..L..L ~1.L I-UC.. ya.:>.::>..L O u u ' U'-- ut'PC.u..L ~ 1..- V 

, 
LI"-- , ·uv..1....- ::.. ,.1 · 

the idea of womanly virtue, than with the woman When, during th e 

masque scene, Malevole tells Maria that sh e is "more loved than 

breath' ' (V 111 104), we do not doubt his sinceri t y , but nob l e and id ea l 

as the love he shows may be, we wonder a t its lack of human warmth 

Until Maria shows her virtue, after which Malevole ' s tone becomes 

nearly lighthearted and exultant, Malevole has had to find an outlet for 

his frustration in his railing, he consistently stays his hand in sub­

mission to Fortune, in keeping with the Stoic notion of its exis t ence as 

an extrinsic, implacable , and rhythmic determinant of human destiny As 

he tells Celso, he ha s no intention of cllillbing "a falling towcr",
41 

instead, he will "temporize" (I iv 25-27) , a term sugges tive of bolh hl s 

opportunism and his wise submission t o the tyr anny of t ime ' s slow pJs­

sage.42 Although Malcvole perhaps courts despair in wanting to t ebt 
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Maria, his forebearance proceeds from his "hope, hope, that never for­

sak'st the wretched'st man" (I iv 25) , its affirmation of his faith in 

the course of fate gives him the strength to refrain from action that 

would be ra sh and premature Malevole 's brand of hope is the opposite 

of the irra t ionaJ hope born of impulse that goads De Flores and othe r 

villainous subordinates to destructive action, yet , like the irrational 

hope of these others to satisfy their appe tites, Malevole ' s hope has 

worldly gain as its ultDnaLe end at least as much as a r e- establishment 

of virtue It is to Malevole's advantage that, unencumb ered by the 

subJective hope that deludes, he is able to sense the shifting of Fortune ' s 

43 winds, when "the time grows ripe for action" (IV v 144) 

In righting the moral and s ocia l order, Malevole exacts the spiritual 

rc~en~e agdin3L Pietrc h~ hds pru11~ ~d ~ims ~lf Hc.::. .;111~ .:1e t e rr· 1 ne d tu 

"torment" the Duke with his "fet terless tongue" (I iv 161-165), he t a unts 

and goads the weak usurper until he cries, "Thou pinchest too deep, ar t 

too keen upon me" (IV v 63) Now Malevole ' s revenge on Pietro is r-ons um­

mated in an ambivalent way Malevole 's revenge has the quality of a 

painful surgical probing and cleansing that precedes healing 

Tut, a pitiful surgeon makes a dangerous sore 
I'll tent thee to the ground 

(IV v 64-65) 

Malevole effects both the destruction and salvation of Pietro ' s soul, 

the "soul" Lhat dies is the spiritual corruption tha t has possessed 

Pietro, so that his divine soul is saved from eternal dea th Pietro is 

tra ns formed when he is restored to spiri tual l ife , his regenerate soul 

rising phoenix-like from th e ashes o f hi~ baser na tur e 

Malevo] e functions ralher as an all1 goricdl rep enlance figure in a 
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44 morality play, yet a strange moral healer it is who assails Pietro's 

conscience and brings him to repentance Malevole brings about the 

45 
destruction of vice by abetting it as well as railing against it His 

victim, dedicating his "breath to solitary holiness " in his contrition, 

conveniently renounces the r egency , and avows his "breas t's care sha ll 

46 
be restoring Altofront" (IV v 114-125) Malevole's revenge consists 

in forcing Pietro to look at hurtful truth, while the result is mora lly 

salubrious for Pietro, it also profits Malevole In one move, Malevole 

47 is able to savour the revenge he has sought, and at the same time 

enlist an accomplice While Ma ria's later affirmation of virtue 's sur-

vival seems to temper and allay Malevole's vengeful instincts by rekind-

ling his ho pe , his essential self-interest rema ins constant 

self-interest The weak and vacillating Pietro has been swayed once 

already by Mendoza, and we have no reason to believe t hat his most recent 

rep en t ance would be any more permane1 1 t if Malevole were unsucc essful in 

regaining his throne Meanwhile, Pi _tro repents sufficiently to serve 

Malevole 's purposes, and there is not much basis for a belief that Male­

vole has much further concern for this weakling whom he has bullied into 

a state of abJect remorse Pietro, terrified of a violent fall from 

power , entrapp ed by the very position that should give h im freedom, and 

without even the self-respect of knowing lns wife chaste , is of course 

mightily relieved to have his burden lifted, neither Malevole ' s "tent1ng" 

nor Pietro's respons e have much to do with Christian humility, love, and 

repentance 
48 

Ra the1, each finds a s a tisfactory solution to his own 

problem, and if the pragmatica lly s a t i s fa ctory result happens t o satisfy 



the requirements of Christian philosophy as well, then that is little 

more than a fortuitous circumstance which appears to b e of seconda ry 

importance to both Malevole and Pietro 

It is this hard pragmatism and lack of concern for others tha t 

characterize Malevole ' s otherwise moral actions His observation to 
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Pietro that "great slaves fear better than love" (IV v 69) is an ironic 

49 adaptation of a Machiavellian maxim, Malevole's assertion that natural 

so 
slaves who become princes are merely great slaves living in fear indi-

cates something about Malevole himself Malevole's words and actions 

show that he prefers to be loved rather than feared , and in that sense 

he does not share Machiavelli ' s sentiment, yet clearly, his interest 

lies, like Machiavelli ' s, primarily in the politics of power, and not in 

love, except as it serve~ ~is ends as a r uJ er 

Malevole's words foreshadow his generous treatment of Pietro and 

Mendoza, yet they seem to spring at least as much from his pragma ti c 

Machiavellianism as from any selfless Christian love and mercy, of which 

there ·s little evidence Having reduced Pietro, Malevole "heals " him 

with a lecture on the insubstantiality of worldly gain (IV v 105-108) , 

and promptly enlists bun as an accomplice in r ega ining the dukedom The 

situation is ironic, Pietro now becomes Malevole's helprneet in the 

materialistic endeavour of regaining worldly power for the man who has 

51 
convinc e d 1nm of its l a ck of substance and worth Ma levole neither 

congratulates lumself nor Pietro, however , for it is typical of lu s 

rather cold Stoic detachment that he displays remarkably little warmth 

or spontaneity of emotion 

1here is symbolic significance in Malevole 's remaining disguised to 



Pietro until he has completed the healing process, his revelation of 

himself to Pietro signals Pietro ' s new moral orienta tion tha t enables 
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him to see the world as it really is. So even during the healing process, 

Malevole must effect the Cynic ' s tone Gaining the upper hand, however , 

Malevole adopts a condescending, yet encouraging tone towards the quaking 

Pietro, as one might to a frightened child "Come , be not confounded 

(IV v 105) , and "Now what art thou to lose? " (IV v 116) Even as the 

malcontent, then, Ma levole carefully modulates his ton e according to the 

situation, if his words are sometimes a safety valve for his v ent ing of 

frustra tion , they are nevertheless always calculated for effect, and 

under the control of an iron will that denies much spontaneity of feel-

52 
ing 

Sinnlcirly, Uale,rn1£ ' s t1catrrent o:;: ~ienGoza and thE: otl-1er .cecrcai'ts 

is a Senecan exercise in the proper conduct of successful princes, r ather 

than an exempl um of Christian for ebearance and love While the result 

is the rame, Malevole uses legitimate means for Machiavellian ends 

Indeed, his contemptuo us words to Mendoza reflect neither compassion nor 

forgiveness, yet they are entirely consonant with Senecan Stoic philoso-

phy 

Slave, take thy life 
Wert thou defenced, through blood and wounds, 
The sternest horror of a civil fight 
Would I achieve thee , but, pros trate a t my fee t, 
I scorn to hurt thee ' Tis the heart of slaves 
That deigns to triumph over peasan t s ' graves , 
For such thou art , since birth doth ne'er enroll 
A man ' mong many monarchs, but a glorious soul 

(V vi 128-135) 

Malevole 's motive for grarting Mendoza his lif e accords with the Seneco n 

view tha t it 1s pra~nat1cally desirable for a prince to show mercy to 

II 
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his fallen predecessor, for according to Seneca, Mendoza "loses" his 

life by being indebted to Malevole for it It 1s perhaps s1gn1f1cant 

that this view of the purpose and value of clemency appears 1n Seneca ' s 

53 epistle to the young Nero , as a guide for ruling, the tone and apparent 

intent are remarkably s1n11lar to that of Mach1.:ivell1, and to much 11 ter ­

ature of the speculum principis genre, which so often has the ruler's 

54 well-being and avoidance of misfortune as its central concern In 

such literature, the good of the common weal is a happy, but secondary 

consideration, 1n the same way, Malevole ' s int erest seems fixed on his 

proper behaviour as a ruler , rather than on any beneficial result for 

Mendoza We may conJec ture, too, that ~alevole ' s sparing of Pietro, and 

indeed, his having saved Pietro from himself by bringing him to repen-

tance , r.1eans t:hz.t :,falcvolc has his r eJ cnge ..en c1 01 1.1-1c1Ling Pict1 0 .::.. rd 

tormenting his soul, because Pietro now owes his life t o his earthly 

s aviour 

Le ss concerned with Justice and social good than with affirming lns 

super1<,r1ty 1n granting life, Malevole, 1n scorning to hurt Mendoza , 

eschews revenge on Stoic gr ounds which may hardly be seen as anything 

other than egotistical Seneca is quite explicit 1n providing an argu-

ment which seems to be the basis for Malevole ' s words to Mendoza 

Vengeance , Seneca holds, has either of two purposes, it either compcn-

sates the 1nJured, or ensures his future well-being A prince , claims 

Seneca, 1s too powerful to have to seek revenge for either reason, even 

when he has been wronged by inferiors In the case of his sometime 

peers, the prince 1s sufficiently avenged by s eeing th em below l1im, 

especially if he r1se5 to occupy their places , As Seneca points out, 
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the unseated ruler, dependent on his successor for his very life, has 

lost his life, because he owes it t o his new sovereign, alive, he is a 

t estimonial to the prince ' s greatness, and serves to enhance his reputa-

tion Further, says Seneca, a prince forfeits his comely superiority 

in anger, for anger reduce s him to his victim's level Life may be 

55 t aken from a superior, but it may be granted only to an inferior 

In a world of predatory creatures, Malevole may be distinguished, 

not by his benevo l ence , but by his maJesty as a successful bird of prey 

Aiming a contemptuous kick at the grovelling Mendoza as he orders him 

removed, Malevole merely comments, "An eagle takes / ~o t flies" (V vi 

154-155) The metaphor i s typically Senecan, Seneca writes t hat "lions 

pass by those they have struck down ," and that "re lentless ness is the 

f 1 1156 trait o ignob e animals Again, the thrust of both Malevole's and 

Seneca 's words is towa rds the kind of face a ruler should show the world 

Malcvo le appears unmotivated by mercy fo r tlns "fly," and he seems to 

have Seneca ' s idea foremost in his though t Seneca wri t es tha t " some 

you would disdain to take vengeance on and recoil as you would frN an 

insec t that dirt ies the h and that crushes it," for not only i s tha t a 

correc t exercise of nobility, but "the opportunity for a notable clemency 

57 should be utiliz ed" 

For the l esser villains, Malevole can a fford to display his satis­

faction in giving them their desserts with the merest touch of conde-

58 
scending humour, if not of ac tual co passion Ordering Maquerelle 

"unto the suburbs" (V vi 157) as befits a bawd, he dismisses Bilioso in 

bant eringly familiar tones 

You to my worst fri end I would hardly giv e 
Thou are a per fect old ~ mve. 

(V Vl 158- 159) 
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Malevole's society thus seems amoral, even af ter his reinstatement, it 

is made up of the superior who has been a successful hunter , and the 

inferior, who has been hunted down like a beast Malevole tells Celso 

tha t he "can track" Mendoza (III iii 31), us ing the metaphor of hare and 

hounds, and it i s a sign of Pietro ' s compassion born of his own misery 

tha t prevents him from Joining a hunt, claiming that "'tis unf it one 

beast should hun t another" (III iv 4) Pie t ro evidently experiences a 

sense of kinship with the prey , and Mendoza is a predator who in turn 

59 becomes Malevole 's prey, once Malevole has run Pietro t o earth There 

is no mis t aking Pietro ' s ang uished , "Would Go d nothing but dogs were at 

it'" (III iv 2) 

Pietro 1 s fearf ul confidence t o Ferrardo that of the " beasts, " one 

"chaseth 11 hi;-D. (111 iv 5) oca::::s :,cJc.c..11 con·1ot::iticns , 1-1-:: L, Le>rr .Lf 1.ec'. o f 

Mend oza , plagued by his own fearful nature , and unbeknownst t o him, he 

is hunt ed by Halevole The imagery of the hun t and of dogs invites us 

to associate the theme of predation with the ravenou s appe tites of 

Maquerelle ' s lapdogs Malevole, more adroi t in his "doggish" guH e as a 

Cynic, is by inference a superior predator to Mendoza Malevole ' s first 

mention of an " eagle" compares the noble bird of prey to " subtle hell" 

which " doth flatter vice" by raising it aloft , "as the fowl the tortoise 

mock'd, " and in Lhe same way that the "ambitious shellfish" is l e t f all, 

the vicious are brought to ruin (II . iii 21-22) 60 
Malevole ' s later 

description of lnmself as an " eagle ," occurring as it do es after hi s 

r einstatement , suggests he assumes a nobili ty in the lnerarchy of preda­

tors , winch he had t ernporc1r ily r elinauisl1e<l, y e t the image also associ-

ates him with the hellish principle by which evil is advanced to its own 
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ruin Similarly , the imagery of dogs which we associat e with Ma l evole 

before his reinstatement , invites comparison of Malevole and Bosola , 

whom we read ily associate with the imagery of predators rank.ing low on 

the scale of beasts The theme of predation is much less apparent af ter 

Malevole 's reinstatement, and the image of th e eagle becomes r edolent 

primarily of Malevole's ducal maJ es ty, yet we remain aware that Mal evole 

has regained his t hrone essentially because of his superiority as a 

61 
predator, r ather t han be cause of superior virtue 

Ironically, i t is Pietro who reveals qua lities of warmth , compassion, 

62 
and Christian humility that Malevole appear s t o lack Aurelia , in her 

r emorse at her adult erous behaviour, is moved to describe Pietro's capa-

city for a l ove which 1.s both pass i onate and exa lted 

As the soul lov ' d t he body, so l~• ' d h e , 
...... ,. .,.._ 
r - --- - - - , 

, rr-, __ -
to see me pleased 

(IV v 31- 33) 

A hunted man, Pie tro is a t least as sinned against as sinning, and seeks 

only surcease (III v 4-5) It was nc even he who effec ted Malevole ' s 

banishment and Maria's imprisonment (Viv 43), and when he finally is 

reduc ed by Malevole, his contrit ion is complete Unlike Malevole, he 

shows himself capable of truly Christian forgiveness, granting Ferneze 

his "pardon and love" (IV v.130), for that r eason , we perhaps undersland 

and sympathize with Pietro ' s hwnan weakness at least as much as we admire 

Malevole ' s strength and cunning 

Malevole ' s way of manifesting "love" is unlike t hat of Pietro , a nd 

is perhaps as unappealing as it is admirable His version of love 

appears l o ,1ave little to do with natural affection , and seems limited 

primari ly t1 moral approval Malevole "loves" Maria ' s guc1r d1.an, because 
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"Captain Conscience" (V ii.113), as Malevole calls hJ..ID, "stands for 

(hm)" (V ui 85) Malevole , here, as elsewhere , places his emphasis on 

himself, his love for the Captain proceeds only indirectly from gratitude 

in his knowing that Maria has been well protected, and primarily from 

his awareness that the Capta in protec ts his, Mcllevole's, interests 

Malevole's expression of love for Maria is primarily his incredulous 

recognition of her as an honest woman, he shows virtually no affection 

for the loyal Celso, except for his final commen t to Celso and the Captain 

that he will take them "unto (h is) breast" (V iv 193) 

Limiting his love t o mere approval of those who have proven thei r 

loyalty to him, Malevole manifests a love of God that is perhaps little 

less egocentric, when he exults that "the great leader of the Just stands 

for (L i.a )" (V. _ v 87) 

standing for his God and one who sees God primarily as his helper is a 

fine one, yet in the context of Malevole 's thought, his words seem to 

support the view that his first concern is hims e lf Although Malevole 

acknow ..... edges that his God slands " above" him (Viv 88), we cannot dis­

count the possibility that he verges on a blasphemous hubris, nor can we 

dismiss lightly his many references to himself as a devil, which in so 

many respects he has shown himself to be while abetting self-destructive 

vice (I.iii 16), 54 , IV.v.62) 

Yet if Malevole does suffer from pride , it is different in quality 

to Tamburla ine 's cosmic complainl tha t challenges the heavens with open 

passion The cunning Malevole ' s reason dictat es to him a requirement to 

subnnt to ;:i Ingber will in order to a ttain his ends withou t fear of 

divine vengeance This pragmatic Christianity appears to be an extcns on 
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of Malevole's belief in the possibility of virtuous Machiavellianism and 

egotistic Stoicism, conceptions with inherent contradictions which I 

contend that neither Marston nor his protagonist can hope to resolve. 

On these grounds, Malevole is to be seen as villainous despite himself, 

d h d hi I , 63 an per aps even espite s creators intention 

Markedly limited in his emotional range, Altofront appears to be 

Marston's perfect conception of the Senecan hero. As Malevole's 

venting of passion and his dissembling are humorously grotesque, and 

somewhat repulsive, still, the rational objectivity he displays after 

his reinstatement is hardly more endearing. Its end purpose, while per­

haps incidentally virtuous, appears to be power and revenge, manifested 

as contempt. The warmth of honest wrath is perhaps preferable to this 

lofty indulgence of spite in the guise of mercy. Professing a Stoic 

rejection of the material world, Malevole at first finds liberty in his 

reduced circumstances. Yet there is a tension between his profession of 

Stoicism and his yearning for revenge and power. Malevole embraces an 

unworldly philosophy for worldly enls, revealing an ultimate cynicism 

that far exceeds his more obvious Cynicism as the malcontent It may be 

argued that Malevole resorts to worldly means for the sake of his phil­

osophical goals, but as I hope to have shown, Malevole's most commonly 

expressed purpose proceeds from self-interest, and his philosophical 

Stoicism provides a convenient design by which he pursues self-interested 

ends. As Duke, his acts of mercy would be worthy of a Christian saint, 

except that his motives hardly seem benign, perhaps the Stoicism of Alto­

front the ruler is no less a form of expediency than his earlier poses 

as a malcontent and a beguiling tempter. It is this recognition of the 
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need for obedience to the dictates of expediency which distinguishes 

between the old innocent Altofront, and his re-emergence as a much more 

worldly-wise ruler. 

Marston's apparent approval of Malevole is equalled by his implica­

tion of an oppressive deity whom men are not constra ined to love and 

serve, but merely to acknowledge and obey for their own ends Dominated 

by the flu x of time, princes do not fall beca use of their tyrannous and 

vicious actions alone, but because they "observe not heaven's imposed 

conditions" (V vi 144) The "conditions," Malevole points out, are not 

simply a requirement for moral behaviour, but the need to dissemble in 

a dishonest world Malevole seems to imply tha t the Deity demands the 

prince's corruption in deceiving , lest he show his goodness and prec1p1-

LdtC. ci fc:ll , " r.ez L 0 f L '1E' 

multitude (III 111 7), Malevole has learned that the commons 

love many princes merely for th eir faces 
And outward shows, and they do covet more 
To have sight of th ese t han their virtues 
Yet thus much let the great ones still conceal 64 

(V Vl 139-142) 

The prince is at the mercy of an inexorable des tiny tha t governs an 

intrinsically corrupt world, he falls either because he practices only 

the appearance of virtue while defying moral law, or because he exercises 

virtue that does not appear as virtue to his subJects His only hope of 

stab ili ty is to practice virtue while appearing to be pleasingly corrupt, 

it seems Malevole's final acts of "mercy," then, are ambivalent We 

can never be sure whether Malevole intends to practice tru e mercy, or 

merely its appearance, if, as it seems, truth and appearance are the 

same in this rnstance, that is a circw11s tancc wluch 1s fortuitous, bul 
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hardly reassuring 

Whatever our conclusions, we must admit that Malevole's words and 

actions make him less than wholly admirable, for Marston there perhaps 

can be no real heroes Instead of heroes, we find characters who v ary 

in degrees of villainy, the victor Malevole is villainous, it seems, 

although his rationa l restraint excuses him somewhat We cannot be sure, 

in fact, that he is not more villainous than the weak Pietro Pietro 

and Mendoza as na t ural slaves are villainous subordinates who usurp 

Malevole's dukedom, ye t Malevole , a natural monarch r educed to subse rvi­

ence, is hardl y less a villainous subordinat e in his efforts to rega in a 

ducal throne. All men share in the villainy of earthly corruption, a nd 

while tha t is an orthodox Christian cormnonplace, its dramatic r ep r esen-

tation by Mar~ton reve:11s a Ca lvinisti c scPptJ c1_~m tra t q1 1est 1 0ns tre 

possibility of moral ac t i on in the temporal A strong element of chanc e 

prevents Malevole's blood guilt when he incites Pie tro, and the only 

constant virtue to be seen is in Mar ia , whose goodness lies, not in 

positive action , but in her refus a l -o participate in the general corrup-

tion Malevole, who acts in his own behalf to redress inJustice, cannot 

avoid contamination by the society he purges Marston's success as a 

dramatist lies in Ins clear representation of th e philosophical dilemma 

through his characters . As Malevole the moral critic aptly expresses 

man's commonality in the "dungpit" of human e:>..is tencc, there is "bu t a 

pair of s hears be t wix t an emperor and the son of a bagpiper " ( IV v 115) 

The saille theme of mortal equality founded on moral and soc ia l 

degeneralic n informs The Reve nger 's Tragedy , so that 111 the f1n.:1l anJlysis 
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there is little to distinguish between Vindice the wronged malcontent 

65 
who lusts for revenge, and Lussuriosso, who lusts for Vindice's sister 

Ind eed, the similarities of theme and style in The Revenger 's Tragedy 

and Marston's work are sufficiently strong that Marston has been among 

the candidates for authorship advanced by scholars who believe the play 

66 
too unlike other works by the shadowy Tourneur to be from his hand 

While the heavy atmosphere of flame-lit gloom in The Revenger ' s Tra gedy 

bears a striking resemblance to scenes in The Changeling , and while 

Middleton is perhaps the leading contender for counterclaims to authorship, 

the theme of transformation and the imagery of hollowness and inner decay 

in The Revenger's Tragedy are immediately r eminiscent of The Ma lcontent 

If we accept tha t Tourneur was the author of The Revenger ' s Tragedy, we 

may acknowledge that ~e aP~ Marston mav haue sbared thP same sour ces, 

but Marston's plays apparently exerted the most important influence on 

him, certainly, the simil arities of plot are evid ent even to the casual 

67 
observer 

T~e theme of transformation is perhaps less marked in single inci­

dents in The Revenger 's Tra gedy than in The Malcontent,for the change in 

the maJor protagonist involves a continuously "deepening cynicism and 

1 f ( d I ) II 68 1 1 I evi trans ormation through Vin ices revenge, rather than Ma evo es 

sudden re-awakening to an awareness of virtue's survival However, there 

is enough similarity in the vituperative language of both malcontents to 

raise the same critical questions prompted by Marston, scholarly opinion 

about author ial distance, sincerity, and pru1ient interest remains 

69 
divided Yet for all tha t, Vindice 's character does not present 

nearly the problems of definition in terms of v irtue and vilL:nny thaL 



280 

we encounter in Malevole . Although a "strange-composed fellow" (Ii 96) 

who, like Malevole, makes himself evil's "most infectious exponent" 

70 
after appointing h~mseJf its scourge, we perhaps are able to distin-

guish somewha t more clearly between the author and his embroiled 

protagonist The play's moral framework is more clearly evident, and we 

are able for the most part to distinguish between Vindice the moral com-

mentator who addresses his audience with Tourneur ' s voice, and Vindice 

71 the vicious revenger in love with death 

Vindice hisses his opening commentary at the unhearing "royal 

lecher" and the members of the torchlit family procession crossing the 

stage (I.i 1-13) The words show his hatred to be passionate and obses-

sive, yet they are not directed either to Gloriana ' s skull (which he 

~arries), nor are th~y ~e8~t for the Drota~OPJsts ' ears, ev1dentlv, th e 

first part of Vindice's speech, until he turns his attention to his 

72 
grisly memento mori, is directed towards the audience, it is only 

when he addresses the skull late r in the same speech--"Thou sallow pie-

ture o~ my poisoned love ." (Ii 14) --that the tone of righteous 

contempt, indignation, and outrage becomes overladen by his almost 

73 
sexual fascination with dea th. Here we see a Vindice who appears not 

to have Tourneur's approval, while Vindice may be the instrument of 

ultima te Justi ce , he is shown to be as irrational in his SJ.ngle-rnind ed 

pursuit of revenge as those who serve other kinds of appetite 

1 1 d b f " d 11 74 Ma evo e, Vin ice i s a corn ina tion o avenger, satirist, an tempter, 

but the distinctions between each function are much more sharply deline­

at ed in Vindice than his ambivalent prototype 

The same irony in Malevole's situation is apparent in thdt of 
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Vindice, the incorruptibility that Vindice sees as enshrined in his 

beloved's "shell of death" (Ii 15) is what prompts him to act as her 

75 pander, certainly, he seems more infatuated with the skull ' s present 

reality, devoid of corrupting flesh, than with the remembered "bright 

76 
face'' (I.i 16) which has been t~e obJect of male lust Malevole's 

preoccupat i on with revenge lacks this macabre quality, but then his 

memory of Maria's living virtue and his hope for her continuing chastity 

have not been blighted by rape and murder Vindice, for all his cunning, 

has a blind arrogance and moral naivete that is less evident in Malevole 

Ambitioso's punning comment on Junior's execution that "the falling of 

one head is th e raising of another'' (III i 28) is a Mere parody of 

Senecan doctrine, and Vindice, like the Duke's sons, cannot read Fortune's 

signs with Malevole's accuracy, so that he eventually over r eaches , 

bringing about the reversal that results in his own death 

Exulting that the Duke's murder was "somewhat wittily carried" 

(Viii 96), Vindice is amazed and dismayed at Antonio's reaction in 

ordering his and Hippolito's execution, he defends his act i ons by pre-

sentLng an argument which shows the totality of his misunderstanding 

May we not set as well as the duke's son? 
Thou has t no conscience are we not revenged ? 
Is there one enemy left alive aMongst those? 

(V ni 105-107) 

Vindice's defenc e is based on his perfection as a murderer, so that he 

inverts reason by pro testing his innocence in terms of his guilt Per-

verse in his self-deception, he eApresses with sorrowful and unwitting 

irony the self-destructive nature of evil "'T is time to die, when we 

are ourselves our foes" (Viii 108 ) 
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Vindice's self-condemnation is typical of the villa inous subordin­

ate's weakness, for while his guilt might have slept "tongueles s in 

brass" (V . iii.113), his intellectual pride customarily exceeds his 

cunning . Here is the essence of the cosmic Joke that is played on Iago 

and Mosca, for by the necessity of his own nature, Vindice ends by 

tricking himself , having brought the expectations of others to nothing, 

he in turn finds that his own expectations of reward and admiration were 

77 clnmerical Vindice's lack of awareness of his own guilt reflects the 

psychological inversion inherent in his view of himself, for despite his 

acute awareness of the weaknesses and vices of others, he reverses vice 

and virtue to accord with his own appeti te f or revenge As an embodiment 

of vengeful passion, Vindice exemplifies the principle that evil do es not 

h .. n0,.,.,1 itbelf , he is a .::> s e lf-d ..:: lu ~1.\re 1.n }ii~ ( t..1rr u J L. .L0 :1 cs L11£. .:, €Il::::,Uo l 1- sl ~ 

he destroys 

While we may sympathize with Vindice's situation, we r ecognize hi s 

actions as being villainously bizarr 0
, and a contributing element to the 

general grotesquerie Like Malevolc., he is Stoic to the e}.tent that he 

bides his time to seize "that bald madam , Opportuni ty" (Ii 55) by the 

forelock, and he uses his chances with a savage delight untempered by 

Stoic restraint The violence of his ac tions exceeds that of Malevole's 

revenge, yet his evident relish is little dif ferent in quality The 

means may dif fer , but the motives and emotions a re much the same 

Momentarily believing his plan to avenge himself on Lussuriosso hds 

failed, Vindic e 's remorse reveals his passionate desire to gr a tify his 

appetite fnr blood 



Ah, the fly-flop of vengeance beat ' em to pieces' Here was 
the sweetest occasion, the fittest hour, to have made my 
revenge familiar with him show him the body of the duke 
his father , and how quaintly he died like a politician, in 
hugger-mugger , made no man acquainted with it, and in 
catastrophe, slain him over his father's breast , and--0, I'm 
mad to lose such a sweet opportunity 

(V 1 14-20) 
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V1nd1ce has staged an elaborate scenario , grotesque in the extreme 

In the same way that others prepare festive tables, l aden to indulge 

their gluttony, Vindice prepares a feast of vengeance for himself, and 

his feas t of ant1c1pat1on has been no less exquisite His preparations 

are accomp&n1ed by a schoolboyish levity , manifesting a perverse glee a t 

the cl everness of his prank 11 S0, so, he leans well, take heed you wake 

him not" (V 1 1) 
78 

While Malevole has a fascination with the vices he 

observes, V1nd1ce goes further in giving free r eign to his imagination, 

euJUj.Lllg V.LCat.LUUb.L j Lile JJLUbj.JeLL 
-

UL Lile oiu UUKe b t.eLLeL .LUb L Lll d L 

79 will never see fulfilment, yet, always the exhibitionist, V1nd1ce 

desires as much to be seen as perfect in his villainy, by ensuring tha t 

lus vic 1.m is fully apprised of his fa ther's ignominious end before he, 

too, is murdered. Like the Cardinal , and like Malevole, V1nd1ce con­

siders himself revenged only if the victim is fully aware of his fate, 

is made to suffer, and is killed while his soul is without redemptive 

grace Yet V1nd1ce is perhaps even more single-minded in his desire for 

the act of revenge itself as the source of his gratification , and there 

is little to suggest that the condit ions he contrives result primarily 

from his desire to see his victim's soul damned 

In the same way that Malevole's mot ives are mixed in his attempted 

seduction of Maria for Mendoza, V1nd1ce 's a tt empt to subvert Casliza ' s 

innocence by corrupting Gratiana is far too effect iv e in its persuas1vE-
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ness, and far too much a source of satisfaction for him, to be dismissed 

as mere sham As in Malevole ' s case, we are constrained to believe that 

Vindice would have pursued the prostitution of his sister to a disas trous 

conclusion, ha d h i s moral surgery on Gratiana failed, ye t his success in 

tempting her in the first place gives him little reason to reJoi ce , like 

tha t afforded Malevole by his reco gnition of Maria ' s vir tue 

An irony that does not seem to have been noticed hithert o is tha t 

every reversal of events--Vindice 's t emporary belief tha t Lu ssuriosso 

will appear at his f a the r's trysting place accompanied by courti er s , 

Gratiana's rep entance , and finally the fortuitous murders the Duke ' s sons 

perpe trate on each other--is an opportunity for Vindi ce to alter his a ims 

Yet Gratiana 's conversion has no effect on him except to fe ed Ins pe r-

v erse pride, the f a ricied hit ch in Ins plan to IT1urde r luss11ri nss n deter s 

him not at all, and the sons' murders serve only as a pr e lud e to Vind ice ' s 

own gloating admission of guilt In this sense, the play is a hi s tory of 

Vindice 's miss ed " occasions", unlike Ma l evo l e , who r estrains his p-1ss ion 

sufficiently to be able to read and under s t a nd "heaven's impos ed c')ndi­

tions " ( The Nalcontent , V.vi 143), Vindic e persis t s as doggedly dS 

Faustus, whose very blood congeals as warning While , as Muriel Br drlbrook 

poinLs out, the play ' s narr a tive may be s een as a " scrJ_es of per1.pe te1.a , 

repres enting contrasts between ear t hly and h eavenl y vengeance 

80 
Justice ," Vindice ' s course, with all its dr ama tic r eversals, has a 

and 

single blind direc tion , equa lly represen t a t i ve of hi s mista kenly humdn 

concept of Justice, and of a higher reckoning winch is ultima t e l y JUSt 

Perhaps Vi ndi ce persisten tly overreaches Fortune b ecause l1is world, 

unlike tha t of Malevole , is decadent to th e ext ent that co r ruptio n is 
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unrelieved by any survival of virtue, other than that wpich Vindice him­

self can fan into li fe in his mother 

Vindice and his socie ty (with the possible exception of Casliza) 

are so thoroughly corrupted that they do not pose t he problems of inter-

pretation to be found in The Malcontent Unlike Malevole, who only goads 

his enemies to self-revelation and public dishonour, Vindice is himself 

an agent of death Vindice is as aware of his role as a revenger as 

Tamburlaine, the "scourge of God," but his br and of hubris never reaches 

such heights of gr andeur His announcement of his rol e to Lussuriosso 

occur s , appropriately, while he masquerades as a debased and embi tte red 

scholar, it is equally indicative of Vindice's character that h e chooses 

to enlighten Lussuriosso on the meaning of "Vindice ," when he knows that 

he can enJoy a pr1.vatP 701<.e ~'J tl-i h1J11c:elf 

to be no more than a pander's assassin, and although his lat er revenge 

makes him something more than tha t, his character remains prosaic In 

the sense tha t Vindice is a n instrum~nt of ultimate Justice, he may be 

seen symbolically as a nemesis figur e and an agent of good , yet seen as 

a drama tic charac t er, he reveals the pettiness, self-deception, and 

intellectual arrogance typical of the villainous subordinate His 

unnatural position of subordination, like that of Malevole, becomes his 

proper place, as he extinguishes what virtue and nobility he has, in 

pur s uing his destructive aims 

Like Mal evole's disguise as a malcontent, Vindice's successive 

masks, first as Pia to, then as "h imself, " Piato's railing brother, 

reveal what Vindice actually b ecomes, a t least as much as Lhey conceal 

his accustC>rned identity Like Malevole, he is the pande r he pretends to 
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be, and he is also the railing, cynical assassin whose role he adopts, 

81 
it may be that V1nd1ce has a sardonic awareness of what he becomes, 

as h1sor1g i nal cha racter as an honest m3lcontent t akes on progressive 

corruption, until he Joins the society he so despises As L G Sal1ngar 

points out , it is in this way that V1nd1ce may be seen to resemble 

82 
Bosola, who functions both as villain and critic While V1nd1ce's 

masks of villainy conceal his identity, they also are symbols of his 

transformation, V1nd1ce the critic ' s visual expressions of self-cont emp t 

If Lussur1osso and his family are responsible for V1nd1 ce 's corrup-

t1on as symbolized in his disguises, the reverse is true as well, having 

become P1ato the pander, V1nd1ce, like Malevole, abets vice to further 

its des truction of itself. Ironically, Lussur1osso and the old Duke have 

per sPcuted V1rd1ce ' s father, o~l} to create a de=cnic t ~~p t er in V1nd1ce 

who will destroy them Lussur1osso, characterizing himself as the demo n 

who "enters" V1nd1ce by tempting him with gold (I 111- 89) to procure 

Castiza, is unaware that the man whon he believes he corrupts for the 

first time is the same whom he and t~e old Duke have already created 

their familiar The exchange of gold and words has overtones of a per-

83 
verse sacrament, by which villainous subordinate and mas t er are bound 

to each other, and C01lli7litted to the ir mutual destruction after the manner 

of Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores, Othello and I ago, Vasques and H1ppol1La , 

and Malevole and Mendoza 

Vindice's disguise as the cynical scholar affords him the opportun­

ity to rail with license, much as Malevole does as court fool, c;rnn larly, 

V1nd 1ce ' s railing may provide him an outlet, not on] y for !u s frustr,1 tion 

at th e con uption of which he has become part , but a l so for Ins vengeful 
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passion, which appears more obsessive than Malevole's 

ety 1s easily fooled by his disguises, for its members are obsessed with 

outward show that conceals an underlying bleakness and sterility The 

world 1s 1ns1de out, the controlling metaphors are of lifeless forms 

lacking inner substance, and the old Duke himself 1s a microcosm of the 

social, natural, and moral dimensions "Dry" with age, the Duke 1s a 

"marrowless," "parched" and "Juiceless luyur" who has reduced his v1ct1m 

Gloriana to his own likeness, a "shell of death" (I 1 15) It 1s 1ron1c 

that there 1s so little to choose 1n principle between V1nd1ce's meme nto 

mor.1 and the Duke, for wlnle the lifelessness of the former 1s an amb1v-

alent symbol of purity and an obJect of nearly sexual fascination for 

V1ndice, the old Duke and the corruption he embodies are no less Vind1ce's 

"s tudy ' s ornament" (• l 15) 

a revenger, revers es values, so that even sex and death appear to change 

places, and his lust for revenge is strongly tinged w1Lh sexual fascina-

84 t1on th3t has as its focus Gloriana ' s skull, and imagined images of 

secret ~ust and ravishment. 

Like Vind1ce, who fills his spiritual void with lust for revenge , 

the Duke "would stuff the hollow bones with damn'd desires" (I 1 6), he 

and his family seek to fill a spiritual void with sensual delighLs, 

Lussur1osso lusts after Cast1za, and the Duchess 1s incestuously attracted 

to the Duke's bastard Spur10 Like Pietro ' s court, described by MJlevole 

1n the metaphor of the pigeon hous e, the Duke ' s family 1s intent on 

creating illusory bowers of bliss, he lls "rubb'd o ' er w1Lh honey" (II 11 

22), as Lussuriosso calls V1nd1ce 's bla ndi shme nLs to obta in Cds Li zJ for 

him The atmosphere is thick with the cloy1.n g sweetnes s of r ememb er ed 
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and sought-after satie ty, exemplif i ed in the words of Spurio, a living 

t estimonial to the old Duke 's lechery, and the embodiment of the legacy 

of hate and corruption he has conferred on his other sons 

Faith, if the truth were known, I was begot 
After s ome gluttonous dinner, some stirring dish 
Was my first father when deep healths went round, 
And ladies' cheeks were painted red with wine, 
Their t ongues, as short and nimble as their heels, 
Uttering words sweet and thi ck 

(I n 179-184) 

The imagery of blood abounds in a multiplicity of contexts, suffusing the 

atmosphere as it flushes the cheeks of court whores, and po s sessing 

V1nd1ce 's mind in his madness for vengeance, here are sanguine tempera-

ments ruled by erotic passion which manifes ts itself as both lust and 

Ironica lly, V1nd1 ce 's sexual fasc ina tion with the idea of revenge 

J iffc1s ha rdl: , ::: a l] fr c..,. the D,,chess ' pacsior- for s~uri.o , for tl-ie 

incestuous pair, the act of lust is motivated by their overr iding desi r e 

for vengeance aga i nst the Duke (I 11.175-178) 

V1nd1ce's lust for revenge is as much a need t o fi ll an inne r void 

as are the other forms of gluttonous appe tite at court "O sweet, 

delectable, rar e , happy, ravishing!" V1nd1ce e>...claims at the prospect of 

murdering the Duke (III v 3), and V1nd1ce gives free rein t o an 1mag1n-

ation both erotic and murd erous, in visualizing the death tryst he has 

planned (III.v.11-16). Like the Duke, Vindice a nd H1ppol1 to are hollow 

men , and they fill their sp iritual void with gleeful anticipation of 

blood r evenge in the same way that the old Duke makes his v ery marrow of 

"damn'd desires" (Li 6) For them, as for all the others excep t Castiza 

and Antonio, evil appear s to compensate for the absence of good 

yearns for a r evenge that "murders quit- ent ," becoming "tena nt to 
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tragedy" (I.1.. 39-40), and the brothers' wrongs are "for one scabbard f1.t" 

(I 1. 57), H1.ppoll.to tells V1.nd1.ce that Lussur1.osso has tr1.ed "by pol1.cy 

to open and unhusk" h1.m (I 1. 69), but he has d1. ssembled , keep1.ng h1.s 

thoughts "up 1.n houses" (I 1. 72) All of these 1.rnages are of space 

stuffed w1.th secret corrupt1.on F1.lled w1.th vengeful lust, the brothers 

are 1.ntent on murder as a correct1.ve for the absence of pos 1. t1.ve virtue 

1.n others, not merely those who have persecuted them, but "fat fo lks" 1.n 

85 
general (Ii 45) Conv1.nced of the Justice of his cause , V1.nd1.ce never 

considers t hat he may suffer fr om the same def1.c1.ency , although his 

speeches reveal everywhere an emp t1.ness 1.n him which he f1.lls f1.rst w1.th 

86 
ant1.c1.pat1.on, and eventually w1.th gratif1.cat1.on of his blood lust 

The Duke's psychology, which takes ev1.l for 1.ts good, g1.ves the 

currency of reality to external forms, wh1.le r eJ ec t1.ng substance , th i nk-

1.ng of honour as reputat1.on, he never assoc1.ates 1.t w1.th 1.nne r worth 

Upon be1.ng informed of Jun1.or's murde rous rape of Antonio ' s w1.fe, the 

Duke's concern 1.s not w1.th the bloody stain on the youth's v1.rtue, but 

with the 1.nksta1.ns that des troy repuLa tions (I 1.1.1-10), in the same way 

that D'Amv1.lle (The Atheist ' s Tragedy ) bel1.eves that imrnortal1.ty 1.s to 

be won through h1.s progeny, th e Duke t ake s publ1.c reputat1.on as the 

source of e1.ther eternal 11.fe or eternal dea th Imrnortal1.ty therefore 

is for h1.m a s1.mple ma tter of stopp1.ng the mouths and pens of tho se who 

would reveal h1.s farn1.ly 's cr1.mes (I 1. 1. 7-10) Unable to d1.st1.ngu1sh 

between outer form and 1.nner substance, the Duke 1.s easy prey for V1.nd1.ce, 

whose "outward shape" and 11 1.nward heart" in Ins d1.sguise as P1.ato appear 

to the Duke dS if " cut out of one p1.ece" (III i v 10-12) The Duke ' s 

misunde1st End1.ng is, of course, also 1.ron1.cally correct "P1a lo' s " 
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inner corruption is there for the Duke to see, but he is blinded by lus t, 

and sees only the prospect of sensual delight the pander offers 

Gratiana simi larly mistakes the form of honour for its substance, 

or at least she chooses to do so when she has been corrupted by Vindice, 

and she sets about giving Castiza a lesson 

Dishonorable act '--Good honorable fool, 
That wouldst be honest 'caus e thou wouldst be so, 
Producing no one reason but thy will 
And 'tas a good report, prettily commended, 
But pray, by whom? mean people, ignorant people, 
The better sort cannot abide it 

(II ii 142-147) 

Gratiana 's inverted Judgment takes Castiza's virtue, a quality grounded 

in reason, as the product of mere self-will, and represents her own 

87 
greed as the r easoned basis for her argument , in this topsy-turvy world, 

thu.:,C. of 101-1 s L a. L1.0 11 :,uld i n ;:.rins iL wc 1 Lh ... o i a \. e 3L;)St ,T1c e, wln l e the ir 

"betters" show their hollowness by ascribing value only to appearances 

As emptied of good as the others, Gratiana is vulnerable to evil's 

inroads when Vindice adopts the role of tempter Vindice's motives, 

like ttose of Malevole in a similar circumstance, are mixed Forced to 

act as Castiza's pander, he is placed in a situation requiring him to 

play out his assumed role, or to risk compromising his disguise at the 

possible e~pense of his revenge, and even his life, and like Malevole , 

88 he finds himself administering a test of virtue, which he i s desper-

ately afraid his mother and sister will fail When Gratiana capitulates 

virtually without a struggle , Vindice's aside, "Not, I hope, already? " 

(Il.i 104) sounds his dismay, for if he has betrayed her in offering 

temptation she has perpetra ted a f ar grea ter betra ya] of him in provid­

ing hi~ with final evidence of virtue 's weakness. Yet for all V1nd1ce s 
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trepidation that Gratiana will succumb, he pursues his task with a 

vigour and perverse relish that show him to be at least as fascinated as 

repelled by the passions he engenders, and by the prospect of Casti za 's 

89 
prostitution One senses that Vindice indulges in an incestuous eroti-

cism, both in exploiting his mother's weakness, and in entertaining the 

prospect of Cas tiza's fall Perverted in his instincts by his consuming 

blood lust, he displays the same unnatural sexuality as tha t which dr aws 

Spurio and the Duchess to each other, yet the voyeuristic nature of 

Vindice's fascination is reminiscent of the fascinated loathing exhibi t ed 

by Vasques ('Tis Pity) Like I ago and De Flores, Vindice has a perversely 

sexual obsession with his victims 

He effects a demonic possession of Gratiana, in th e same way that 

Lussuriosso " enterc;" h1rn, so tha t h i e; promise of "ar, ge l s " is rcavv with 

90 studied irony (II i 88) Trans formed by avarice, she elicits Castiza ' s 

incredulous outburst, "Why, are you she?" (II i 162), Gratiana has 

changed, like the world itself, from "one shape into another" (I i i 163) 

Vindice has in effect consummated a repetition of the perverse sacrament 

he earlier under took with Lussuriosso, given sight of devils disguis ed 

91 
as golden angels, Gratiana is converted by Vindice's spirit entering her 

So Vindice's scornful comment, " • in that shell o f mother breeds a 

bawd" (IV iv 10) perhaps contains the irony of loathing self-recognition 

Vindice ha s the same diabolical power over his weak mother that the 

Cardinal exercises over his king (Th e Cardinal), it is the power of 

enchantment which Gratiana acknowl e dges together with her contrition 

II no tongue but yours could have bewitched me so" (IV iv 34) 
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The themes of prostitution and rape are parallelled in Vindice's 

description of a landscape reflecting the extent of social decay, pur­

portedly an Italian scene, but one clearly to b e identified vnth Jacob ean 

92 
England The rape of the countryside by enclosure, and its prostitu-

tion by ruthless profiteers and specula tors, closely parallel the 

murderous rapes perpetrated by the Duke and Junior, and Vindice's own 

efforts to procure Castiza for Lussuriosso, it is the success of the new 

economic elite who have usurped the old order which Vindice cites in his 

attempt to persuade Cas tiza to follow Gratiana, whom he accuses of 

"usurping" the title of mother (IV iv 9) If avarice usurps virtue, and 

if some transformed being masks as his mother, surely, reasons Vindice , 

Castiza could effect a similar inversion of moral norms to goo d advantage 

in ~ivinf her eel f t o T 1 1sc:;ur1osso 

Who'd sit at home in a neglected room, 
Dealing her short-liv 'd beauty to the piclures, 
That are as useless as old men, when those 
Poorer in face and fortune than herself 
Walk with a hundred acres on their backs, 
Fair meadows cut into foreparts? --O, 
It was the greatest blessing ever happened to woman, 
When farmers' sons agreed and me t again , 
To wash their hands and come up gentlemen 
The commonwealth has flouri sh 'd ever since 
Land s tha l were meet by the rod, that labour's spar 'd, 
Tailors ride down, and measure 'em by the yard 
Fair trees, those comely foretops of the field , 
Are cut to maintain head-tires--much untold 
All thrives but Chastity, she lies a -cold 

(II 1. 208-222) 

The theme of V1.nd1.ce' s perverse argument is a J us tifica tJ_on of the 

93 old order's disinheritance by the nouveau r1.che. The scions of the 

burge oning new order are of doubtful parentage, a condition relating 

them symbolically to unregenerate villai 1ous subordina t es who, like 

Sa tan lurns elf, have d1.savoued their pare 1tage, or by some und efined 
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constraint of necessity, are beyond parental affection. These "farmers' 

sons" who "wash their hands" to effect their transformation as "gentle­

men," deny their origins, and enter a state of moral bastardy as real as 

its literal embodiment in Junior. Yet unlike Junior, these new "gentle­

men" lose their first condition purposely, in order to win an inheritance, 

the patrimony of others that never was rightfully theirs. 

This presumptuous new order is reminiscent of the Seven Deadly Sins in 

Dr. Faustus, who proclaim proudly the baseness of their origins or lack 

of parentage (II.ii.112-160), reflecting Faustus' own folly in ignoring 

his God's right to disinherit a son who disavows him (I i.31) Like De 

Flores, whose uncertain parentage seems somehow related to a disinheri­

tance both literal and spiritual, and Mosca, whose fallen condition 

seems to proceed from some sort of expulsion, the members of the inverted 

new order rise in fortune as they fall from grace, corrupting and destroy-

94 
ing goodness. Vindice is both victimized and corrupted through his 

loss of patrimony, so that he is not only fallen in fortune, but becomes 

as spiritually unregenerate as his persecutors. He seeks to remely his 

condition, but only continues his spiritual descent, like Mosca, he 

learns to "rise and stoop almost together" as he undergoes a series of 

protean metamorphoses, leading finally to both spiritual and physical 

death. 

Vindice's persuasive argument in favour of prostitution as an analogy 

of social inversion and agrarian opportunism contains blatant fallacies 

of the sort used by the Cardinal to appease Rosaura. The rhetorical 

blunders are so evident that they function as denials implicit in the 

argument, much as Mephistophilis' diversions for Faustus contain a warning 
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for minds less susceptible to the promptings of appetite Cast1za is to 

be prostituted like the land, and while V1ndice promises her Jewels for 

her forehead, he descrJbes the destruction by a grarian prostitution of 

the "fair trees, those comely foretops of the field 1195 Vind1ce ends 

his argument with an equally self-defeating statement 

Lose but a pearl, we search and cannot brook it, 
But that once gone , who is so mad to look 1t 7 

(II 1 230-231) 

The pearl, 1nnnortalized in the medieval religious poem of tha t name as 

a symbol of the soul and of purity, in all likelihood held strong asso-

c1at1ons for a Renaissance audience, and to abandon pursuit of the purity 

whos e loss, by V1nd1ce's own admission, is unendurable, would evidently 

contradict common sense 

grace and virtue, the "spark of heavenly inte l lectual fire within", as 

Gratiana calls it (IV iv 118) 96 Grace has departed from the world, and 

is thought of only as a bawd's name fI 111 16), and as an ironically 

incongruous term of address for the Duke who is "without Grace" (I 11 

111). "Fai th" has become simply a hollow exclamation, and positive 

virtue hardly e~ists Admittedly, Cast1za defends her chastity vigor-

ously, even to the extent lhat she becomes physically aggressive (II 1 

31), and shouts her defiance of both V1nd1ce and Gratiana, yet chastity 

alone is a negative virtue Moreover, Cast1za's later speech of subrnis-

sion to Gratiana's will r a J_s es some doubt as to whether she only tests 

97 her mother. She claims so only after the sincerity of Gratiana ' s 

contrition become s evid ent in her avowa ]s that "tears salt enough lo 

taste of G ac e" (IV 1v 54) have ended her spiritua l an<l i ty 
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It seems likely that Castiza is subverted by Vindice in the same 

way that Lussuriosso has subverted him Vindice tests mother and 

daughter , and appears to be ready to pursue his end to the limil of 

their weakness, similarly, Castiza tests her mother, but were her mother 

to fail the test and show her repentance to be short-lived, Castiza's 

despair of virtue's survival would result in her prostitution In this 

respect, brother and sister resemble Malevole, Castiza ' s continued 

chas ti ty, and Vindice's r elinquishing of his role as pander are wholly 

dependent on their perception of vir tue in Gratiana, in the same way 

that Malevole ' s spiri tua l renewal depends on Maria ' s mora l strength 

Unlike Malevole, Vindice does not undergo a faith-affirming trans-

formation at the sight of virtue He is no longer present when Cas tiza 

appear s Lo ca; ituldl e to Gr a lidna 's ~~cdnd~ , so lhci t he never has :a0se 

to suspect his sister ' s moral strength Bu t Castiza ' s angr y reJection 

of his persuasions does not seem to have the morally salubrious effect 

that a s imilar experience had on Malevole As a bawd, Vindice expresses 

sardonically his aliena tion and self-contempt, which is itself a r eflec­

tion of his mother's corruption 

0, I ' m in doubt 
Whether I'm myself or no ' - -

. . . . . . 
Who shall be saved when mothers have no grace? 

(IV i V 24-27) 

Yet her contrition does not engender self-recognition in Vindice Rather, 

his failure as a pander, and hence the failure of his disguise ' s useful-

ness, prompts him simply to exchange one mask for another , in becoming 

an embitte red scholar . Having acted a s a tempter like Malevole, he saves 

his victim from the evil he has spm-med , only to assume a furth er guise 
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in abetting evil 

Vindice's transformation to become a railing malcontent appears to 

proceed primarily from his being denied a glimpse of maternal virtue 

that is wholly unequivocal, Gratiana's conversion is more an occasion 

for Vindice 's self-congratulatory pride in his compet ence as a tempter 

who can manipulate his victim in any direction, than it is an opportunity 

for his own conversion So Vindice's response is an expression of un-

pleasant pride. Like Mosca and Vasques , he has the consummate actor's 

vanity, preening himself on his dual role as devil's advocate and 

redeemer, and enJ oying his audi ence 's applause with indecent pleasure 

"You make me proud on 't" (IV iv 90) Vindice 's enJ oyment differs not at 

all in its quality from that which he derives from hi s "wittily carried " 

revePfP on the Du~e, 
98 naive Jr his vanJty, he solic1tE A~tonio ' s praise 

in order to achieve the same gratification of his exh1bitionistic urge 

afforded earlier by Gratiana 

Like Castiza ' s virtue, Antonio ' s go odnes s is essentially passive , 

and his avoidance of guilt lies in his inaction He is dramatically 

undistinguished and unimportant, reflecting virtue's impotence in his 

corrupt society, he accedes to the ducal throne by default, after Lussur­

iosso and his brothers have destroyed themselves with the help of Vinchce 

and Hippolito. Antonio's prime qualifica tion for office appears to be 

that he has avoided sharing in the burden of guilt assumed by thos e who 

clear the way for him Tourneur's pessimism is evident in his portrayal 

of a society in which the only surviving virtue is ne ga tive, and in 

which vengeful passion appears to be the only corrective for evil 
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Even though the final event, Antonio's pronouncement of the 

brothers ' doom, is a positive action not grounded in passion, and even 

99 though passionless revenge as duty may be seen as Justifiable, the act 

requires Antonio to assume blood guilt in some measure, a difficulty 

Malevole avoids by exercising clemency There is a strong quality of 

ambivalence in Antonio 's final words, which show him to be not merely a 

Just ruler, but in some sense Pilate's unfortunate antetype "Pray 

heaven their blood may wash away all treason" (Viii 127) Similarly, 

Vindice and Hippolito are in a way sacrificial scapegoats who assume the 

guilt of mankind, and their ehecution is the final event in a rite of 

purification But the cleansing is incomplete, and the Justice is 

imperfec t, Antonio's motive in passing sentence is one of self-interest, 

for he has good reason to fear that the brothers' neAt treasonous action 

1.0u 
will be directed aga inst him The ultimate irony, pointing up Tour-

neur's awareness of the inadequacy of human Justice, is Antonio's sentenc-

101 
ing of the brothers for the wrong murder, so that the Joke Vind ice 

102 
plays on hims elf is to be seen as par t of t he larger mockery which 

humanity perpetrates on itself in its vain attempt to emulate an ultimate 

moral order for the sake of self-preservation Paradohically, the 

brothers ' destini es a re worked out in obedience to a hi ghe r neces si ty, 

wlnch uses the randomness of blundering human Justice ultimately to its 

103 
own purpose 

The "heavy season" (Viii 126) that eventually passe s with Antonio's 

104 
Judgment on the revengers cu l minates in a dance of dea th, a time of 

revels during which evi l is in the ascendant, and is obscured from Lhe 

participant s ' views by iLs appearance as goo d Lik e the "v ic.1-ous mi nuLe" 
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of Junior ' s rape and murder of Antonio ' s wife, this moral winter is a 

time of "the height of revels," when music is "ha rd loudest," and "court-

J_ers busiest" (V i 38-39) Revelry conceals reality, and outward show 

masks sterility and death, "ba ths of TI'ilk" bring a superficial beauty to 

"superfluous outsides" while inf ants starve, and the revellers indulge 

themselves with "music , perfumes, and sweetmeats" (III ii 83-96) 

Unlike the somewhat more orderly masq ue scene in The Palcontent 

which serves symbolically as a prelude to a reassertion of order, the 

scene in The Revenger ' s Tragedy is suggestive of a final convulsion, a 

consummation of chaos in the fullness of time , when the inverted world 

of illusion arrives at its moment of self-destruction and terrifying 

self-revelation. Vindice describes the revels as "forgetful feasts" 

(III v 90), for v1th the ;i.hsenc-e of grace , a Protean porld 1-s rnetc1rnor -

phosed to be come a dream of forgetting, as Ca s tiza has learned 

The world 's so changed, one shape into another , 
It is a wise child now that knows her mother 

(II 1 162-163) 

The pervers e artificiality in this disordered world of frenetic revelry 

is exemplified in the reversal of day and night Torchlight makes "an 

artificial noon" (I iv 27) like the "artificial shine" of a "woman ' s 

bought complexion" (I 1 21-22) at the time when the forces of lust and 

death are at their strongest, Spur io exc laims on entering the Duke's 

chamb er and finding Lussuriosso, " is the day out o' th' socket,/ That 

it is noon at midnight 7 " (II iii 44-45), and Vindice lnmself lures the 

105 expectant Duk.e "wherein 'tis night at noon" (III v 14-19) 

The process of time's renewal begins on the night fol l owing Grati-

' . . h I l06 1 k I 1 d ana s conversion to virtue, a nig t w1t1 a new moon, 1 e t1e a ies 
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of the court who are "great with laughter" (Vi 39) Now approaches the 

"present minute" (I iii 26) towards which Vindice, through his transfor­

mations, has moved like inexor able time itself, indeed, he is personified 

as time by Hippolito (I iii 21-26), and like Mephistophilis , Bosola, and 

Malevole , he functio ns both as agen t of evil, and embodiment of time 's 

inevitable movement by which all things, even evil and death, are brought 

107 to fruition at their predetermined moment The ingenuous Ambitioso 

speaks with unwitting irony in voicing his anticipation of "this time of 

revels," when "tricks may be set afoot" (Vi 92-93), unaware that the 

moment of damnation approaches, overseen by Vindice, a personification 

of "the Judas of the hours" (I 1.1i 70) This festive season's li cense 

has held sway already , in the reign of chaos that has seen the "trick" 

(III ,v 73) to free Jupior end in confusion and death 

celebrating Lussuriosso's accession is itself a deception, the fond noble 

who observes sententiously that "time hath several falls" welcomes the 

revels, believing tha t " griefs lift lp Joys, feasts put down funerals " 

(V. i 153-154). 

During this final and grandest of masques, Vindice, the personifica­

tion of evil 's self-consu~ing appetite, puts off his mask, destroys his 

antagonists, and ultimately himself There is compound irony in his 

earlier comment to Hippolito that he must kill himself (Vi 6) , thinking 

merely to indulge in a play of appearances, he first "kills " hims e lf as 

a bawd, to rise again as a murderous malconten t , then he "kills" himself 

spiritually, so that Lussuriosso speaks an i1onic truth when he calls 

the as yet undi scovered Vindi ce a "malevolent slave" (Vi 91) When 

Vindice gloats, "ll' ds lost, he r1ay" (V i 94), he displays In s delusion, 
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for Lussuriosso 1.s a victor, 1.n having reduced V1.nd1.ce to his own condi-

ti.on as a natural slave Whil e Lussuriosso's discovery that the corpse 

of "Fiato" 1.s really the dead Duke affords Vindice boundless enJoyinent , 

his murder of the Duke involves the death of his own soul, and leads to 

his physical death 

As an agent of good, V1.nd1.ce destroys himself because he 1.s agon­

izingly aware of vice 1.n others, while remaining blind to the evil nature 

of his own vengeful passion Like Malevole, he seems to have an intui-

tive awareness of his corruption, as mirrored 1.n others, so that t o 

destroy corruption 1.s to destroy himself Sinning because he 1.s sinned 

against , V1.nd1.ce believes to the last that he and H1.ppol1.to are "innocen t 

v1.lla1.ns' ' (I 1.11. 167) lOB Tourneur's clear representation of V1.nd1.ce's 

~1.sunder s tand1.n ~ underscores the difficulty we encou~ter in conce1v1. ng of 

Malevole as a "virtuous Machiavel" The contradiction inherent in the 

terms defies resolution, 1.f guilt and innocence are to be Judged 1.n 

terms of motive as well as act, except that Malevole does not s hed blood, 

and thrt he 1.s able to gratify his arrogance 1.n shows of vengeful clem­

ency, there 1.s little to d1.st1.ngu1.sh between the two protagonists If 

V1.nd1.ce 1.s the greater villain, 1.t 1.s only for the r eason that his 

intuitions about destiny are les s astute, and because the extent of his 

society's corruption exceeds even that of Malevole's Genoa 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 A just reward for my misdeeds my death 
Doth plain declare. 

(Cambises, 11. 1165-1166) 

2 For the Church's traditional position on revenge, see the New 
Catholic Encyclopedia, 15 vols (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), XIV, 599-
600. For Elizabethan attitudes and laws concerning revenge, see Fredson 
Bowers, Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy 1587-1642 (Princeton Princeton 
University Press, 1940), pp 12-19. 

3 See John Marston, The Malcontent, ed., M. L. Wine (Lincoln Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 1964) Wine has modernized the spelling and 
punctuation for the most part, and I have done so where he has not, while 
taking care not to alter meaning or emphasis. I disagree with Wine's 
Judgment in only a single, but rather crucial, instance. (See note 64) 

4 Samuel Schoenbaum claims Malevole's machinations "would be appro-
priate for a machiavellian villain," and that Malevole is "a strangely 
tortured individual whose activities are often perversely unpleasant." 
See S. Schoenbaum, "The Precarious Balance of John Marston, " Pl1LA, LXVII 
(1952), 1069-1078. Similarly, EJner Jensen shows Malevole to be 
"stretched and distorted by the tensiors of his self-c:re2.tec r ole," and 
given to sublimating his vengeful tendencies through vile language Yet 
Jensen appears to avoid the problem of Malevole's guilt by suggesting 
that Malevole is merely a mask for the moral Altofront See E Jensen, 
"Theme and Imagery in The Malcontent," SEL, X (1970), 367-374. On the 
other hand, Gustav Cross sets about refuting the view that Malevole is a 
tormen ed soul, fascinated by lust. See G Cross, "The Retrograde Genius 
of Jor'l Marston," REL, II (1961), 19-27. Also, Michael Higgins suggests 
that Malevole is a "philosophical hero with whom the author enthusiasti­
cally identifies himself" See M. Higgins, "The Convention of the Stoic 
Hero as Handled by Marston," MLR, XXXIX (1944), 338-346 G L Geckle 
takes a similar view, in interpreti ng Malevole as a model Stoic and 
Christian hero See G L. Geckle, "Fortune in Marston's The Malcontent," 
PMLA, LXXXVI (1971), 202-209. John Scott Colley simply calls Malevole 
the product of Marston' s "moral and artistic confusion," blannng the 
author for failing to resolve the ethical problems he presents. Calley's 
view of the artist's function seems hardly supportable See J S Colley, 
"John Marston's Theatrical Drama," Salzburg· Jacobean Drama Studies, 1974. 

5 See Cyril Tourneur, The Revenger's Tragedy, ed., L. J. Ross 
(Lincoln· University of Nebraska Press, 1966). 

6 See Higgins, p. 340. 

7 E.g., Robert Ornstein, The Mora l Vision of Jacobean Tragedy 
(Madison· University of Wisconsin Press, 1960), p. 12, and Allardyce 
Nicoll, ed., The Works of Cyril Tourneur (1930. Rpt., New York: Russell 
& Russell, 1963). 
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8william Slights, for examp le, claims that Malevole ' s "intentions 
are benef i cent " See W W Slights, "Elder in a Deform ' d Church The 
Function of Marston ' s Malcontent," SEL, XII (1973), 360-373 Character­
istic of thos e cr itics who regard Malevole as a moral hero, Sligh t s 
appears not to distinguish between motive, method, and resul t Samue l 
Schoenbaum, on the other hand, admits that Malevole 1 s me thod s "would be 
appropr iate for a Machiavellian v illain," and he be lieves Malevole' s 
"hideous ima gination" to be Marston's, as well (p 1070) G L Geckle 
calls Malevole a "man who trusts in God, avoids vice, and manage (s) to 
transcend Fortune by trusting providence" (p 206) The critics cited 
here are typical of those who vi ew Malevole as heroi c, becaus e they see 
him as the author's ideal proJection of self Paul Zall goes f urther , 
in implying tha t Malevole is primarily an exemplar of "love idealized as 
virtue 11 See P M. Zall, "John Mars ton, Moralist," ELH , XX (1953), 186-
193 

9 Geckle characterizes Ma levole as a "Stoic Christian hero," and 
claims that Th e Malcon t e nt is "both in th eme and struc tur e , essentia lly 
moral and Chris tian" (pp. 206-207) Similarly, Zall believes that 
Marston "hewed close to lines of conventional morality that were essen­
tial commonplaces" (p 1075) 

10 Schoenbaum asserts on the basis of external evidence tha t Mars ton 
had a similar fascination with vice and with bodily f unctions (pp 1070, 
1073, 1074) 

11 Schoenba um describes Malevole ' s psychological torture of Pietro 
with visions of Pi etro's wife's lasciviousness a s Machiavellian, and 
Geoffrey Aggele r, in claiming that Malevole 's plan for 1evenge against 
Pietro is "truly diabolical," sees Malevole as "more Machiavellian than 
Stoic" Aggeler furthe r claims that the punishment Pietro int ends is 
"far more terrible than blood revenge 11 See G D Aggeler, " Stoic~sm and 
Revenge in Marston," ES , LI (1970), 507-517 

12The heroine of Sophonisba, for example, is even less fortunate 
than Maria, and must pay for her virtue with her lif e 

13 Altofront's original situation as a ruler, eypressed in the irnag~ry 
of the circle (I iv 11-13) , parallels the virtually edenic perfection of 
the Duchess of Malfi's relationship with Antonio, expressed with similar 
imagery. 

14 
Othello re fers to lnms elf as "egregiously an ass , 11 as a r esult of 

Iago's insin~ations Malevole, like Iago, is bent on r educing hi& 
master to a state of anima l passion 

15 rn view of this evidence, I find it dif fic ult to accep t Geckle ' s 
ass ert ion tha t Malevole "chooses to combat Fortune wi t h prudence ,::ind, 
ultimatel y , spiritual devotion" (Geckle , p 206) I find 1t equdlly 
difficult, on the basis of Lhis evidence to accept Cross 's vi ew Lha l 
Ma l evole' s r evenge "is aimed not a t the c cath of Pielro , but at putting 
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him the way of repentance, and, ultimately, salvation" (Cross, p 23) 
If that were Malevole's purpose, we would have to credit him with a 
foreknowledge not suggested by the text. Malevole's actions seem more 
consonant with Schoenbaum's view that they are "often perversely unplea­
sant" (Schoenbaum, p. 1069). Aggeler connnents (rightly, I think), that 
•~alevole plans to goad (Pietro) into the additional crime of murdering 
Mendoza, .•• after which Pietro's conscience will drive him to total 
despair and damnation of his soul" (Aggeler, p. 513). 

16 
Arnold Davenport, ed., The Poems of John Marston (Liverpool 

Liverpool University Press, 1961), p. 95. 

17 See Davenport, p 16, n. 3 for a summary of connnents by C. S. 
Lewis, T. S. Eliot, and J. Peter, all of whom take a censorious view of 
Marston's invective. Peter finds similar passages by Tourneur as much 
more acceptable, because Tourneur maintains a greater distance than 
Marston. See John Peter, "John Marston's Plays," Scrutiny, XVII (1950), 
132-153, and "The Revenger's Tragedy Reconsidered," EIC, VI (1956), 131-
142. While Lewis, Eliot,and Peter attack Marston for prurience, insin­
cerity, and lack of conviction, Davenport believes, much as I do, that 
Marston is "in much the same situation as his own Malcontent"(pp 16-17) 

18 
See Philip J Finkelpearl, John Marston of the Middle Temple 

(Cambridge, Mass.· Harvard University Press, 1969), pp. 178-194 
Although I do not subscribe to Finkelpearl's view, his concept of 
"virt..ious Mc:ch:...:.vell:1.anism" co:i.!:n.buted sib::i:!:ican!:ly t.:i r.:y coc.nter­
argument. 

19Robert Ornstein describes the social world represented in Jacobean 
drama as one in which "the Machiavels are not isolated villains" Rather, 
it is a world in which "the politicians 'belong'. • " Ornstein points 
out that "the norm of politics is nc longer conceived as the well 
governed state, it is the Machiavel-ian Jungle in which the fittest sur­
vive" (Ornstein, pp. 27-28) 

20 The extent to which Malevole's role as a malcontent is feigned is 
problematic, in the tradition of earlier revengers, whose madness is 
both feigned and real, e.g, Hercules (Hercules Furens), Hieronymo (The 
Spanish Tragedy), and the protagonists of Titus Andronicus and Hamlet. 
Christian Kiefer further shows that the discordant elements in Malevole's 
nature, and his behaviour in howling and railing in indignation fit 
Robert Burton's description of the melancholy man. See Christian Kiefer, 
"Music and Marston's The Malcontent," SP, LI (1954), 163-171 

21 Geoffrey Aggeler asserts that Marston "reconciles revenge with 
Stoic principles" because "the revenge does not involve the shedding of 
blood" (Aggeler, p. 512). I find this view difficult to accept As 
Hamlet and The Cardinal show, the revenger saw his revenge as no revenge 
at all, if the victim's damnation was not assured. In keeping with Stoic 
thought, t1e matter of bloodletting and physical dea th were regarded as 
relatively unimportant, compared to the requirement that the victim 
should suffer, and should be aware of his impending fate. Except when 
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Malevole "tents" Pietro, his words and actions clearly are designed to 
lead his victim to damnation, while making him suffer 

22
Malevole's self-interest is characteristic of the Senecan brand 

of other-worldliness, referred to by F L Lucas as "egoistic Stoicism 11 

See F L Lucas, Seneca and Elizabethan Tragedy (Cambridge Cambridge 
University Press, 1922), p 56 

23
Paul Zall distinguishes between the types of love he believes 

Marston was out to portray Love idealized as virtue, natural affect ion, 
and lust. 

24 Anna Motto shows Seneca's self-adMitted philosophical dilemma in 
corrnnenting on Epistle LVI, which deals with the problem of a man's 
achieving other-worldly tranquility, while plagued with the ambition to 
achieve it See A L Motto, trans , Seneca (New York Twayne , 1973) 

25
John Peter reproves Marston on the grounds that Malevole promises 

a fornndable revenge on Pietro, only to transfe1- his enmi ty to Mendoza , 
whom he simply dismisses . Peter asserts that "the conc lusion was al t o­
gether too perfunctory to accord with what had gone before 11 See John 
Peter, Complaint and Satire in Early English Literature (Ohford Cla rendon, 
1956), pp 237-254 

26 
This Jacobean interest in avoidance of excess presented a philo -

~rynr,r ~l nro~l0ni TTh,,.... 11 ""'::n('~,....r t-n ., ~ fTPl'l_J_f0c--tprl 1T"\ M".llriuAlo ' c rb-::t r -:ir-(o r 

Paul Zall points out, rightly, I think, that "Marston was faced with the 
probl em of bridging the discrepancy between the Stoic element of apathy 
and the Christian e lements of moderation 11 (Zall, p 19 3) 

27
cf Hamlet's speech to the players F L Lucas comments on the 

decline of Senecan excess on the Elizabethan stage (Lucas, pp 60-72) 

2LF h f f K f or t e signi ·icance o music in The Malcontent , see ie ·e r 

29 
Malevole's i nvective may be seen as having ritualistic ove rtones 

See Enid Welsford, The Fool (New York Farrar & Rinehart, 1935), p 66 
Also, the r elationship between Malevole and Passarello is typical of the 
traditiona l relationship between an artificial fool and a natural fool 
(Welsford, p. 159) 

30
cf . Seneca ' s "On Clemency" 

You suppose it a disability for kings to be deprived of free 
speech, which the humblest citizens enJoy "Tha t is servi­
tude," you say, "not sovereignty" Have you not found out 
that sovereignty is ours and yours the servitude? 

Moses Hadas , trans , The Stoic Plulosophy of Sen eca (Gloucester, Mass 
Peter Smith , 1967 ), p 74 
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3~alevole ' s phrase is a traditional commonplace , invi t ing our 
recognition of Bilios o as a microcosmic personification of the human 
condition Cf The Castle of Perseverence Mankind r e fers to "my flesh, 
that stinking dunghill " Also, Robert Burton refer s to the "muckhill of 
the world" (The Anatomy of Melancholy , III, p 417) By inference, 
Malevole may be seen as the world ' s soul, reduced to impotent comp laint 
Marston hinself refers to the "foul filth " and "slime " of the world, 
which stop the conduits of grace (Satire VII, The Scourge ) For 
a discussion of this imagery , see A. Caputi, John Marston , Satirist 
(Ithaca , NY Cornell Uni versity Press , 1961), pp 67-68 

32 Metaphors of this sort, suggestive of outward show concealing 
inner corruption,were common Cf . Hector' s l ines (Troilus and Cress ida) 

Most pu trified core so fair withou t 
Thy goodly armour thus hath cost thy l ife 

(V vi 1- 2) 

See a l so Seneca ' s "On Providence" (Hadas, p 44 ) 

Other men I (the god) have surrounded with spurious goods, 
I have b eguiled their empty minds , as it were, with a long 
deceptive dream I have adorned them with gold and silver 
and ivory , bu t t here is nothin g good inside 

33
cf Seneca ' s " Tr anquility" (Hadas, p 193) 

34 

• Luc:. 1.udu yo u L.a.:: u :avc bf,I0Il5 .:..LVlU L U C. .:>OW L. u€.L.u, 

di es l ike you Yo u can as easily conceive of him as a fr ee 
man as he can conceive you as a slave 

Seneca uses th e analogy of the tide ' s ebb and flow in asserting 
tha t the wis e man sees pattern in wh1t to other s appearas " kaleidoscopic 
shifts of r i se and fall" (" On Provid nee," Hadas, p 29) 

35c f Chaucer's "The Knight ' s Tale" fo r the imager y of buckets as 
a metaphor for Fortune ' s flux 

36 
I am indebted to Michael Best a t the Univ ersity of Vic toria for 

d irecting my atlention to the thema tic imporlance of Malevole ' s role as 
a bawd. 

37The i magery suggests also a parodic transubstantiation, whe r eby 
t h ro ugh this perverse " sacrament," Malevole , like the hos t , becomes in 
the flesh what hitherto he merely has represent ed The idea of "trans­
formation " and metamorphosis accompanying corruption and commitment to 
evil was familiar to Tourneur as well Tourneur ' s The Transformed Meta ­
morphosis ends with I:liza's "retra nsforma tion" of society, similar to 
Ma ria ' s renewa l of Ma levole ' s awareness of vir t ue See Nicoll, pp 51-
74 

38The l heme of testing fennn ine cons tancy and virtue was tradiLional 
a nd convcn11.ona l Cf. Thomas Dckker 's Patient Gr1.ss1.l , Robert Greene ' s 
rriar Daco11 and T'riar Bungay , Chaucer 's "Clerk's Talc," a nd Boccaccio ' s 
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Pestle 

The theme is parodied in The Knight of the Burning 
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39on the basis of my analysis of Malevole ' s encou~ter with Maque­
relle, I disagree with Geckle's view that "Providence ultimately over­
comes Fortune " because Malevole "transcends Fortune" through his " trust 
in God and avoidance of vice " Moreover , Geckle claims this to be 
especially true by Ac t IV, in which, he believes, Malevole " expresses a 
more positive Christian posit i on" (Geckle , p ?06) On the contrary , it 
seems to me that this is the very act in which Malevole becomes corrupted 
by momentarily foresaking r.is trust in Providence, and by embracing 
Fortune to gain his ends It is in this ep isode tha t Schoenb aum ' s com­
ment about " images of lively things besmirched and r eviled " (Schoenbaum, 
p 1040) seems to apply to Malevole's own soul 

40 Marston ' s poetry gives r ather clear evidence that Marston identi-
fies h1IDself with his ra 1. l 1.ng Cynic 

A man , a man , a kingdom fo r a man 
Why how now currish mad Athenian? 
Thou cynic dog, see'st not the stree ts do swarm 
With troops of men? No , no , for Circe ' s charm 
Ha th turned them all to swine 

("A Cynic Satire ," Th e Scourge 
of Villainy , VII, 11 1-5) 

41 
Senec a expresses t he idea implicit in t he i magery of the " falling 

tower" (Hadas , p 69) 

the motives (of ignoble rulers) are no t stab le and 
they totter with the f rivolity that gave them birth 

42 eneca comments in his epistle "On the Shortness of Life " (Hadas , 
p 56) 

. the man who pu ts all his time to lns own uses 
ne ither impatient fo r the morrow nor afraid of it 

43
cf Seneca ' s "On Providence" (Hadas , p 30) 

they (good men) should take whatever befalls in good 
part and turn it Lo advantage 

44
cf Shrift (The Castle of Perseverence ) 

is 

45 
Regardless of how one may rationa lize Malevole ' s position, the 

nature of lns crime is clear, even in Senecan t erms Atreus ca lls 
r evenge a " seed which none shall e'er appr ove ," for "a wrong is not 
avenged bu t by worse wrong" (Thyestes , II . i 21-25) Malevole , in f ur ­
thering honncidal plots, appears to cornm1 t a "worse wrong" than Pietro , 
there is no hin l that Lhe usurpation involved nurder 

46 11 I , J ensen points out that Pietro s wi thdrawal from the world 1s 
motivated mor e by his weakness than by his sense of wrongdoing'' (Jensc 1, 

p. 379), 
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47 This episode in particular prompts John Peter 's criticism (see 
note 25) In expecting a more violent denouement , Peter appears to over­
look the fact tha t Malevole has accomplished precise ly wha t he set out 
to do, Malevole evidently shares the Stoic conviction that the soul 
participates in pure substance, and that the flesh is a mere corrupted 
shadow of this grea ter rea lity For Malevole to revenge hims elf on 
Pietro's flesh would be no revenge at all 

48 
Malevole's "tenting" of Pietro seems designed to make vice repul-

sive, rather than to make virtue attractive While the result in either 
case ultimately would be the same, Malevole's method reveals a cast of 
mind less Christian than Stoic , perhaps Cf Malevole ' s line, "I had 
rather follow a drunkard, and live by licking up his vomit '' (IV v 
65), and Seneca's, 11 one slave wipes up the hawking , another 
crouches to take up the leavings of the drunks" ("On Slaves," Hadas, 
p 192) 

49
It is better for a prince to be feared tha n loved" For Machia­

velli's Maxims, see C. V Boyer, The Vi llain as Hero in Elizabethan 
Tragedy (New York Russell & Russell, 1964), p 241 

so 
Seneca describes kings lacking "noble endowm ents" Their "might 

gave them no pleasure, its inevitable end ing terrified them" ("On the 
Shortness of Life," Hadas, pp 67-69) 

51 rc: J.S u.Li.:::i.c.u_;,_ ... tu S '-juarc: udlc:vule ' v a . .Llu.:,, .J..J.. u. c .1..u puJ... f-"VL L.1...,u. L- V 

be a Stoic, with Thyestes' apothegm, 

Great peace attends on humble circumstance , 
He has a kingdom who can be content 
Without a kingdom 

(Th i estes , III i 471-473) 

52F L Lucas writes that " the would-be sympathetic characters (of 
Jacobean drama) have all the wooden inhumanity of genuine Stoics " 
Lucas perhaps overstates the case 

53
see Seneca's "On Cl emency" (Hadas , p 144) Cf Seneca 's view 

and the traditional Christian position, which holds that the mo tive for 
clemency is "a certain tenderness or consideration towa rd the offender" 
(New Cathol.1c Encyclopedia, III, 925) 

54
E.g , Lydga t e ' s The Fall of Princes (1431-1438), its source, 

Boccaccio's De Casibus Virorum ., and the Mirror for Magistrates 
(1550) Whil e these works admittedly indulge in Christian moralizing, 
their primary purpose seems to be to illustrate how unwary and unwis e 
princes may topple . By contrast, Thomas More's ut·opia , [rasmus ' The 
Chr1st1an Prince, and Elyot's The Book Called the Governor 1ppcar to 
contain a much greater concern with the commo n weal ctS a motive fo r 
sound rule. 

55 
See Seneca's "On Clemency" (Ha das , p 44 ff ) 
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Ibid , p 141. 

57 
Ibid , p. 161. 
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58cf Measure for Measure Vincent io's display of maJesty in dis­
pensing Justice and mercy is similarly coloured with condescending 
humour, but with perhaps somewhat more wannth of compassion and toler­
ance of hunan imperfection See also note 51 

59 The imagery of the hunt , with the chaotic and dissonant sounds of 
dogs and horns, underscores Pietro's spiritual sickness and fear These 
images, occurring before !us moment of repentance and self-revelation, 
appear to be related to a long tradition of hunting scenes, always to be 
associated with madness and moral sterility, e g , Sir Orfeo , Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, and A Midsummer Night ' s Dreaw 

60 
EJner Jensen regards the centre of The Malcontent ' s pattern of 

images to be the fable of the tortois e and the eagle, which "has as its 
tar get undeserved preferment" in this instance (Jens en , p 367) 
Cf Peregrine' s flattery of Sir Politic Would-be , and Sir Pol ' s undi gni­
fied end (Volpone) 

6~. L Wine comments "Where deception rules, intrigue is the way 
of the world, and the imagery of the hunt or th e chase reflects this 
topsv-turvy world of ruinP..n1.tv pr Py1 n g on J. t seJ. f " (Wine, p xix ) 

62 See note 22 Pietro's display of natura l affec tion, compared to 
Alto fron t's coldly virtuous love, perhaps Justifies to some degr ee 
Samuel Schoenbaum 's belief that "there is little genuine characteriza­
t ion, because Marston ha d little understanding of or interest in people " 
(S choenbawn, p 1077) 

63 ~xcept in this instance of passing conJecture, I have attempted 
to avoid imputations, a rather futile pursuit that seems to have been a 
maJor preoccupation for quite a few Marston scholars 

64 
I have chosen to accept the First Quarto variant, "conceal" 

(1.151, above), rather than the Third Quarto ' s "conceive " While the 
context allows a case to be 111ade for either, I believe the Fir s t Quarto 
reading is more consis tent with the dir ection of Marston ' s thought 
John Finkelpearl (p 192) points out that there is "no t ex tual Justifi­
cation" for the emendation 

651 G Salingar comments that "the complete degeneration of vir­
tue is represented by placing the 'usurper's son' (Ii 26) on the same 
footing of s ens ua lity as ' the upright man' " Sec L G Salinga r, " The 
Revenger ' s Tra gedy and the Morality Tradit1.0n, 11 Scrutiny, XI (1938), 406 

66 
Ross, p xiv 
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67 The question of authorship has yet to be resolved with certainty. 
For Middleton's possible authorship, see Ross, p. xiv, and Samuel Schoen­
baum, "The Revenger's Tragedy and Middleton's Moral Outlook," N&Q, CXCVI 
(1951), 8-10. For Marston's and Tourneur's use of common sources, see 
Ross, pp. xix-xx, and L. G. Salingar, "The Revenger's Tragedy Some Pos­
sible Sources," MLR, LX (1965), 3-12. Lawrence Ross shows transformation 
to be the "central theme" of The Revenger's Tragedy (Ross, p xxvii), and 
the significance of images of metamorphosis has been noted. See Peter 
Lisca, "The Revenger's Tragedy A Study in Irony," PQ, XXXVIII (1959), 
242-251. Similarities of this sort lead Ross to determine The Revenger's 
Tragedy's earliest date as the spring of 1606, due to its dependence on 
Marston's work (Ross, p. xiii). 

68S R ee oss, p xxi. 

69For sunnnaries of critical opinion, see Ross, pp. xxiii-xxiv, 
B. J. Layman, "Tourneur's Artificial Noon The Design of The Revenger's 
Tragedy," MLQ, XXXIV (1973), 20-35, Robert Ornstein, "The Ethical Design 
of The Revenger's Tragedy," ELH, XXI (1954), 81-93, and T. B Tomlinson, 
"The Morality of Revenge. Tourneur's en.tics," EIC, X (1960), 134-147 

70 B. J. Layman. 

71
In noting the quality of obJective commentary in Vindice's com­

plaints, Ross suggests Tourneur's debt to Jonson, as well as to the 
morality tradition (see Ross, pp xvii, xxi). For similar views der i ved 
from a recognition of morality patterns and conventions, see John Peter, 
"The Revenger's Tragedy Reconsidered," EIC, VI (1956), 131-142, and L. G. 
Salingar, " ••• Morality Tradition," pp. 402-424. 

72 See Inga-Stina Ekeblad, "An Approach to Tourneur's Imagery," MLN, 
LIV (1959), 495, Ekeblad refers to this scene in particular, in ~ 10wing 
Vindice's role as moral commentator. 

73 Cf. Vindice I s description of the skull's "unsightly n .ngs" which 
remain to be fingered, and the imagery of fingers and gloves in The 
Changeling, which has been seen as having sexual significance (Chapter 3, 
p. 119, n. 27). 

74 Salingar defines these roles in showing analogies between The 
Revenger's Trage dy, Hamlet, Volpone , and Th e Malcontent. See Salingar, 
" . Some Possible Sources," note 89, pp. 11-12 

75 Layman, pp 22, 26. 

76 Cf. Hamlet L. G. Salingar notes that Vindice regards all flesh 
as fraudulent as "the painting of a harlot," so that Gloriana's perfec­
tion exists only in her "unmasked" cond i t ion of death. She ha s "only 
her own nullity to bestow" (Salingar, " ••• The Morality Tradition," 
p. 424). 
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77 Samuel Schoenbaum refers to the event as "the final, cosmic irony" 
(Schoenbaum, p 206) 

78
cf Ithamore's propping up of Barmrdine's corpse ( The Jew of 

Malta, IV.n 25) 

79 Robert Ornstein observes that Vindice " is aroused and revolted 
not by what is s een , but by what is imagined He is the peeping 
Tom turned moralist'' Ornstein points also to Vindice 's contemplation 
of Gloriana's skull (Ii 23-28) and even of night (II ii 149-161) as 
evidence of an erotic imagination See Robert Ornstein, "The Ethical 
Design of The Revenger ' s Tragedy," ELH, XXI (1954), 83-84 

80 
Muriel C Bradbrook, Themes and Conventions of Elizabethan Trage dy 

(Cambridge Cambrid ge University Press, 1966), p 165 

81 
Peter Lisca points out Vindice's obsession with metamorphosis 

(Lis ca , p 46) 

82 
Salingar, " the Morality Tradition," pp 410- 411 

83 
Lisca, p 249 

84 11 Salingar, the Morality Tradition," p 424 

85_ 
Ldy111ar1, p L.J 

86 
The recurrent images of hollowness reflect a cosmic princip l e 

expressed elsewhe re by Tourneur The Transformed Metarrorphosis pr esents 
a metamorphosed world, wintry, sterile, chaot1_c, and hollow 

Th' olympic globe is now a hollow ball 
The huge concavity black Pluto 's hall 

(11 48-49) 

87 
Anna Motto notes the para llels r elating the idea of inversion in 

Renaissance drama toSenecan drama " such a pervasive sense of 
nature overturned is the dominant artistic motif shaping the drama ' s form 
and course" (Motto, p 88) 

88 
Robert Ornstein points out the parallel themes of testing in The 

Malcont e nt (Ornstein, p. 89) See also note 38 

89S L ee ayman, p 22, and Tomlinson, p 137 

90 
Peter Lisca comments on tlns passage that "angels, ostensibly 

agents of salvation , have become agents of damnation '' (Lisca, p 249) 
The "angels" whi ch bring Gratiana so far from her proper self may be 
associated to Faus Lus ' Bad Angel, and with its prototypes in the morality 
plays Sir.tila rly, Gratiana 's "possession" lb r ennnlscent of Lh e seven 
deadly sins win ch possess M<lry ~bgdalene , and are exorcised by Cln lst 
(see John 20 1-18, Jnd Mary /11agdc1lcne, Digby MS 130) Rena1ssdnc-e belief 
held demonj c possession to be metaphys ical as well as psychon1L1ch1c Sc e 
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R. H West, The Invisible World (New York Octagon, 1969), n 57, p 223 

91 Lawrence Ross notes Vindice's "diabolic possession" of Gratiana 
(Ross, p xxv) 

92 Salingar, " the Morality Tradition," p 412, and Ross , 
p xxii See also R H Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitali sm 
(Hannondsworth Penguin, 1926), pp 140-142 

93B J Layman regards the theme of disinheritance as central, a 
representation of "the lost patrimony of all mankind" (Layman, p 27) 

94 Chapter 2, p 43 The subJectivity of mind reflected in the 
argument's similarity to the Cardinal's obscure rhetoric is manifested 
also in D'Amville's fallacious cons tructions when he argues for atheism 
(The Atheist 's Tragedy , Ii 40 ff) 

95
cf John Donne 's "The Sun Rising," for imagery relating woman to 

soil yielding riches, governed by a male sovereign Donne's "To his 
Mistress" provides an example of the female anatomy described in terms 
of landscape 

The play's image pattern involves references to the forehead in a 
number of contexts, and r evea ls Tourneur's use of irony Its wid e range 
of meaning in the seventeenth century i nclud ed ideas of reputation, 

The theme of CLcko : dr; ~s imrl1c 1 t c lso, 
It 1 p 

.1.Ul.C:.L..U\....l'- Cl.HU ' .L0J..t: L UiJ WC::L 2 

closely associated in meaning (e g , Vindice r esolves to hold occas ion 
"by the foretop" (Ii 100) Cf Geoffrey Whitney, A Choice of Embl ems 
(1586), intro. Frank Fieler (New York Blom, 1967), p 181 For th e 
etymology of "forehead" and relat ed terms, see OED , 5th edn 

In tracing the morality theme , L G Salingar not es the simil ,rity 
of style between thi s entire seduction speech, Volpone's "Song to elia " 
and a similar passage in Medwall's Na ture 

96 For the doctrine of the "Divine spark" as intellect (synt eresis ), 
see Caputi, p 60. 

97 
See Ornstein, p. 91, n, and Peter, p 141 

98
B J Layman refers to the Duk.e's death scene as "the shameless 

coup de the atre of an exhibitiom.st" (Layman, p 22) 

99 
54 Bowers, p 

lOOS ee Ross, p xxvi, and Ornstein, p 52 

101 
See Ross, p XXVi . 

102
The theme of mockery in Vindice's villainy is similar to thdt in 

Othe llo and Volpon e Also, see Ornstein p 90 
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103 
John Peter argues for Tourneur ' s perception of a Calvinistic 

determinism , and an ultimate moral order not seen by men This view 
supports Muriel Bradbrook's view of a divine Justice , as distinct from 
mortal Justice See Peter, pp 131, 142, and Bradbrook, p 65 ff For 
Tourneur's Calvinism, see also J M S Tompkins, "Tourneur and the 
Stars," RES , XXII (191-+6), 315- 319, and Michael H HJ.ggins, "Th e Inf luence 
of Calvinistic Thought in Tourne ur's Atheist's Trage dy , " RES , XI X (1943), 
255-262 

104
For a discussion of the imagery of tl1e Dance of Death in The 

Revenger ' s Tragedy, see Schoenbaum, pp 203-206 For a history of the 
Dance of Death, see We l sford The theme is, of course, pervasive as a 
drama t ic convention in Renaissance drama 

105
c f Walter Hilton , The Ladder of Perfection (c 1350) (Middles ex 

Penguin, 1957), p 170 " Beware of the devil who walks a t noon, a nd who 
makes his false light appear to come from Jerusalem" Also see Layman 
f or the significance of artificial light in Th e Re v en ger ' s Tra ged y 

106 
Cf. similar imagery in Th e Cha ngeling Schoenba um shows further 

connection between The Change l i ng and Th e Revenge r ' s Trage d y in term s of 
character, he draws a parallel be tween De Flores ' relationship with 
Beatrice- Joanna , and Vindice ' s relationship with Lussuriosso Se e 
Samuel Schoenbaum, " . and Middleton ' s Moral Outlook " 

107 v~r V1 -~1r a 1 c ~:~h n 1,r f ~r t10 " as ~n a~~ n ~•~ -~~ -~ ~,- a ~ ~ a 

Layman, p 28 

108 
Robert Ornstein comments that, win le "Vind ice s erves as Tourneur ' s 

moral chorus," his "moral perceptions are limited, and in the end, pe r ­
verse" (Ornstein, p 86) 



CONCLUSION 

The prece ding chapters have shown the villa inous subordinate in 

such disparat e roles as Mephistophilis, a disembodied spirit, De Flores , 

a menial hous ehol d r e tainer, and Malevole, a deposed ruler The vil-

lainous subordinate's nature in every instance embodies his victim ' s 

destructive passion, and his ris e in fortune always marks the ascendancy 

of irrational impulse in his master These manifes t a tions of a principle 

of demonic invers ion have both ps ycho l ogical and me t aphysical signifi­

cance, and the villainous subordinate is a concre t e expression of 

disorder which was seen in the Renai s s ance as an inherent univer sal 

I began this study with words spoken by Ithamo r e , a hea then slave , 

who, like his master , exis ts beyond the pale of moral socie t y , but who 

also re f lects society's depa rture from its Chri stian idea ls In Mar-

lowe 's day, a dramatist could write with the assumption that some 

di scernible norm for a moral society existed Wh e ther Mar l owe approved 

of the cosrn~c pattern he saw remains a vexed question, nowh ere does he 

show a worthy Christian society , nor do es he prov ide any a ssurance that 

his conception of divine order accords with men's notions of Justice 

Mephistophilis participa t es in Faustus' self-des t r uc tion, brought about 

initially because Faustus is graced with an insatiable intellect, and 

Guis e used r eligion a s a manipulat ive instrument by which to advance his 

perve r se a ims Much the same principles in fo rm Shakespeare ' s darker 
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tragedies, Iago's destruction of Othello seems to question man's capa­

city for certain knowledge , and the possibil i ty for innocence and love 

to survive in an imperfect world 

The Massa cre at Paris, Dr Faustus, and Othello are dark with doubt 

They were writte~ in an age of confidence and optimism, yet they reveal 

an uncertainty and scepticism that finds its fullest express ion i n the 

drama of the late Jacobean and Caroline periods It is perhaps para-

doxical that an optllllistic climate of though t fostered the growth of 

Elizabethan theatre, for the dramatic 1.mpulse also produced the villa 1. n­

ous subordinate, who seems an expression of the uneasiness that a lso was 

present Notably, the villainous subordinate is to be found almost 

exclusively in plays of sinister import like those cited above, so that, 

in Renaissance dra~a The convention of the villainous subordinat e is a 

symptom of the brooding doubt that became stronger as the age progressed 

The degree of pessimism appears to be refl ected in the extent to 

which the villainous subordinate is shown to subvert his society, as the 

element of questioning in Elizabethan attitudes deepens to a sentiment 

approaching despair, in the late Jacobean period Early examples of the 

villainous subordinate achieve a temporary success which remains limited 

to individual victims in its effects Iago fosters Jealousy and doubt 

in Othello, and he murders Roderigo, Guise feeds Catherine 's hopes , and 

directs the murders of a largely anonymous multitude, Mephistophilis 

destroys Faustus' soul with delightful diversions, and De Flores murd e rs 

Alonzo a nd Diaphanta, before he and Beatrice-Joanna bring about their 

own dest ruction . They corrupt and destrny each other, and no one else 
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is to blame In each instance, the villainous subordinate's control of 

society has boundaries The villainous subordinate is corrup t, and 

those about him may be corrupt as well, but although he reflects his 

society's degeneracy, he is not specifically its product His evil 

motivations originate primarily f r om within, and his actions exploit 

the passions of others, by assaulting their minds, he engenders their 

destruc tively i rra tiona l responses 

Perhaps the villainous subordinate's portrayal in these early 

instances is significant of an atti tud e towards evil, vice seems to have 

been seen as relatively unequivocal in its manifestations , and ult i-

mately subJ ect to being contained within manageable bounds Even the 

brutal and hypocritical Christian community of Malta, plagued by folly, 

fear, ;:,nd pr2J Jc. i .:e, c.:im0 ot b e he ] d rcsponriblP FC'1. It11 J.-o r e ' s v ir-1 o1's 

qualities, and his destructive powers are limited in their direct 

effects to Barabas and himself 

Much the same observations n1ay lie made about Volpone and Mosca, who 

prey on an avaricious and pretentiou, community of merchants and lawyers 

Mosca is an arch-swindler in a world of greedy cheats When he and 

Volp one are removed from society, there is at least a probability that 

vice will not proceed with quite the same efficiency, b ecause those who 

remain a re ingenuous, and far less adept than ~osca The lasting 

effects of Mosca's viciousness are confined to Volpone , for the kind of 

evil the pair possess seems to be essentially individual I:ach of the 

legacy seekers and avocatori hav e a corruption that originates from 

witlnn themselves , and Mosca is an opportunist \;ho enhances th e1.r 

individual vicious tendencies . 
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The old moral certainties came into question increasingly, as the 

seventeenth century progressed Where once Faustus brought about his 

own expulsion from a fruitful plot by summoning his personal devil, 

Bosola reluctantly derives nourishment from the poisonous soil of a 

thoroughly corrupt garden He has finer instincts, but the Cardina l 

and Ferdinand have all but eliminated virtue from th e court, the only 

alternative to corruption, it seems, is death, the course chosen by the 

Duchess And when Bosola finally acts to destr-oy evil, he des troys 

himself, as well. Moreover, he must continue his career as a murderer 

in the service of good 

Much the same problem inheres in the situations of Vindice and 

Malevole, whose s ense of inJustice and hatred of vice incite their 

ifengefu] p~SSlOPS 7ncy hc:rvc nc r eans :,f rcd~cssing thcJr i;ycong~j 

except by Joining in the general corruption The earlier villainous 

subordinates are shown as self- motivated and evil characters from th eir 

first appearance, and they exploit t ~e passions of others wherever they 

see hope of profit By contrast, th~ later villainous subo rdinates are 

products of societies in which evil is so pervasive that goodness cannot 

survive. Vasques may be unique as an exception, for h is prurient 

instincts do noL result from society's perversion of any innate goodness 

in him Yet Vasques gives cause for the same kind of moral uncertain-

ties, he cannot entirely be fault ed for his fanatical loyalty Lo Soranzo, 

nor is he criminal in searching out incest On the other hand, lns 

motives are characterized by zest for scandal, brutal intent, and fas-

cina tion wjth vicarious sex Vasques' ac tions may be seen as hav ing a 

moral purpc se in the sLricL sense , and even lns motives a re forma_Lly 
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moral. However, he is clearly villainous in his instincts and methods, 

so that the entire social code of morality is thrown into question 

By Shirley's time, the old certainties about moral values had all 

but vanished. The drama is heavy with social satire, directed at an 

audience made up of an effete aristocracy which was being eroded steadily 

by the inroads of zealots and time- serving prelates like the Cardinal. 

Shirley accords the villainous cleric a dramatic place as pre-eminent as 

his rank. The Cardinal's corruption encompasses the whole of an inverted 

social order, and he sets in motion a chain of events which subvert 

goodness even in Rosaura, the noblest of the protagonists The Cardinal's 

ascendancy as a villainous subordinate, and the extent of his influence, 

reflect Caroline society's malaise, and an attendant decline of the 

dramatic medium to which the villainous subordinate owes his existence 

as a character type. 

While the Cardinal perhaps 1s not the strongest representation of 

the villainous subordinate in the drama, his dramatic centrality, and 

the o~?ressive power he is portrayed as wielding, seem to mark a culmin­

ating point, the end of a dramatic form, and the destruction of the old 

social order that came about with Charles I's execution. Together, the 

villainous subordinate's early and late representatives in the drama 

provide an ironic chronological parallel to the history of drama and 

society in Renaissance England, for when the villainous subordinate is 

of least dramatic importance, he reflects the health and strength of his 

society, when he is dramatically pre-eminent, the English political 

situation is chaotic, and the social structure is on the verge of disso­

lution and collapse. 
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Ithamore, Mephistophilis, Iago, Mosca, and De Flores all rank 

second in dramat ic importance to the protagonists who are their victims, 

as do Bosola and Vasques in the Jater drama Guise, as a maJor protag-

onist, is perhaps a unique exception By contrast, Malevole, and 

Vindice are maJor protagonists, reflecting the enormity of the social 

inJustices which have made them villainous subordinates By the same 

principle, the Cardinal is a maJor protagonist, reflecting the vast 

extent of the social dislocation he engenders This final representa tion 

of the villainous subordinate reflects the im~inent onset of chaos in 

English affa irs, which eventually gave birth to a new order So in a 

way , the villa inous subordinate ' s career as a character type, in relation 

to the history of the period, parallels the pattern of his ascent and 

The villainous subordinate's career spans the period of Renaiss ance 

drama's eff lorescence from Marlowe's time until the closing of the 

theatres in 1642 It is widely recogni zed th a t th e Commonwealth i1te r-

regnum ternnnated a dramatic mode that was beco'lling decadent and c ,rer-

workeo. When the theatres reopened with the Restoration, the new comic 

and epic genr e s of dr ama bore only slight resemblance to earlier comedy 

and tragedy, and rewortings of older plays mercifully have been rele­

gated by time to decent obscurity. Restoration plays contain characters 

who have vestige s of the villainous subordinale's cnaracleristics, but 

little more . The comedy does not castigate vi ce , as much as it light­

heartedly make s mock of affectation, so that there is little need for a 

character who corrupts, and is corrupted, in a more pro found se ns e 

Restoration comedy is as uncongenial a me dium for Lhe v~l]a1nous s ubor-
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dinate as Roman comedy, and, appropriately, many parallels between 

characte r types exist The heroic mode, usher ed in by Dryden and his 

contemporaries, features maJestically versifying protagonists, who were 

purported to exemplify man at his most sublime The heroic theme does 

not lend itself to inclusion of a character who compro~ises such ideal 

conceptions of human worth, for if the hero falls, he is a victim 

primarily of his own greatness So the villainous subordina te passed 

with the passing of the great age of English theatre, because Restoration 

drama was not fertile soil. 

The villainous subordindte is a "wondrous necessary man", necessary , 

so his master believes, for his gratification of passion, and necessary 

as a manifestation of an ultimate order which cathartically cleanses 

itself The v1lla1novc subnrd1nPtP plays a ce~tra] role lP the cyclic 

pattern that underlies the ritual structure of Renaissance drama, for in 

him dwell the falsely seductive beauty of evil, and the destructive 

impulse necessary to the process of soc1.e ty' s moral r egeneration , 1ww­

ever incomplete that may be 
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