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        Introduction


        

            “To move a horror skilfully, to touch a soul to the quick, to lay upon fear as much as it can bear, to wean and weary a life till it is ready to drop, and then step in with mortal instruments to take its last forfeit: this only a Webster can do.”1


        


        

            

                A | John Webster (1580?-1638?)


                

                    1. Merchant Taylors’ School and Inns of Court


                    The playwright still famous today for his tragic masterpiece entitled The Duchess of Malfi was born in the London middle class between 1578 and 1580. His father (also named John Webster) lived in the parish of St Sepulchre and had a flourishing transport enterprise: he built and hired out coaches and wagons—including the “caroches” (1.1.215)2 that are referred to in the Malfi tragedy. In Jacobean London, these stately coaches were newly fashionable and “elaborately fitted out with upholstery”.3 So John Webster the elder was also “a prominent member of the guild of Merchant Taylors, to which coach makers, with no guild of their own, were admitted on the ground of community of interest”.4


                    It thus comes as no surprise that John Webster attended the prestigious Merchant Taylors’ School between 1594 and 1598. His plays would later echo this early experience, with their sartorial references and metaphors such as, in The Duchess of Malfi, when Ferdinand tells Bosola to keep his “old garb of melancholy” (1.1.271), or when the Cardinal asks his rhetorical question: “Doth she make religion her riding hood / To keep her from the sun and tempest?” (3.3.60-61), or when he says, still having the Duchess in mind: “sorrow makes her look / Like to an oft-dyed garment” (5.2.108-109). And among the madmen used by Ferdinand to torture the Duchess, there is, humorously enough, “an English tailor, crazed i’th’brain / With the study of new fashion” (4.2.49-50). A decade or so later, Webster would confirm his attachment to the powerful London livery company, signing the printed version of his civic pageant Monuments of Honour: “by John Webster Merchant-Taylor”.


                    Webster then probably spent two years in legal study, at the Middle Temple, one of the Inns of Court; his legal knowledge may have proved useful to him to run the family office, while his father and his brother built coaches. As David Gunby surmises: 


                    

                        Such involvement in the family business would explain how Webster made a living, given his slowness of composition. It may also help to explain that slowness, if office duties occupied a good deal of his time.5


                    


                    His relatively good command of law is particularly reflected in his plays The White Devil and The Devil’s Law-Case, in which there are trial scenes “among the finest in Jacobean drama.”6The Duchess of Malfi also testifies to his mastery of technical legal terms, as when the Duchess tells Antonio: “I sign your Quietus est” (1.1.452) or “a contract in a chamber / Per verba de presenti is absolute marriage” (1.1.463-464).


                


                

                    2. Early Collaborative Works


                    Webster also had an interest in letters and drama. He was neighbour to William White, the stationer who printed Shakespeare’s early comedy Love’s Labour’s Lost, and it is not impossible that he met the actor Edward Alleyn, for whom his father provided wagons.7 Since collaborative working was standard practice in early modern drama, Webster turned to the band of dramatists who were in the service of the theatrical manager Philip Henslowe. In 1602, he joined them in co-writing four plays for the stage: Caesar’s Fall (with Michael Drayton, Thomas Middleton and Anthony Munday); Two Harpes (with Michael Drayton, Thomas Middleton, Anthony Munday and Thomas Dekker); Lady Jane (with Henry Chettle, Thomas Dekker, Thomas Heywood and Wentworth Smith); and Christmas Comes but Once a Year (with Henry Chettle, Thomas Dekker and Thomas Heywood).8 None of these earliest plays survived.


                    Although Webster maintained friendly connections with his fellow playwrights, he gradually slowed down the practice of writing in cooperation with them. Two years later, in 1604, he worked for the King’s company of actors who asked him to revise and make additions to John Marston’s satirical play The Malcontent—it comes as no surprise that, in The Duchess of Malfi, Bosola should appear as an ever-frustrated “Tantalus” (1.1.56) and a “black malcontent” (1.1.78). The same year, Webster and Thomas Dekker collaborated on the city comedy Westward Ho, which was followed by the more satirical Northward Ho in 1605. Both were printed in 1607. Then, from 1607 to 1612, Webster seems to have put aside his drama activities, perhaps to join the family transport business.


                


                

                    3. Three Single-Authored Tragedies


                    Webster resurfaced in early 1612 with The White Devil, the first play he wrote single-handedly, performed by Queen Anne’s Men and produced at The Red Bull. Although the unsophisticated audience of this public playhouse did not appreciate the play, it was printed shortly after with an address “To the Reader” in which Webster “made his authorial ambitions clear”.9 He did intend “to redeem his work from a poor performance at the Red Bull, where it was deprived of a ‘full and understanding auditory’”.10 He was concerned with his own reputation as a playwright.


                    In The White Devil, the main female character, Vittoria, anticipates Webster's great tragic heroine to come, the Duchess of Malfi, as she tries to gain her freedom in a male-dominated sphere, defending herself against charges of immorality, being tyrannically confined and ultimately facing death with remarkable courage. As John Russell Brown observes: 


                    

                        Within Webster’s plays, scenes echo each other, and his two great tragedies [The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi], both set at court and with a central heroine, are in important ways two versions of a single subject.11


                    


                    In 1613-1614, Webster wrote the tragedy that would make him famous: The Duchess of Malfi.12 “[F]or Middleton and Rowley, the enactment of the duchess herself was the pathetic and eloquent centre of the play, and proof of Webster’s genius”.13 The play was first performed for a sophisticated audience of 600 at the Blackfriars, a private playhouse lit by torches and candles and, as such, propitious to intimacy and scenes in which darkness is of major dramatic importance; and then at the second Globe theatre, the open-air “wooden O”, a public playhouse with a larger and more diversified audience of 3,000. Having in mind the horrible episode of the dead man’s hand, punctuated with the Duchess’s “Take hence the lights” (4.1.29) and Ferdinand’s “Let her have lights enough” (4.1.52), Brown notes: “What would be difficult, clumsy, and grotesque at the Globe, could be thrilling and sensitive in the darkened auditorium of the Blackfriars”.14 The tragedy was not played by Queen Anne’s Men but by the King’s Men, a change that represented “a considerable gain in prestige”15 and was well received. It was published ten years later, in 1623 (the same year as Shakespeare’s First Folio), in what is known as the First Quarto (Q1). Then it was published again, with more or less extensive editorial emendations: in 1640, the Second Quarto (Q2); in 1678, the Third Quarto (Q3); and in 1708, the Fourth Quarto (Q4). The scene of the Duchess’s death has come to be regarded as one of the best in Jacobean drama.


                    After The Duchess of Malfi, Webster completed a tragicomedy called The Devil’s Law Case in about 1617. The main female character, Jolenta, the sister of a rich Neapolitan merchant, follows in the wake of the Duchess of Malfi as she resists her brother’s intransigent will, tyrannical behaviour and perverse plots. The third non-collaborative play, like The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi, explores issues connected with social mobility. As Elli Abraham Shellist remarks, “[t]he changing status of both class and gender, increasing commercialism, the function of marriage in a metamorphosing society, and the gains and losses of identity that accompanied these changes are all dealt with in these plays.”16


                


                

                    4. Later Career: Back to Collaborative Writing


                    Webster never completely stopped collaborative writing. The same year as The White Devil, in 1612, he joined Thomas Heywood and Cyril Tourneur in compiling Three Elegies to the Memory of Prince Henry and thus wrote an elegy, A Monumental Column, for the untimely death of young Henry, the Prince of Wales, King James’ eldest son, whom he admired—unlike King James I, Prince Henry was a militant protestant. His elegy was to have many echoes in The Duchess of Malfi—the most blatant being Antonio’s early praise of the Duchess: “She stains the time past, lights the time to come” (1.1.2002)17—“making it [the play] feel at times like a coded tribute to Henry and the dissident ideals for which he had come to stand”.18


                    Webster also wrote the prefatory verses for Thomas Heywood’s Apology for Actors, and augmented Sir Thomas Overbury’s 1614 bestseller The Wife, whose collection of characters he increased from the original twenty-two with thirty-two in the sixth edition, which he edited in 1615 under the title of New and Choice Characters. Most of the characters he depicted were satirical in tone, except for his laudatory treatment of the character of “An Excellent Actor” (perhaps drawn after the actor Richard Burbage) who was able to address, from the apron stage, the full range of spectators standing in the pit and sitting in the upper galleries: “you will thinke you see so many lines drawne from the circumference of so many eares whiles the Actor is the Center”.19 Thus, unsurprisingly, he defended the actors' profession against those who equated them with rogues and vagabonds. The practice of describing prose characters may echo the way in which Webster minutely portrayed his dramatic characters in The Duchess of Malfi, for example when Antonio depicts Bosola (1.1.22-28) and the Cardinal (1.1.150-160), or when Bosola draws a satirical portrait of both the Duke and the Cardinal (1.1.48-51). As Shellist notes, “[t]he first scene of The Duchess of Malfi reads almost like a dramatized series of Overbury’s characters.”20


                    In 1621, after a couple of years of relative dramatic inactivity, perhaps due to his dual career (playwright and cartwright), Webster shared authorship with Thomas Middleton on Anything for a Quiet Life. In 1624, A Cure for a Cuckold was probably co-written by Webster, William Rowley and possibly Thomas Heywood. The same year, he filled Thomas Middleton’s place and wrote a civic pageant to the glory of London for the new Lord Mayor, John Gore, who was also a Merchant Taylor: Monuments of Honor, Derived from remarkable antiquity, and celebrated in the Honorable City of London, at the sole munificent charge and expences of the Right Worthy and Worshipful Fraternity of the Eminent Merchant Taylors... Invented and written by John Webster, Merchant Taylor. In 1625, Webster collaborated with John Ford and Philip Massinger to complete John Fletcher’s The Fair Maid of the Inn. His final collaboration, with Thomas Heywood in 1626-1627, was the Roman tragedy Appius and Virginia.


                    When and how Webster died and where he was buried remain unknown. In Heywood’s long poem entitled Hierarchie of the Blessed Angels, published in 1635, Webster, together with Shakespeare, Marlowe and others, is mentioned in the past tense, so he was probably dead by 1635.21 But David Gunby surmises that the “entry in the parish register of St James, Clerkenwell, stating that ‘John Webster was buried’ on 3 March 1638”22 could possibly refer to the playwright.


                


            


            

                B | The Duchess of Malfi in the Jacobean Context


                

                    1. Unequal Matches


                    Although Webster’s tragedy is clearly set on the Amalfi coast and in its Italian surroundings, it reflects and tackles Jacobean issues, including unequal marriage matches that challenged the fixed hierarchical structure of society—a hot topic in the playwright’s time. For years, people had regarded the Great Chain of Being, placing the aristocracy above the middle and lower classes, as the natural hierarchical reference; between household servants and dukes, there are many steps to climb that correspond to the statuses of soldiers, yeoman farmers, messengers, pages, squires, priests, ladies-in-waiting, knights, abbots, barons, viscounts, earls, marquises and bishops. Webster’s Duchess is perceived as transgressing ‘natural’ order in two ways, as a woman of high status considering a commoner as her equal and as a woman courting a man—not to mention her disregard of the Church’s authority.


                    In The Duchess of Malfi, the First Pilgrim probably voices common opinion when he wonders aloud: “Who would have thought / So great a lady would have matched herself / Unto so mean a person?” (3.4.23-25). The remarriage of the Duchess with her low-born steward echoed topical cases: the Duchess of Suffolk married her Master of the Horse; Lady Arabella Stuart, James I’s cousin, was secretly wed to William Seymour and, as a consequence, imprisoned in the Tower of London where she went mad and died—Ferdinand’s perverse desire to keep his sister a prisoner and reduce her to madness may have echoed the King’s abuse of his royal prerogatives. Such socially challenging matches held up a mirror to 


                    

                        a general conflict between old rules and convenient practices which had become more than usually prominent in this expansionist, empirical age—in this instance the Church’s advice against remarriage, opposed to the obvious advantages of a second husband.23


                    


                    The Duchess implicitly refers to those practices when she answers Ferdinand: “Why might not I marry? / I have not gone about in this to create / Any new world or custom” (3.2.109-111). But the tragedy shows that if the Duchess succeeds in marrying outside the control of ecclesiastical authority with her “contract in a chamber / Per verba de presenti” (1.1.463-464), she cannot, in the end, escape from patriarchal ideology epitomised in the play by “her brothers’ claustrophobic possessiveness, which causes them to view her as family property to be disposed in marriage as they please.”24


                    As Webster stages the Duchess’s self-determination and clandestine marriage, he also chooses a steward, Antonio, who although “basely descended” (3.2.250) is noble in character, having a breast “filled with all perfection” (3.2.248) and serving as a foil to the Duchess’s corrupt brothers. Bosola is probably the playwright’s mouthpiece when he places men’s “virtues” above their “pedigrees” (3.2.252): he would rather have upwardly mobile meritocracy than sclerotic or degenerate aristocracy. As Shellist observes, “Webster clearly reveals the possibilities of the emergent culture of merit-based mobility and the potential of marriage to enable it.”25


                


                

                    2. Court-life and Corruption


                    At the beginning of Webster’s tragedy, the court of France is depicted to serve as a foil to the Italian court—and, topically although indirectly, to the court of James I. Back from France, Antonio immediately tells Delio that “their [the French’s] judicious king / Begins at home, quits first his royal palace / Of flatt’ring sycophants, of dissolute / And infamous persons” (1.1.6-9). The French king is also informed of “the corruption of the times” (1.1.18). As the play unfolds, it becomes clearer and clearer that the Duke of Calabria has nothing in common with the King of France: he has “flattering panders” (1.1.51)—as he sarcastically admits, he “never gave pension but to flatterers” (3.2.90)—and his “intelligencer” (1.1.254), Bosola. As Karin S. Coddon notes, 


                    

                        James’s penchant for ‘flattering sycophants’ and ‘dissolute and infamous persons’, of which Robert Carr and George Villiers were two of the more notorious, was a character flaw far more typical of the King of England than of either of the fictive dukes of Malfi.26


                    


                    The way the Italian court is presented in the play, teeming with phobias—not to say paranoia—, rumours, secrets and spies, betrays Webster’s anti-court position. As Curtis Perry and Melissa Walter emphasise, “The Duchess of Malfi explores questions concerning secrecy and tyranny that felt increasingly urgent during 1612-14”.27


                    Intelligence is part of the general courtly corruption denounced by Bosola: “crows, pies, and caterpillars” (1.1.50)—metaphors for both courtiers and spies—feed on “plum trees that grow crooked over standing pools” (1.1.48-49), that is, the Cardinal and the Duke of Calabria who are crooked in the figurative sense of “deviating from rectitude or uprightness; not straightforward; dishonest, wrong, perverse; perverted, out of order, awry”.28 They are monstrous figures attracting new monstrous figures, as Antonio tells Delio when depicting the Cardinal: “he strews in his way flatterers, panders, intelligencers, atheists, and a thousand political monsters” (1.1.154-156).


                    In Stuart England, J.P. Kenyon observes that


                    

                        too many of James’s courtiers were handsomely rewarded without offering any apparent service in return. The most notorious example was his Scots favourite James Hay, whose motto was, ‘Spend and God will send’.29


                    


                    In The Duchess of Malfi, Castruchio’s ambition is to become “an eminent courtier” (2.1.1-2). Pretending to teach him how to attain his ambition, Bosola gives him ironic pieces of advice and delivers a satirical portrait of courtiers (2.1.4-11) that probably holds a mirror up to the fatuity and hypocrisy of Jacobean courtiers. As Marcus notes, Webster was influenced by the preacher Thomas Adams, especially by The Gallant’s Burden, his “sermon castigating would-be courtiers for their lack of value”,30 preached in 1612 and published two years later. 


                    Later in The Duchess of Malfi, Bosola delivers an acerbic speech about the vanity that underlies the relationship between the prince and his courtiers: “Princes pay flatterers / In their own money: flatterers dissemble their vices, / And they dissemble their lies—that’s the justice” (3.2.234-236). This can read as a veiled criticism of what took place in James I’s court: not only his blind generosity towards his favourites, but also “his tolerance for drunkenness and debauchery at court”.31 Via Bosola, Webster criticises the values, or rather vices, of the court and its corrupt practices and rituals.


                    Vanity pervades not only the court but also human life in general; Bosola points to its ontological quality: “And though continually we bear about us / A rotten and dead body, we delight / To hide it in rich tissue” (2.1.56-58). He shows the skull beneath the sartorial skin, alluding to the motif of the memento mori; like the painters of vanitas, he displays the transience of life and the futility of earthly riches.


                    In The Duchess of Malfi, the French court and then the Duchess and Antonio provide a counterpoint to the generalised corruption triggered by the Aragonian brothers. In Jacobean England, the figures counterpointing King James were the deceased Prince Henry and Queen Elizabeth I, whose reign was regarded with nostalgia in the Jacobean era. Queen Elizabeth and the Duchess of Malfi can be considered as both contrasting and echoing female figures: on the one hand, “the Duchess’s fecund, happy life as a wife and mother enacts a fantasy of Tudor dynastic succession that Elizabeth had obstinately refused to fulfil”;32 on the other hand, both stand for self-assertion, autonomy, nobleness and virtue, qualities that enable them to resist private and political male domination.


                


                

                    3. A Fierce Criticism of Catholicism


                    The public resurgence of Catholicism and the Protestant fear of being engulfed in it constituted another contemporary topic. In spite of the 1605 Gunpowder Plot, James I still seemed to favour pro-Catholic factions at court.33 Unlike Elizabeth I, James I was no bulwark against Catholicism. The King even tried to renew the tradition of alliance between England and Spain,34 doing his best, in the early 1620s, to have his second son, Prince Charles, married to the Spanish Infanta.


                    Not only is Webster’s plot set in Italy, the Popish country par excellence, but his characters, Antonio, the Duchess and the Cardinal, come from the Spanish House of Aragon, like the first wife of King Henry VIII, Catherine of Aragon, mother of Mary Tudor, who was later known as “bloody Mary” for her persecution of Protestants and remembered, along with her husband King Philip II of Spain, as the champion of the Catholic Counter-Reformation.


                    Webster’s anti-Catholic sentiment pervades the whole play, especially with his satirical portrayal of the Cardinal and his corrupt practices. The Cardinal’s use of the Bible is perverted, as he foully and unscrupulously turns the Holy Scripture into a poisoning instrument—to get rid of his mistress. He puts on a hypocritical ritual show at Loreto to justify his divestment. To Horatio Busino, a Venetian ambassador who happened to be in London while The Duchess of Malfi was being performed, the characterisation of the Cardinal was done “in derision of ecclesiastical pomp which in this kingdom [England] is scorned and hated mortally”.35 Catholic rituals are derided with the Cardinal but also with the Duke of Calabria. As Leah S. Marcus emphasises, “[h]e deploys fragmentary objects in a way that suggests the Catholic use of sacred relics of objects for display—the severed hand, the mutilated waxwork, bodies revealed through the opening of a curtain”.36 To Protestants, Ferdinand’s descent into lycanthropy may also echo “Catholic spiritual predation”.37


                


            


            

                C | Webster’s Literary Sources
 for The Duchess of Malfi


                

                    1. Italian Bandello, French Belleforest and English Painter


                    The story of the Duchess of Malfi, the broad outline of which is historical, was first told by the Italian Matteo Bandello in his twenty-sixth novella appearing in the first (1554) of his four volumes published between 1554 and 1573. Bandello drew his inspiration from the life of Giovanna d’Aragona, Duchess of Malfi (1478-1511). He is said to have met Antonio da Bologna, Giovanna d’Aragona’s husband, in Milan just before Antonio’s murder. Thus, Bandello drew his inspiration from a real story and a personal encounter, and, in his novella, he himself appeared in the guise of Delio, Antonio’s trustworthy friend.


                    Bandello’s Italian story was then translated, augmented and given a moralising tone by the Frenchman François de Belleforest, in the second volume of the latter’s Histoires Tragiques published in 1565 under the title of: “L’infortuné marriage du seigneur Antonio Boloigne, avec la Duchesse de Malfi, & la mort piteuse de tous les deux” (Histoire XIX). Contrary to Bandello, Belleforest does not sympathise with the lovers but puts the blame on the Duchess, who is reduced to a lustful seductress for whom the marriage “ne servoit que de masque & couverture pour pallier ses folies et eshontées lubricitez”.38


                    Two years later, in 1567, William Painter translated Belleforest’s French version into English for the second volume of his Palace of Pleasure, and he remained faithful to Belleforest’s censorious depiction of the Duchess, using her as “a warning to all princes, and especially to powerful women, about the danger of indulging their private appetites”.39


                    Painter’s translation is the version that Webster read and used as a starting point for his tragedy before reshaping it. Webster’s portrayal of the Duchess departs from Painter’s censorious depiction and gets closer to Bandello’s sympathetic treatment of the character. As Leah S. Marcus notes, the playwright 


                    

                        relocates the monstrous lust excoriated in Painter to the Duchess’s brothers instead: the Cardinal is a sexual connoisseur, flaunting his disregard for his vows of ecclesiastical celibacy; Ferdinand burns with incestuous lust for his sister.40


                    


                    Webster also added minor female characters: the midwife called ‘an Old Lady’ and Julia, the Cardinal’s mistress and wife to Castruchio (a male character he also created anew). Conversely, he compressed several minor parts (the agents of the Duchess’s brothers) into a pivotal, complex one with Bosola, who is his own creature, a figure of the malcontent evoking Jacobean “alienated intellectuals”,41 bitterly commenting upon social corruption and hired to spy on the Duchess—whereas in Painter’s Palace of Pleasure, as Michael Neill observes, “Daniel de Bozola is barely more than a name, a sluggish soldier who appears only at the very end of the tale when the Duchess’s brothers hire him to murder Antonio”.42 Generally speaking, Webster complicated the characterisation of the original characters, thus widening the frame in which the tragedy is viewed. 


                


                

                    2. Borrowings and Intertextuality


                    Webster enjoyed borrowing from and echoing other writers. He lived in a time that valued the art of imitation and was familiar with the humanist culture of borrowing. The intertextual dimension of his tragedy is thus remarkably rich, and only a few examples can be mentioned here.


                    Webster interpreted anew Ovid’s Metamorphoses when he had Antonio refer to mythological figures such as Daphne (3.2.25), Syrinx (3.2.26) and Anaxarete (3.2.27). He borrowed from the Metaphysical poet John Donne. He also borrowed from Sidney’s Arcadia and seemed to have been particularly influenced by the episode in which Queen Cecropia imprisoned and tortured the sisters Pamela and Philoclea, terrifying them with noise and darkness, forcing Philoclea to watch the execution of a lady who has the appearance of her sister, and showing Pamela Philoclea’s head seemingly severed from her body. The Queen, like Ferdinand in The Duchess of Malfi, revels in watching their anguish and desire to die. 


                    It is also worth noticing that many echoes to Shakespeare’s great tragedies crop up in Webster’s play. Ferdinand’s refusal to speak—“What I have done, I have done: I’ll confess nothing” (5.2.51-52)—recalls Iago’s “Demand me nothing. What you know, you know / From this time forth I never will speak word” (5.2.300-301).43 Even before, some of his cues, such as “I will only study to seem / The thing I am not” (2.5.62-63), reverberated Iago’s “I am not what I am” (1.1.64). These intertextual echoes reinforce the idea that Ferdinand, like Iago, is a villain. Bosola’s “Break, heart!” (5.4.69), as Antonio is dying, evokes the end of King Lear, when Kent, facing Lear’s agony, says: “Break, heart, I prithee break” (5.3.311).44 The Cardinal’s “My dukedom for rescue” (5.5.19) is reminiscent of Richard III’s famous call “My kingdom for a horse!” (5.4.7), when defeated at the battle of Bosworth.45


                    Webster may also suggest how far removed his tragedy is from Shakespeare’s early comedies when he has Ferdinand discard Bosola’s suggestion that the Duchess has been bewitched to fall in love. Clearly, Ferdinand does not believe that “herbs or charms / Can force the will” (3.1.72-73): there can be no herb with a magic juice triggering love at first sight, no “love-in-idleness” (2.1.168)46 in the Malfi court; to him, the “witchcraft” can only lie in the Duchess’ “rank blood” (3.2.79).


                


            


            

                D | The Genre and Structure of Webster’s Tragedy


                

                    1. Revenge Tragedy and its Three Different Styles


                    In the early modern period, revenge tragedy, also called tragedy of blood, was a popular genre largely derived from the Roman poet Seneca, whose tragedies were translated into English between 1559 and 1581. As Abrams observes: 


                    

                        This type of play derived from Seneca’s favorite materials of murder, revenge, ghosts, mutilation and carnage, but while Seneca had relegated such matters to long reports of offstage actions by messengers, the Elizabethan writers had them acted out on stage to satisfy the audience’s appetite for violence and horror.47


                    


                    This appetite for violence and horror is illustrated, though in a slightly caricatured way, by the fictional young Webster (actor Joe Roberts) in John Madden’s 1998 film Shakespeare in Love: he enjoys the performance of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus because they cut heads off and mutilate with knives, hence his early credo: “Plenty of blood. That’s the only writing”.


                    Three styles of tragedies of blood can be distinguished. First, there are the revenge plays in which the main character carries out revenge against the murderer of one of his kin (Thomas Kyd’s 1587 The Spanish Tragedy; Shakespeare’s 1591 Titus Andronicus; Thomas Middleton’s 1606 The Revenger’s Tragedy); second, those called ‘anti-revenge’ plays and presenting a “hero [who] is too enlightened to seek revenge” (Shakespeare’s 1600 Hamlet; George Chapman’s 1610 The Revenge of Bussy d’Ambois; Cyril Tourneur’s 1611 The Atheist’s Tragedy); third, the tragedies of retribution in which “a crime is avenged but the drama is not centred on a specific avenger” (Webster’s 1612 The White Devil and 1614 The Duchess of Malfi; Thomas Middleton and William Rowley’s 1622 The Changeling).48


                    There are indeed several avengers in The Duchess of Malfi. Ferdinand has the Duchess and her children strangled to get his “revenge” (4.2.262), but before that he had in mind the idea that the Duchess was a divine instrument, the avenger being God himself: “I do think / It is some sin in us heaven doth revenge / By her” (2.5.64-66). Ultimately, at the end of the tragedy, Bosola proves to be another avenger just before his death, as he explains, after killing both the Cardinal and Ferdinand:


                    

                        Revenge—for the Duchess of Malfi, murdered


                        By th’Aragonian brethren; for Antonio,


                        Slain by this hand; for lustful Julia,


                        Poisoned by this man; and lastly for myself,


                        That was an actor in the main of all,


                        Much ’gainst mine own good nature, yet i’th’end


                        Neglected. (5.5.79-85)


                    


                    His is deemed “a most just revenge” (5.2.343) compared with that of Ferdinand, abusively arbitrary and tyrannical.


                


                

                    2. A Radical Departure from Aristotelian Norms


                    In his preface to the 1612 edition of The White Devil, Webster had warned his readers that his play did not conform to classical rules. Like many tragedies written and performed between 1585 and 1625, The Duchess of Malfi deviates from the Aristotelian rule of the three unities of time, place and action. 


                    There are significant time gaps between each act. Between Act 1 and Act 2, the Duchess gives birth to a son; and between Act 2 and Act 3, “[s]he hath had two children more, a son and daughter” (3.1.7). It seems that Webster was aware of how these time gaps might look odd or be poorly received by spectators expecting Aristotelian norms. He had his character Delio emphasise the swift passage of time and the subjective interpretation of duration:


                    

                        Methinks ’twas yesterday. Let me but wink


                        And not behold your face—which to mine eye


                        Is somewhat leaner—verily I should dream


                        It were within this half hour. (3.1.8-11)


                    


                    Between Act 3 and Act 4, Ferdinand has “remove[d] forth the common hospital / All the mad folk, and place[d] them near her [the Duchess’s] lodging” (4.1.123-124). And between Act 4 and Act 5, the Duchess’s body has been delivered to “the reverent dispose / Of some good women” (4.2.356-367) and buried near a “[p]iece of cloister” (5.3.4) giving a great echo.


                    Although the main location is the Duchess of Malfi’s palace, the characters move from Malfi (Act 1; Act 2, scenes 1, 2 and 3; Act 3, scenes 1, 2; Act 4, scene 1) to Rome (Act 2, scenes 4 and 5; Act 3, scene 3), Loreto (Act 3, scenes 4 and 5), the countryside near Ancona (where the Duchess and Antonio flee to in Act 3) and Milan (Act 5).


                    In addition to the main plot in which the Duchess is the tragic heroine, Webster included a subplot focusing on the adventures of another female character, Julia, Castruchio’s wife and the Cardinal’s mistress. This minor character creates contrasting or mirroring effects with respect to the Duchess. As Christina Luckyj notes: 


                    

                        Whereas Julia’s first appearance reflects the Duchess’s position as a victim of the cruel cynicism of men and anticipates the Duchess’s restoration, her final appearance recalls the Duchess’s fate in miniature and anticipates the futile revenge of Bosola.49


                    


                    With Julia, as with the Duchess, Webster challenged conventional morality. He also departed from Greek classical conventions as he took the liberty to include both low- and high-born characters in his play to challenge hierarchical expectations and moral values. The dignified status of the Duchess is contrasted with Antonio’s position as her household steward, but also with Bosola who becomes her Master of Horse and whose part in the play is as important as that of the Duchess (he speaks nearly as many lines as the Duchess). Besides, Bosola has a major role as “structurally and morally he ties the play together: in some complex scenes such as 4.1, 4.2 and 5.2 he serves as an important thread of continuity onstage as other characters bustle in and out”.50


                    So Webster intertwined a plot and a subplot; he had both high- and low-born characters meet and share the same dramatic space (as is best illustrated by the clandestine marriage); he mixed verse and prose, sometimes within a single speech, as with Bosola’s speech in Act 2, scene 1, when Bosola answers the Old Lady in prose (2.1.3544) and abruptly turns to verse to deliver his meditation (2.1.45-60); and he unexpectedly unfolded his tragedy towards two denouements: the Duchess’ strangulation in Act 4 and Bosola’s desperate death in Act 5. Nonetheless, according to Brown, the tragedy forms “a unity of empirical, responsible, sceptical, unsurprised, and deeply perceptive concern for the characters and society portrayed”.51
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“Crabbed Websterio“:
 The Duchess of Malfi and 
 the Character of a Dramatic Poet


Michael Neill




“But this allows my varying of shapes—


Knaves do grow great by being great men's apes.”


John Webster, The White Devil1









A | “Much Possessed by Death”: Webster's Personality


It is no accident that the opening section of Leah Marcus' introduction to her recent edition of The Duchess of Malfi should be captioned with a question—one that, at first sight anyway, seems to address the author's personality: “Who was John Webster?”2 The suggestiveness of Marcus's “who” is underlined by the way in which her biographical sketch begins by citing a cameo from John Madden's 1998 film, Shakespeare in Love, in which the introduction of Webster as a sadistic small boy was made to encapsulate the psychology of the man behind the plays. For reasons that I shall explore in this essay, criticism of Webster's work has, from very early on, been entangled with speculative notions about his quirks of character. Marcus's own biographical sketch, however, turns out to be much more concerned with the “what” than the “who” of the playwright's life. Insisting that “the film portrait, while hilarious as parody, is far removed from the historical figure”,3 she dutifully summarises the small stock of information that scholars have assembled about Webster's life, tracing his grammar-school education, his legal studies at the Middle Temple, and his “dual professions” as a playwright and as a freeman of the Merchant Taylors' Company. Webster's training in the law, she suggests, must have prepared him to work “in the white-collar, legal and record-keeping side”4 of his father's coaching enterprise, ensuring that he would never be dependent on the theatre for his livelihood; but beyond noting how his critical pronouncements are marked by “a certain defensiveness”,5 she has little to say about the matter of character. David Gunby's account of the dramatist's life in the definitive Cambridge edition of his Works is fuller and more generously conjectural, suggesting that “we […] can infer a good deal from the dedications and addresses” prefacing his published work; but beyond observing “the impression […] of a man somewhat thin-skinned, assertive of his own worth yet sensitive to criticism”, he has little else to say about the “who” of John Webster.6


From one point of view this paucity is unsurprising, since this was an age for which biographical—let alone autobiographical—records remain generally sparse. Among Webster’s predecessors and contemporaries in the theatre world, perhaps only Christopher Marlowe, with his scandalously atheistic opinions, his dark activities as a government spy, and his shocking death in a murderous tavern brawl, seems to emerge with a distinct personality. By contrast, the recorded lives of equally prominent figures like Fletcher, Middleton, Dekker, and Ford offer little to excite the imagination. Shakespeare, it is true, has been the subject of an endless stream of biographies; but most of what their authors purport to reveal about his character is necessarily the product of (more or less) plausible speculation—a reaction, perhaps to what can sometimes seem like a studied attempt on the playwright's part to erase all traces of selfhood from his output and remains: “Good friend for Jesus sake forbeare, / To dig the dust enclosed here”.7


The known facts of Webster's life are even scantier than Shakespeare's, and they include nothing to match the lurid scandals surrounding Marlowe; yet in Shakespeare in Love the film-makers were able to appeal to a widely diffused sense of the personality behind Webster's plays. There, Joseph Fiennes' Shakespeare comes across a surly-faced little ragamuffin leaning against an arcade near the Globe playhouse: “I was in a play,” the boy tells him. “They cut my head off in Titus Andronicus. When I write plays they'll be like Titus […] I liked it when they cut heads off, and the daughter mutilated with knives.” As he feeds his pet mouse to a passing cat, the aspiring playwright summarises his gothic aesthetic: “Plenty of blood”, he insists, in a flat London accent, “that’s the only writing”. "What's your name?” Shakespeare asks him, looking slightly appalled; “John Webster,” replies the urchin. Surely included by the film's co-writer, Tom Stoppard—who made his name as a dramatist with a virtuoso re-working of Hamlet—this was a knowing little in-joke meant to flatter the better-read part of the cinema audience. But its inclusion in a film devoted to a fictional reconstruction of Shakespeare's early professional life tells us quite a lot about the ways in which the author of The Duchess of Malfi has been regarded—the tendency to see him as pandering to popular taste in a way that Shakespeare learned to eschew. Stoppard's caricature was merely a particularly arch version of the long line of attacks on Webster's supposed propensity for morbid melodrama famously initiated by the nineteenth-century critic G.H. Lewes. Fastening on the episode in Act 4, scene 1, where Ferdinand torments the Duchess with the waxworks purporting to be the corpses of her husband and children, Lewes denounced Webster as a sensationalist who “holds the mirror up to Madame Tussaud's and emulates her Chamber of Horrors”.8


Lewes's “Tussaud” sneer was echoed by a succession of prominent critics until well into the twentieth century.9 More recent criticism, however, has begun to give us a more sympathetic and nuanced understanding of The Duchess of Malfi's “presentations […] framed in wax” (4.1.109) and the other seemingly lurid episodes that mark Webster's dramaturgy. Margaret Owens, for example, has shown how the hostile reaction to Ferdinand's charade was predicated on anachronistic assumptions about the vulgar popularity of waxworks—notions that bore little relation to their function in early modern culture, where they belonged primarily to the pompous display of royal funerals.10 Other critics have enabled us to see how the apparent melodrama of the spectacle—and indeed of the dead man's hand that Ferdinand offers the Duchess as a “love-token”—is undercut by the metadramatic self-consciousness that links the scene to a pattern of imposture and deception that mirrors the playwright's own histrionic practice. The display of “artificial figures”, after all, is most unlikely to have involved actual waxworks, since these were expensive artefacts on which acting companies were unlikely to squander money; rather these supposed corpses will have been represented by the same actors who played the roles of Antonio and his children—thereby folding theatrical deceit within deceit. Ultimately, it is not “Vincentio Lauriola” (4.1.111), nor even Ferdinand, but Webster himself who is the “curious master in this quality” (110), just as it is his own audience who, as much as the Duchess, will find themselves “plagued in art” (108).


Of course it was not the waxwork scene alone that lay behind the gloating of Stoppard's boy-Webster. It was intended to burlesque a general fondness for grand-guignol effects exhibited in Webster's tragedies—the fascination with horror famously attributed to the playwright in T.S. Eliot's “Whispers of Immortality”:




Webster was much possessed by death


And saw the skull beneath the skin;


And breastless creatures under ground 


Leaned backward with a lipless grin.


Daffodil bulbs instead of balls


Stared from the sockets of the eyes!


He knew that thought clings round dead limbs


Tightening its lusts and luxuries.11





Quite why Eliot should have singled out Webster in the way he did is not immediately apparent—despite his poem's having provided the title for Charles Forker's monograph on the playwright.12 Death does indeed take possession of the stage in both of Webster's great tragedies: there are no fewer than eight killings in The White Devil and nine in The Duchess of Malfi; but on-stage slaughter was an expected feature of what constituted tragedy in early modern England: even so self-consciously intellectual a piece as Hamlet includes eight killings, five of them on-stage, prompting Fortinbras's apostrophe to “proud Death / […] / That […] so many princes at a shot / So bloodily [has] struck” (5.2.348-351). As for the “skull beneath the skin”, while Bracciano's ghost in The White Devil does indeed terrify Flamineo by showing him “A dead man's skull beneath the roots of flowers” (5.4.137), skulls have a much more prominent part to play in Hamlet's graveyard scene—not to mention the spectacles that its bony relics inspired in Middleton's The Revenger's Tragedy, Tourneur's Atheist's Tragedy, and Chettle's Tragedy of Hoffman (which repeatedly displays a complete “anatomy” of the protagonist's father). But, as I have argued in my book Issues of Death, a preoccupation with the immanence of death and a fascination with the signs and symbols of mortality were characteristic of the wider culture to which these playwrights belonged. Indeed it was the post-Reformation reimagining of death and mapping of its meanings that, more than anything, inspired the reinvention of tragic drama on the English stage. Even an instinctively comic writer like Dekker was driven, in his grim sequence of plague pamphlets, to envisage his London as a world presided over by the muse of tragedy—an apocalyptic wasteland in which, as the punningly entitled News from Graves-end has it, “The pest-house standeth everywhere”.13 For the despairing Bosola, at the end of The Duchess of Malfi, the world is similarly reduced to a place of “dead walls or vaulted graves” (5.5.95), a “deep pit of darkness” (99) to which human beings are consigned in a kind of living death; but the point of this gloomy vision lies in its symbolic contrast with the “clear light” (5.3.45) that issues from the Duchess's grave in the echo scene; and that in turn has everything to do with the social ideas that inform the play and with Webster's notion of poetry as monument.14







B | Playwright or Dramatic Poet?


When Henry Fitzgeffrey penned his notorious mockery of “Crabbed Websterio / The Play-wright, Cart-wright”,15 his satiric conflation of Webster's two trades made the writing of plays seem no different from other humble crafts. But Webster belonged to a generation who were increasingly determined to establish their credentials as “poets” rather than mere “play-wrights”. Inseparable from that effort was the idea of a “true dramatic poem”16 as the distinctive product of an individual “author”. Where sixteenth-century publishers typically thought it more important to identify the acting company that had performed (and therefore owned) a given play than to name its writer, in the Stuart era dramatists made increasingly successful efforts to reverse that hierarchy. As part of this endeavour, plays were now frequently adorned—like works belonging to formerly more prestigious genres—with elaborate paratextual material: many boasted dedicatory epistles through which the author sought the approval of existing or prospective patrons, while others were equipped with addresses “to the reader” articulating the author's critical principles, and to these were often added encomiastic verses by admiring friends and fellow-writers proclaiming the work's literary virtues.17 The most conspicuous example of this new mode of artistic self-promotion was Ben Jonson's decision to publish his collected “Works”—a term meaning something like “masterpieces”—in an expensive folio edition (1616). The book was adorned with his own portrait, with numerous sets of admiring verses, and with individual dedications for most of its plays. Jonson was widely mocked for what many saw as the egotistical vanity of this gesture; but its effectiveness was demonstrated a few years later when the actors Heminge and Condell set out to compile an equally lavish folio collection demonstrating the genius of their own late colleague, William Shakespeare.


In addition to a specially engraved title-page portrait that, like Jonson's, appeared to put the stamp of authorial personality upon the contents, Shakespeare's First Folio (1623) came equipped with a lengthy dedicatory epistle, a confident justificatory address “To the great Variety of Readers”, and its own set of laudatory verses. Most famously, Ben Jonson's “To the memory of my beloued the AUTHOR Mr William Shakespeare”, after setting the Stratford man alongside such leading contemporaries as Lyly, Kyd, Marlowe, and Beaumont, boldly enrolled him in the company of the great tragic and comic writers of the classical past—Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles and Seneca; Aristophanes, Plautus, and Terence—proclaiming him “Not of an age, but for all time”. The Folio's capitalisation of AUTHOR was intended to draw attention to Jonson's brash adoption of a term not ordinarily used of mere playwrights: habitually applied to God as the “author of nature”, it meant a creator or originator—one who brought something into existence (OED, n. 1); significantly, it was also the term that Ford would use in introducing his verses “To the Reader of the Author and his The Duchess of Malfi.”


Of course Webster could hardly aspire to the magnificence of a folio: for much of his theatrical career, after all, he was compelled to work as something of a hack, writing in collaboration with a variety of other jobbing playwrights; but in carefully overseeing the publication of his two greatest plays he was nevertheless at pains to establish his own claims as a serious dramatic artist. The Duchess of Malfi (published 1623) is introduced with a dedicatory epistle whose claims for the seriousness and power of his own art are echoed in laudatory poems by Thomas Middleton, William Rowley, and John Ford—all celebrating the virtues of what Middleton called “this masterpiece of tragedy”. Webster had already indicated what that might have meant in the self-consciously sophisticated letter “To the Reader” with which he prefaced his first sole-authored play, The White Devil (published 1612). Aiming to commend his work to a more “understanding auditory” than the tragedy had found at the popular Red Bull playhouse, Webster painted himself in language that anticipated Jonson's praise of Shakespeare as both a leading heir to the classical tradition and as primus inter pares among the dramatists of his own day. First comparing himself to Euripides as a tragic writer whose meticulously crafted work is fit to “continue for three ages” (l. 33), he goes on to express his admiration for a gallery of contemporaries, including Shakespeare and Jonson himself, whose stylistic excellence he means to emulate. Echoing Jonson's prefatory defence of his own tragedy, Sejanus (published 1605), he is at pains to exhibit his understanding the classical rules that governed the composition of “a true dramatic poem […] as height of style, and gravity of person […] with the sententious Chorus […] [and] the passionate and weighty Nuntius” (l. 13-20)—explaining that any departure from these hallowed “laws” simply arose from the need to accommodate the debased tastes of the Red Bull.18 Despite these concessions, he insists, this is a play that, like the tragedies of Euripedes, is aimed at a refined reading public (l. 32, 43): indeed it is its permanence as a literary text, rather than a mere script for ephemeral performance, that guarantees its lasting value as a true “dramatic poem”. Just as Jonson's Shakespeare is “for all time”, so Webster presents himself as the creator of works that, in a familiar classical trope, will preserve his memory for ever: “non norunt, haec monumenta mori”, declares the motto, borrowed from the Roman poet Martial, that he placed at the end of his preface: “these monuments do not know how to die” (l. 47). 







C | Poetry as Monument


Martial's aphorism—as Webster no doubt expected the more educated portion of his readership to recognise—belonged to an epigram that the Roman poet had himself addressed “To the Reader”, boasting that his own writing had the power to preserve a patron's memory: 




By Praise […] thou shalt be kept alive, 


And after Death thy Nobler Part survive. 


Wild shrubs Messalan marbles pierce and cleave, 


And Rusticks mock th'Half-Images they leave. 


Books fear not Age, nor at Times Mercy lye, 


These Monuments, alone, do never dye.19





It was a tag that evidently carried a powerful resonance for Webster, for he would quote it again on two of his title-pages,20 while in his dedicatory epistle for The Duchess of Malfi, Martial's “wild shrubs” are reimagined as the eternising laurel that will one day spring from the grave of his intended patron (ll. 19-20). A poet's power to grant such immortality, however, was implicitly dependent on the idea of poetry as being, first and foremost, its maker's own everlasting memorial—the idea celebrated by Martial's predecessor, Horace, at the end of his third book of Odes ("Exegi monumentum aere perennius") and famously elaborated by Shakespeare in his sequence of Time sonnets: “Not marble nor the gilded monuments / Of princes shall out live this powerful rhyme; / But you shall shine more bright in these contents / Than unswept stone besmear'd with sluttish time” (Sonnet 55, l. 1-4). In the Duchess of Malfi prolegomena, the conceit is extended by Webster's encomiasts: Ford, declaring him to be “a poet, whom nor Rome nor Greece / Transcend in all theirs for a masterpiece”, announces that this author has bequeathed “to memory / A lasting fame, to raise his monument” (l. 1-2, 5-6), while Middleton imagines the play as a more lasting challenge to the pretentious splendour of royal tombs, with their elaborate inscriptions and richly ornamented coats of arms: 




Thy monument is raised in thy lifetime.


And 'tis most just; for every worthy man


Is his own marble, and his merit can


Cut him to any figure and express


More art than Death's cathedral palaces,


Where royal ashes keep their court. Thy note 


Be ever plainness: 'tis thy richest coat.


Thy epitaph only the title be;


Write “Duchess”—that will fetch a tear for thee. (l. 6-14)





For Middleton, Webster's tragedy is at once an exercise in public display and an intensely personal artefact, representing its maker just as the carved “figure” on his tomb might do, its mere title surpassing the rhetorical flourish of the epitaphs conventionally incised on such monuments. Picking up on the playwright's disdain for the trappings of aristocratic privilege, Middleton insists that “plainness” is the hallmark of Webster's art. The word is carefully chosen: typically associated with the Puritan dislike of both religious and personal ornament, as well as with the lack of pretension characteristic of ordinary or “plain” people (those without rank or position), it refers both to Webster's fondness for a terse, aphoristic style and to the blunt “frankness or directness of language” (OED n. 2) that marks some of his most characteristic writing—not least his defiant address to readers of The White Devil with its attack on the “uncapable multitude” whom Webster holds responsible for the play's initial failure at the Red Bull, censuring them as “ignorant asses” who deserve only the kind of literary pig-food once mocked by Horace (“Haec hodie porcis comedenda relinques”) (l. 21-22, 8, 24). “Detraction,” he declares, “is the sworn friend to ignorance” (l. 34). The vituperative energy with which he transforms what was a conventionally polite genre creates an unusually strong sense of individual voice. Helping to explain Fitzgeffrey's mockery of “crabbed [bad-tempered] Websterio”, it strikes the same note that we can hear in the surprisingly truculent dedicatory epistle attached to The Duchess of Malfi. 


The patron whose indulgence Webster sought was none other than George Harding, Baron Berkeley, the scion of a prominent family, whose grandfather and great-grandfather had both been patrons of the company (now the King's Men) who owned and performed the play. Berkeley must have seemed an ideal patron for a dramatist of Webster's ambition. Yet, whereas such dedications were habitually couched in language so deferential as to sound shamelessly obsequious to a modern ear, Webster offers his “service” to the noble lord with a strangely offhand shrug: “I do altogether look up at your title, the ancientest nobility being but a relic of time past” (l. 9-10).21 Gratitude, he goes on to suggest, really belongs not to the receiver but to the giver of patronage, since it is Berkeley's association with Webster's play that will preserve his memory for future generations: poetry alone has the power to make this great man “live in [his] grave”. 


There is, needless to say, a politics to such plain speaking: one that is consistent with what we know of Webster's public alignments—not just his loyalty to the world of London guilds, but his repeatedly expressed admiration for King James's elder son, Prince Henry, who had become a focus of Protestant resistance to the court and to the king's policies. Webster's disdain for the pretensions of nobility are matched by pride in the middling rank to which he belongs: where other authors sometimes identify themselves as “gentlemen”, the title-page of Webster's Monuments of Honour (1624) proclaims him “John Webster Merchant-Taylor”; and the “honour” celebrated in this civic pageant belongs as much to his own merchant caste as it does to the princely “jewel” whose “eminent fame” it celebrates among other “noble hearts; / Who when they die, yet die not in all parts” (sig. C2v). The source of that fame, Webster suggests, lies not in Henry's royal blood but in “the integrity of a brave mind”—the same quality that Delio commends in the Duchess at the end of her tragedy (5.5.118-119). The connection is hardly accidental: responding to Henry's death in 1612, Webster seems to have put aside his work on Malfi to compose his memorial poem for the hero whom he applauds as the model of enlightened patronage, a “Young, grave Maecenas of the noble Arts” (sig. C1). The language of A Monumental Column is repeatedly echoed in the play itself, making it sometimes seem like a coded tribute to Henry, not least when Antonio is made to quote its description of the prince as “stain[ing] the time past, and light[ing] the time to come” (1.1.202; C1).


Conspicuously too, the title and themes of A Monumental Column resonate with those of The Duchess—especially its fascination with graveyards, tombs, and monuments, as well as the preoccupation with the true nature of greatness for which they stand. In the source texts on which Webster principally relied, the Duchess's secret marriage to a mere gentleman, Antonio, the Master of her Household, was presented as an indulgence of “libidinous appetite” that could serve only to dishonour a great family; but the play's scepticism about the claims of inherited rank leads to the suggestion that in the last analysis “The great are like the base; nay, they are the same” (2.3.51). At the end of the first act, Cariola, contemplating her mistress's reckless defiance of the brothers' will, poses a question that the ensuing action compels the audience themselves to ponder: “Whether the spirit of greatness or of woman / Reign most in her” (1.1.487-488). The “greatness” Cariola imagines here is merely the arrogance of high rank, just as “the spirit of woman” stands only for the lustful temperament that Ferdinand and the Cardinal attribute to the female sex; but the Duchess's comparison of her own daring to the courage of “men in some great battles” (1.1.334) casts it in a more heroic light, while the allegory with which she greets her own downfall at the end of Act 3 imagines it in different terms again: “I prithee, who is greatest, can you tell? / […] / Men oft are valued high when they're most wretch’d / […] / There's no deep valley but near some great hill” (3.5.118-139). The play in fact repeatedly reverses the social valences of high and low.


Particularly telling in this respect are the ways in which Webster's version of the Duchess's story places another low-born household servant, Bosola, alongside Antonio as a kind of dark double. In the original he is simply a hired assassin of whom we learn nothing beyond the fact that he is responsible for Antonio's murder. Here he is elevated to become, by the end of the play, a rival to the Duchess herself in the role of tragic protagonist. A frustrated scholar, like Flamineo in The White Devil, his want of fitting employment has reduced him to abject dependence on the patronage of two “great men”, Duke Ferdinand and his brother the Cardinal; and it is his humiliating and poorly rewarded service as their spy in the Duchess's household that fuels his resentful satire; just as it is his discovery of the Duchess's love for his social alter ego, Antonio, that exposes his politic cynicism to disconcerting question. Accused by Antonio of “studying to become a great wise fellow” (2.1.76), he moralises upon the pretensions of rank in language that echoes the voice of Webster's dedication: 




[…] a duke was your cousin-german removed. Say you were lineally descended from King Pippin—or he himself: what of this? Search the heads of the greatest rivers in the world, you shall find them but bubbles of water. Some would think the souls of princes were brought forth by some more weighty cause than those of meaner persons. They are deceived: there's the same hand to them. (2.1.94-100)22





Later, responding to the Duchess's pretended disdain for Antonio's “basely descended” condition, he is made to paraphrase the author's own mockery of ancient nobility and his insistence that “the truest honor [is] for a man to confer honor on himself” (Dedication, l. 11-12): “Will you make yourself a mercenary herald, rather to examine men's pedigrees than virtues?” (3.2.251-252). When the Duchess reveals that “this good one” (263) is in fact her husband, his astonishment “That some preferment in the world can yet / Arise from merit” (273-274) may not be enough to save him; but his recognition that “[Antonio's] fame shall […] flow from many a pen, / When heralds shall want coats to sell to men” (284-285) marks the beginning of a psychological change that accounts for his strangely ambivalent behaviour in the following act. There, having vowed that the business of his next visit to the Duchess “shall be comfort” (4.1.132), he proves as concerned to bring his victim to a good death as he is to supervise her strangulation. Mockingly identifying her as “some great woman” brought low by “riot” (4.2.125), he proceeds to read a lecture on the empty vanity of “fashion in the grave” (144):




Princes’ images on their tombs do not lie as they were wont, seeming to pray up to heaven, but with their hands under their cheeks as if they died of the toothache. They are not carved with their eyes fixed upon the stars, but as their minds were wholly bent upon the world, the self-same way they seem to turn their faces. (4.2.145-150)





The image takes us back to the Duchess's own playful invocation of monumental art in her wooing of Antonio: “This is flesh and blood, sir; / ’Tis not the figure cut in alabaster / Kneels at my husband's tomb” (1.1.441-443); and together they prepare for the gesture with which—reversing Antonio's own nervous acceptance of “Ambition […] a great man's madness” (1.1.408)—she finally repudiates the pretensions of worldly greatness: “ […] heaven gates are not so highly arched / As princes’ palaces: they that enter there / Must go upon their knees” (4.2.218-220).


"Nature”, declares Delio's concluding oration, “doth nothing so great for great men / As when she's pleased to make them lords of truth” (5.5.116-117); and if it is through the Duchess's way of meeting her end that the play's notion of what constitutes real greatness is rendered visible, the concern with fame announced in Webster's dedication is the focus of the act that follows. The “integrity of life” that Delio calls “fame's best friend” (5.5.118) is given its symbolic voice in the echo scene (5.3): against the pomp of “prince's images” it sets the “ancient ruins” (5.3.9) of the monastery visited by Antonio and Delio, a cloister where “some men lie interred / […] [who] thought it should have canopied their bones / Till doomsday” (5.3.14-17). “All things have their end” (17) reflects Antonio, but it is here, amid these conventional signs of mortal transience, that the Duchess's voice is heard for the last time even as “on the sudden, a clear light” (45) shows her face “folded in sorrow” (46) suggesting a persistence beyond that material ending. In the last scene, by contrast, Bosola is made to reflect on the end of great men like the Cardinal in a figure that turns the greatest symbol of worldly pride into a token of annihilation:




               I do glory


That thou, which stood’st like a huge pyramid


Begun upon a large and ample base,


Shalt end in a little point, a kind of nothing. (5.5.74-77)





The irony of that “little point” sends us back to Antonio's melancholy reflection at his parting from the Duchess in Act 3: “Heaven fashioned us of nothing, and we strive / To bring ourselves to nothing” (3.5.78-79). This, after all, is what “fashion in the grave” amounts to; and it is a reminder of the real function of “the skull beneath the skin” in Webster's writing: it has little or nothing to do with a taste for the macabre per se; instead his memento mori must be seen as instruments of a social and political vision that renders The Duchess of Malfi amongst the most subversive plays of its time. The play's politics are not, it should be said, programmatic in any obvious way—that would have been to invite censorship, or even punishment; instead they are part of an attempt to project what Webster might have called the “character of a true dramatic poet”; and they invite us to see in the plain-speaking author a figure not unlike Bosola himself—one of those “alienated intellectuals” whose still incoherent resentments would ultimately find an outlet in the Civil War that erupted in 1642.23
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Webster’s
 Literary Sources and Creativeness
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“Your mery bookes of Italie”:1
 from the Passion for the Novella to John Webster’s Drama


Christophe Camard




“I have this night digged up a mandrake. […]


And I am grown mad with it.”


(2.5.1-2)







As for most plays of the Elizabethan and Jacobean era, the study of the sources of John Webster’s Duchess of Malfi goes far beyond the bookish interest of a specialist and allows a deeper understanding of the play. The study and comparison of the various intertexts indeed help to understand the fascinating context of the circulation and multiple lives of the printed word in Renaissance Europe, but also reveal some of the motives and choices of the dramatist. Most plays offer the opportunity to study and compare their sources, but Webster’s Duchess of Malfi is probably the most interesting and canonical example anyone can imagine, as the sources are all well known and bring out a somewhat intricate network, or set of layers, of translations and adaptations between Italy, France and England. For many other plays, including those of Shakespeare or Ben Jonson, the sources are multiple and the various translations, adaptations and influences are not always easy to identify. The case of Webster’s Duchess of Malfi is far more transparent and accessible. 


This study proposes to explore all those sources, their contexts and relations so as to suggest a reading of the play based on the knowledge of the different layers of intertextuality which precede Webster and allow us to partially account for the dramatist’s work and motives. 




A | Bandello and Antonio Bologna: An Italian Moral Tale Based on a Real Story


The oldest identifiable source of The Duchess of Malfi is Matteo Bandello’s XXVIth short story entitled “Il signor Antonio Bologna sposa la duchessa di Malfi a tutti e due sono ammazzati”,2 first published in Lucca in 1554 in the first volume of his two hundred and fourteen novelle. The Italian title of the tale contains the ancient name of “Malfi” for the contemporary city of Amalfi, which explains why the name remained present in all successive adaptations, even though it was not the common name of the town in Bandello’s Italy either. Every story by Bandello is preceded by a dedication to a friend, which explains the moral motive of the story. The XXVIthnovella, dedicated to Count Bartolomeo Ferraro, is presented by its author as a concrete illustration of male cruelty and jealousy. By contrast, the Duchess is described as a moral figure, incapable of such evils. Bandello even expresses his regrets that the world should not be governed by women who, as he says, are “naturalmente pietose e dolci di cuore […] perché di sangue, di veleno, di morti e di lagrime la lor pietosa natura non è troppo vaga.”3 The dedication sets a very clear moral frame for the tale that follows: the story is to be interpreted as a monstrous example of what a furious desire for revenge can lead to.


If Bandello’s stories are more often than not tales of cruelty, based on the most horrendous events he has been able to find in the recent history of his country, the sensational and the monstrous per se are not the objects of his narratives. Bandello’s aim is merely moral and, as it were, pedagogical. His stories are illustrations of how evil comes to men before achieving the complete destruction of their minds and lives. The fury of revenge transforms them into beasts and prompts them to perform the most macabre acts. The murders of the Duchess, her husband, and even their children are perfect examples of the monstrosity Bandello denounces, but they are far from being an isolated case in his work. Other stories are based on far more terrifying examples: incest, parricides, infanticides and even cannibalism regularly appear. 


It should of course be noted here that Bandello wrote his stories as a priest, not as a sensational writer. A Dominican monk in his early life, he later became the bishop of Agen in France, where he died in 1561. The transgression of the worst taboos would have had a direct impact on the reader living in a country torn by wars and overwhelmed by murderous political tensions and rivalries, as Adelin Charles Fiorato explains in his study of the famous storyteller:




Dans sa réalité objective (l’avidité des richesses, du plaisir et du pouvoir ; l’explosion brutale des passions, les assassinats politiques ou domestiques ; leur répression ou leur impunité), comme dans la manière littéraire d’appréhender cette réalité tenue jusqu’alors pour méprisable, mais qui s’imposait rudement à l’esprit du conteur et de son public, le fait divers bandellien apparaît souvent comme un révélateur des situations conflictuelles ou explosives qui se produisaient dans le fonctionnement d’une société italienne confrontée aux événements tragiques de la première moitié du XVIe siècle ; il figure les tensions qui travaillaient les individus et les groupes conduits par leurs calculs ou leurs instincts, luttant pour la défense de leurs intérêts ou la conquête des privilèges ; il est en même temps une mise en garde contre les « appétits effrénés » des hommes qui perdent la raison, contre les forfaits des irréguliers et des divers agents de la subversion sociale.4





The same vein can be found in Boccaccio, but it was less persistent and the aim was often different: Boccaccio denounced the presence of evil among the clergy more systematically and used it to show that members of the church were imperfect, hence human. If Bandello is often critical of priests, he does not target a particular segment of society and does not only blame powerful men. He is interested in the omnipresence of evil, for all types of men and all social conditions. 


Most of Bandello’s tales are based on true stories that took place in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and hence could be read as chronicles of contemporary evil acts. The true story of The Duchess of Malfi did indeed take place in the early sixteenth century. Antonio Beccadelli di Bologna (1475-1513), the grandson of the famous humanist and poet Antonio Beccadelli, was the secret husband of Giovanna d’Aragona, Duchess of Amalfi. Several contemporary chronicles corroborate the tragic events narrated by Bandello. It is commonly admitted that Bandello may even have had first-hand knowledge of the events, given that he resided in Milan between 1506 and 1512 as a prominent member of the court of the Sforzas. This was the exact time period when Antonio took refuge in the city before being assassinated by a certain Daniel da Bozolo, a notorious hitman. Mot specialists consider the character of Delio, already present in this narrative, to be a personification of Bandello himself. Such a direct link between Bandello and the story may account for the very factual and emotionless character of the novella, but it is not uncommon in Bandello’s writings. Apart from the dedication, the author does not typically pass any moral judgment on the characters and their acts. The events are methodically narrated one by one, with a fluid style that can easily be likened to that of chronicles or modern journalism. The reader is presented with very few details and the narration remains very succinct, thereby losing some realism. The details of how the different characters are assassinated are notably absent in Bandello’s narrative, as the assassination itself is enough to produce the reaction of dread and awe that might deter the reader from such evil acts. Bandello does not appear to seek any pleasure in the narration of monstrous deeds, and certainly does not hope to arouse any in his readers. On the contrary, he wants to provoke fear and disgust and deter the reader from such acts, as a priest would do when preaching to his parishioners.







B | William Painter and the New Taste for Tragic Italian Tales


However, the various adaptations or translations of Bandello in France and England in the following years all had a very different destination, both in terms of readership and themes. Bandello was made famous throughout Europe by the French adaptations written by Pierre Boaistuau and François de Belleforest. Boaistuau first adapted six stories under the title Histoires Tragiques in 1563, and Belleforest continued his work after his death in 1566. In their entirety, Belleforest’s Histoires Tragiques amount to seven volumes published between 1563 and 1583, and represent a significant proportion of Bandello’s novelle. The “histoire tragique” appears as an entirely new genre originally introduced by Boaistuau himself. If the genre originally derives from the translation of Bandello, it clearly changes the destination and function of Bandello’s narratives. The moral dimension is still present, but the reader is led to witness the monstrous acts that are now described in detail. 


Belleforest’s work consists mostly in lengthening and enriching the stories with descriptions, thereby offering dramatists a partial adaptation of Bandello for the stage. The murders are now depicted and narrated with absolute and gruesome precision, which was not true in Bandello. The sensational dimension is also enhanced by judgments from the author, by tragic dialogues embedded within the narrative, and by the constant presence of tears and suffering. Where Bandello writes that the Duchess and her children were killed, Belleforest describes the scene in great detail: screams, tears and fury are omnipresent and turn the tragic chronicle of a murder into a sensational scene whose goal is obviously to keep the reader in suspense. Where Bandello tried to arouse moral disgust, Belleforest seeks visceral reactions, shivers and sweat. Aside from the dedication, the Italian storyteller never intervened in his tales. By contrast, Belleforest never forgets to underline the tragic dimension of the scene he is describing. After narrating the strangling of the Duchess and her children, he adds, as if the reader needed such a prompt:




Behold here how far the cruelty of man extendeth, when it coveteth nothing else but vengeance, and marke what excessyve choler the mind of them produceth, which suffer themselves to be forced and overwhelmed with fury.5





The contrast with Bandello’s corresponding passage is strikingly eloquent. Bandello’s simple description of the event suggests that his novella belongs to a very different genre: “Ma la donna con la cameriera e i dui figliuoli, come poi chiaramente si seppe, furono in quel torrione miseramente morti”.6 Only the adverb “miseramente” might be interpreted as a form of judgment from the author.


This new genre based on the adaptation of Bandello was undoubtedly successful in France and beyond, as Belleforest’s Histoires Tragiques sold very well in several countries. It was also a complete success across the Channel, thanks to William Painter who published the two volumes of his Palace of Pleasure in 1566 and 1567, very shortly after Belleforest’s first adaptations. Painter’s first volume contains thirty-two stories, among which twenty are adaptations of Italian novelle: seven from Boccaccio’s Decameron, which had never been translated into English; two from Ser Giovanni’s Pecorone; one from Giovan Francesco Straparola’s Piacevoli Notti; and seven from Bandello. A year later, probably encouraged by the success of the first volume and having had access to more translations by Belleforest, Painter published a second volume containing thirty-four stories, including eighteen from Bandello, six from Boccaccio, and two from Giraldi Cinzio. The much higher proportion of Italian stories in the second volume indicates that they were now very much appreciated by English readers. The impact of the second volume on English drama would soon turn out to be fundamental as it contains the sources for several plays such as The Duchess of Malfi and Romeo and Juliet.


Very little is known about William Painter, who appears to have been a young priest just out of St. John’s College in Cambridge who never published anything else in his life. His version of the Duchess of Malfi is clearly a very close translation of Belleforest’s French version, and hence rather different from Bandello’s short account. Such proximity to Belleforest seems to indicate that Painter had no knowledge of the Italian language. However, other Italian stories that he published had never been adapted by Belleforest or anyone else, which suggests that Painter had in fact learned the language or worked with someone who could read it. If Painter clearly maintains the genre of the “histoire tragique”, the title of his collection itself emphasises the pleasure, or at least the entertainment, that the stories represent for the reader. In addition to the sensational dimension, the stories published by Painter are meant to arouse a feeling of discovery and exoticism in the mind of the English reader. Painter himself stresses that very dimension in his dedication of the first volume to the Earl of Warwick, calling the book a “theatre of the world”,7 thereby presenting it as a window overlooking new people and new countries. The choice of tales that Painter made, albeit eclectic, points to one unifying goal: that of exoticism in the eye of the contemporary English reader. They include, for example, many accounts of travels in the Mediterranean and adventurous stories of captivity in the Ottoman Empire. Otherness and exoticism are, for Painter far more than for Belleforest, the elements that would first attract readers to his book and keep them under its spell.


Painter’s success seems to have been sufficient for his books to be reprinted twice in the next decade, in 1569 and 1576. Also, many other authors tried to follow in his footsteps and published equivalent books in the two decades that followed. The infatuation of the public was such that these must have represented a significant source of revenue. The first example is Geoffrey Fenton, who published his Tragical Discourses in 1567.8 The book contains thirteen stories adapted from Bandello, all of them mere translations of Belleforest. Fenton emphasises the pedagogical dimension of his stories slightly more than Painter, but seems to have met significant success as the book was reprinted twice in 1576 and 1579. George Pettie, in 1576, partly reused Painter’s title when he published A Petite Palace of Pettie His Pleasure, a collection of ancient stories adapted in the manner of tragical histories and set in contemporary Italy.9 The last collection of tragical histories seems to have been Barnabe Riche’s His Farewell to Military Profession, published in 1581 and reprinted six times in the following decade.10 Even though he is very faithful to the genre, Riche is far more creative than the previous adaptors, most of his stories being very freely adapted from various Italian sources, sometimes mixing several tales and authors. 


Among the many consequences of the public’s passion for Boccaccio’s and Bandello’s stories in the 1560s and 1570s, the main one is clearly that it aroused the readers' interest in Italy, even placing the peninsula at the center of a new cultural thirst. Bandello’s aim was certainly not to represent the various aspects of his country for his Italian readers, as we have seen. As for Belleforest, the Italian dimension of the stories does not appear as fundamental as the achievement of a certain tragic effect. However, the quest for otherness and exoticism is rather obvious when the stories are adapted for another readership. The main focus is inevitably and unintentionally shifted by the English reader: when an Italian tragic tale is first and foremost seen as tragic in Italy, it is seen as more Italian than tragic in England. The ambivalent vision of Italy that would be found later in the theater stems from the ambivalent vision originally derived from the reading of Painter and his followers. Painter’s Italy is an exotic and distant land, open to the Mediterranean and the rest of the world, a cosmopolitan country, full of adventures and discoveries, unlike England at the time. But Painter’s Italy is also the country of sensational stories, of murders and monstrous revenge plots, of poison and magic. The stories are modified and expanded by their various adaptors so as to correspond to this ambivalent vision relying on exoticism and sensation.


Among the modifications, there is one that appears absolutely central in the tale of the Duchess of Malfi, whose aim is to enhance anti-Catholic feelings. When one compares Bandello’s version to Painter’s, the most prominent difference is undoubtedly the importance of the character of the Cardinal, who has become the mastermind of the whole tragic plot in Painter, whereas he was on par with his brother in Bandello. Mostly, Bandello never passes any judgment on the fact that he is a Cardinal. Belleforest and Painter, however, repeatedly stress this point. When the Duchess and her children are murdered, Painter writes: “And what Christianity in a Cardinall, to shed the bloud which hee ought to defend?”11 Later on, when Antonio is assassinated, we find this passage, already present in Belleforest, which clearly resonates with strong anti-Catholic feelings:




Beholde here the Noble fact of a Cardinall, and what saver it hath of Christian purity, to commit a slaughter for a fact done many yeares past upon a poore Gentleman which never thought him hurt. Is this the sweete observation of the Apostles, of whom they vaunt themselves to be the successours and followers? And yet we cannot finde nor reade, that the Apostles or those that stept in their trade of lyfe, hyred Ruffians, and Murderers to cut the Throats of them which did them hurt. But what? It was in the tyme of Julius the Second, who was more martiall than Christian, and loved better to shed bloud than give blessing to the people.12





The reference to the Apostles can be viewed as a Protestant criticism of the Catholic Church. The legacy of Saint Peter claimed by the Church was indeed a constant object of denial and mockery among Reformers. However, the reference was not added by Painter, since the sentence was identical in Belleforest who is not known for having been a Huguenot. Rather, the mention of Pope Julius II indicates a French criticism of the Church led at the time by a Pope who was notoriously an enemy of King Louis XII of France and precipitated the French defeat in Italy. It is, however, easy to understand how such examples of immoral members of the clergy and anti-Catholic remarks resonated in the early years of the Elizabethan age. There was a clear political and religious interest in showing the English public illustrations of evil acts committed by the clergy or by Catholic princes. Bandello’s and Boccaccio’s tales may then have served an obvious political purpose.


Still, some feared that the fashion for Italian books was going too far and clearly voiced their opposition to this trend. Others decided to parody the Italian tales and to mock this very successful genre. Among the harshest critics we find Roger Ascham, the former preceptor of Queen Elizabeth, who, in his 1570 book entitled The Scholemaster, mentions “the fonde bookes, of late translated out of Italian into English, sold in every shop in London”.13He compares them to the “inchantements of Circes” and deems them very dangerous for the English youth as they put forward the most evil acts committed by Papists, encapsulating what he later calls “filthy lyving”.14 By voicing such exaggerated criticism of this literary and publishing phenomenon, Ascham helps us understand the extent of it. 


Beyond Ascham’s moral criticism, the success of Bandello’s novelle is easily perceived through the various parodies or caricatures that they suggested, thereby reinforcing the ambivalent image of Italy. Thomas Nashe’s Unfortunate Traveller undoubtedly belongs to that category. First published in 1594, the novel narrates the incredible adventures of Jack Wilton, an English servant who accompanies his master the Earl of Surrey on a trip to Italy. Rather than sixteenth-century Italy, it may be said that poor Jack Wilton is embarked on a trip through Bandello’s Italy between Venice and Rome. The traveler is spared nothing: treacherous courtesans, murders, poison, “bandettos”, and even Machiavelli himself. The narrative ends in a kind of climax when Jack meets an old exiled English Earl who summarizes his impressions of the bel paese with the following rather famous sentences:




Italy, the Paradise of the earth and the Epicures heauen, how doth it forme our yong master? It makes him to kis his hand like an ape, cringe his necke like a starueling, and play at hey passe repasse come aloft, when he salutes a man. From thence he brings the art of atheisme, the art of epicurising, the art of whoring, the art of poysoning, the art of Sodomitrie. The onely probable good thing they haue to keep vs from vtterly condemning it is that it maketh a man an excellent Courtier, a curious carpet knight: which is, by interpretation, a fine close leacher, a glorious hipocrite. It is nowe a priuie note amongst the better sort of men, when they would set a singular marke or brand on a notorious villaine, to say, he hath beene in Italy.15
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