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The habits and Ben Jonson’s humours

ROBERT SHENK, University of Kansas, Lawrence

[l habits gather by unseen degrees,—
As brooks make rivers, rivers run to seas.—Ovip

I

In 1961, ELH published an article by James D. Redwine, Jr., entitled
“Beyond Psychology: The Moral Basis of Jonson’s Theory of Humour
Characterization,” which argued rather convincingly that Jonson’s em-
phasis in characterization by humour was not so much psychological
or aesthetical as instead prin'mrilv moral.! Many things that are known
abogt Jonson and his art suppo}t such a view. How;ver: despite the
service which this critic performed in opening Or widening the field
for ethical consideration of Jonson’s work, he did not go to the heart
of his subject. A¢ the very first of his article Redwine drew mmm.(illl
to the locus classioys of the theory of humour characterization, .WI;_}L '
IS the speech by Asper in the Prologue to Every Man O’m B :;
mour, but according to Redwine's p exegesis, Aspers dcﬁcrlmu;nthlz
o nothjng to do with morality and ethics at all. Indeed,

iti : : n it is re-
::;‘mc believes that Asper’s “theory is almost meanmg_less wh&(z1 e
ove,d from its inductio ‘ mte*\'g and studied as an indepen o
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And in it selfe holds these two properties,

Moisture, and fluxure: As, for demonstration,

Powre water on this floore, "twill wet and runne:
Likewise the aire (forc’t through a horne, or trumpet)
Flowes instantly away, and leaues behind

A kind of dew; and hence we doe conclude, .
That what soe’re hath fluxure, and humiditie,

As wanting power to containe it selfe,

Is Humour. So in euery humane body

The choller, melancholy, flegme, and bloud,

By reason that they flow continually 100
In some one part, and are not continent,

Receiue the name of Humours. Now thus farre
It may, by Metaphore, apply it selfe

Vnto the generall disposition:

As when some one peculiar quality

Doth so possess a man, that it doth draw

All his affects, his spirits, and his powers,

In t.heir confluctions, all to runne one way,
This may be truly said to be a Humour.?

Now to begin with, although Redwine contends that one sh(zuld not
start an investigation of Jonson’s theory of humours ‘W“h (m!cn ‘::
I'{!ppocr_ares (P- 316), nevertheless it appears that in his dlscussw?-‘,
this particular Passage the critic himself falls victim of an excessite
emphasis on Physiology. For when he comes to the critical word -
'ty in line 105, which is used to designate the specific cause o ?]?ﬁ.;l
acter’s humour, Redwine considers tgl?at it must refer to the p.h.‘ "I‘w
Or corporeal qualitjes such ag c<;ld hot, moist, and dry, which in s ;1'ri\.l-\',:
hao ) inations male up the bodiiy humours.® But the term “quaiit;
S agreat many denotationg iy general Renaissance Usage e oy .

t g s
O more thap Physical o Physiological states. As John J. Enc

ur
1€r noted ) hat a humo
0 . m tha

» Jonson’s Stress is on the current or strea . of Jonson
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Shenk - The babits and Ben Jonson’s humours 117
involves,* and this is true throu_ghogt the whole passage: both in his
initial definition of humour apd in his example of the bodily humours,
~ Asperis emphasizing the continuous “fluxure” or flow which is a prop-
erty of humour, and it is this same property that is paramount when
he then applies the term humour metaphorically to a man’s general
state. Thus, once having used his physical and physiological discussion
for this simple metaphorical purpose, it seems highly unlikely that
Asper would then return to physiology within the metaphor itself. A
simpler explanation is needed, and this could be provided if one could
show that when Asper gets to his metaphor he drops physiology and
uses a nonphysiological sense of the word “quality.” But is there
another sense of this term which would fit the case, which would be
rclatively simple, and yet be specific enough to match Asper’s defin-
itive mood? Indeed, there is, or rather one should say that there was;
in the Renaissance, the term quality could be used, very generally, to
mean a moral habit, L

According to the OED, the second definition of “quality” is ‘,a
mental or moral attribute, trair, or characteristic; a feature of Ogc_s
i i il anthr oty of e P e
e gooﬁ' bne of those [ﬂ'l'tl‘lbl:.lt-eS] 0 13 };it »6 T¢ will be useful
e Cenaior ad; a moral disposition or ha e fo demota the
more § N eXamples. Most often the term W i e
- davor?ble attributes or virtues, as when m Hakluyt s Gind
dsscrctiszfl:fd a}sl being “well q“al,ired - cogra%*ivsxcp}iztlem;n of
Verong s, e 1: When Valentine, in Shakespeares

» *P€aks to the Duke of his men:

These banish’d men the T have kept withal
T€ men endyeq with worthy qualities:

They are ref, : d
And ormed, cjyil, full of goo
fit for greg, employment, worthy lord. 156-57)

(V.iv.152-53
d be used to d_enpmm
frener 1t 18 com

ic Truth

On the o
As Thomtal;elg hand

ate C\-’il.

> the same word coul amittes

ro = : eo
Wne explalned, uEvery si1, th

4 T Co
('“’di::)r: apter entitleq « ur,” Jonson and the
VI g S5 1957) The Streame of Humo™
6. Thy L8 » PP- 44-69. i 1g13), VIL 49
entyry Dicrz‘onary and Cyclopedia, ¥V ed: (New Yorks
yclopedi®
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the more it acquireth in the quaiit'y of evil.” .:\ nd so, ‘\.vhcn Feliche in
the First Part of Marston’s Am_omo and H uH:J._: says “I hat.e not man,
bt i’y Jesed qualitics” (IIL.11.286) , an investigation of _hls other re-
marks reveals that here he is referring to bad habits or vice.” In fact,
the word “quality” was often used to dcr.u)tc good or bad habits in
prominent Renaissance works, and there 1s good reason for this, As
the cditors of the Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia point out, not
only does this specific use of the term to designare habit come from
Aristotle,® but its general usage also has roots in that source: “The pre-
cise meaning of the word is governed by its prominence in Aristotelian
philosophy, which formed a part of a liberal education till near the
end of the seventeenth century, though the modified doctrine of Ramus
was taught at Can}bridge. Aristotle makes quality one of his categories,
:;:c}:ii{:isft é’;ﬁ;ﬁ- ’T’I‘I;}tllglsh(?ateg(frics ,—}ﬁsrtnt [( had di.sringuisht?d‘ fou,r’
by which Aristot}l: is refer akied S"”.Pl-v' Hhiies :.md co'nqum,
e gt ring to t.hg sciences, the virtues and \ﬁ'u:esi
abilitiec. oo s, Cangeable dispositions; natural powers or natura

riues; “affective qualities and affections”: . - 1w “shape and

$5 and, finally, “shape

the external fo :
rm » :
e of each thing.” 10 O)f these four species, the first one

which includ
es the , :
’ virtues and vices is also the first in importance.

riFy, however, and to understand what
vices have to do with natural powers
& » 16 will be usefu] to recall that ASPEI‘S
(line r04), Of o oncerns what he calls the “generall dispositio?
ow, the term “di.s{n sition” used i tob
's faculties were ordert

e ;
nts. But since it was universally ;h?uglfar

refer are ts‘On is a]g ci’: ci'_:Ed 1N the Cerypyr ¢ OED, VI 49, while the P ation
8 0 be fq 1 in Ictionary VII ;. The qu hich
and yae 1S Use of Lijgy_¢ , I ihan O . 489 Feliche W
nd varieq g the woprq 47761 of the teXE of the tl:r comments by :
e o r Play, mo
9. Ibiq, O the Cighteenty, c:l:mf:;litl::lﬁ was much myorDe:'gtiaﬂﬂ.
i N now" (Centid
N usslo .
Yong EeTPretasiy, - 1N ch,
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o, icknill (O, und in 4ristot
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Shenk - The habits and Ben Jonson’s . -
totelian,'* and in Aristotle’s major ethical work, great attention was
paid to the various moral dispositions: what they were, how they might
come about, and how they could be avoided. All of this, of course, is
well known. But what is often overlooked is that in this science a man
could be thought somewhat responsible for his bodily state. Consider,
for example, the following passage on bodily defects from the Nic-
omachean Ethics:

Not only vices of the soul are voluntary but also defects of the
body in certain men whom we justly reproach. No one reproaches
those who are born ugly but only those who are so because of
slothfulness and carelessness. The same is true with weakness, dis-
grace, and blindness. No one justly taunts a man who is blind from
birth or disease or wound bur he is rather shown sympathy. But
everyone does reproach a man blind because of excessive drinking
of wine or other incontinence. Men are reproached for those vices
and bodily defects that are within our power.”

But now if a man might be held to account for the state of the body
itself, much more might he be considered responsible Jerpemproing B
controlling inclinations arising from it. And so the ability ofwman By
hls ACts to conquer the tendencies arising from his thsio]oglcal statlc or

Semperatare™ wis' often commented upon by Renaisance SChﬁ o
Yne particular story was commonly used as an example. In the fo t:\‘f .
Ing passage from the S haloist "Du Laurens, one S€es that st'(.)f..‘ ;“
> typical context, and, in addi;qilon, ts connection with the previousy

I'ﬂent' . .,
1oned, well-defined use of the term “quality

thento g booke maintainet
. commend ne whole book
With stro able shape, and in © ers of the soul doe

herne's
K c . Thomas Tral f
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s n eorge KRG . isted of 2 h an
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bean = L Litzin e Nicoma inas: CO vols. €
tively 01965, Living g, (205 Saine Thomiss AT4T(cpicago, 1964): % 10" one made
oy Lirzinglnated- The traf::ll-ft_of Carholic T;tl:?n‘g:luded in tl;]lfa;: af
I from the 10n of Aristot son O ul .
issan 38 Of the (prorY literal Latin translBO7 u ple in print
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follow the temperature of the bodie, as thou shalt see in the chap-
ter following. And yet I for my part will not yeeld so much either
to temperature or shape, as that they can altogether commaund
and over-rule the soul. For such qualitics as are naturall, and as it
were borne with vs, may bee amended by those qualities which the
Philosophers call acquisite, or purchased and gotten by other
meanes. The historie of Socrates maketh this plaine enough. Zo-
pyrus a great Philosopher, taking vpon him to judge and know
at the first sight, the disposition of every man, as vpon a day he
had beheld Socrates reading, and being vrgently pressed of all
them thar sate by to speake his 0pininn~nf him: answered at last,
Fhat he well knew that hee was the most corrupt and vicious man
;:3 the world. The speech was hastily carricd to Socrates by one of
wlz; :F;pdl:}ri?: mchde Zopyrus for ir. Then SOLTI'BIES by t::
hath thorough] rllc?:‘:l '5‘.10‘1(1(’-; Oh the prof ound‘ Phll_O_SOPh;fv "
by nature in%:]ir{edoﬁ eumto By Semour gl diposies; hv:th
Ao mmiomsns t_ro all these vices, but moral Phllosophleh e
very long h Y . them. A‘ﬂd In very deede Saomtes' a
['y. g head and ill Shapﬁd his cc . <o vol and his nose€
turning vp, These -» 11IS countenance VgL de of
naturall inclinations then which procee

the T,
'€ 1emperature an.d shape of the bodie (forescene that these t;:(;
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13. And y Stom c:loaths i, 14
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The word “quality,” then, is both the name for a whole genus of char-
acteristics and a name for the most important of those characteristics,
that is, those habits and other dispositions chiefly found in Aristotle’s
first species of quality'® which have been brought about or acquired
by the use of the reason and will. By and large these “acquisite” qual-
ities are the only ones that we can do anything about, and hence their
distinction from the other, “natural” ones; but in addition and more
important, as is seen in the passage from Du Laurens quoted above,
these qualities are superior to the others because they can “reclaim and
amend” inclinations arising from those others. Another way of sFating
much the same thing is nfsny that in Aristotelian ethics, the habits are
conceived to rule and govern the various powers of the soul. The tra-
ditional teaching on the habits and powers was clearly pronounced by
Traherne:

Asthe Members are ca pable of Various Motions, either comely, c:ir
Deformed, and are one thing when naked, anothex: when amr:h(;
and capable of being modified with several Habits: 513 :E‘:-c -

owers and Facyltics of the Soul. As they are in r}l;«:t ba i

an without Fxercise, they are void and _Nake-d:h uemsychicﬂy
acts of Vice or Vertue, they put on a Habit, Whll‘; jztions T
' consist in an [nclination and Tendency to suc s thém i
cility of working, an Aquaintance with them, a Love

turea_ and becomes at last as Necessary a5 g e deee i
Sﬁablt bcing taken in and incorporat€ wit
Ll frequent exercise [p- 261-

before it seems necessary to Stress t:w::n
N Jonson, his view is the tr:ad.ltxona‘3 i 7
Origlnalf of his work, simply exp'd :

and Y elaborared in the Ctzteg,arte oy »
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This is truly important. Traditionally, of course, these thrce_ powers
have been seen by criticism as the three pnssnhlcy»urccs or principles
of human action, and the pertinent psychological question abo'ut the
propriety of each human act has been this: from whu:h source d{d that
action proceed? Did the reason maintain her sovereignty, or did _the
will or the passions mutiny, and one of them take over the principal
seat? But now if upon this portrait habit can be superimposed, and this
so strongly as to constitute a “new narure” in man, the familiar features
are substantially changed. Aristotle had quoted the poet Evenus to this
effect in the Ethics, Aquinas had expanded upon it, and a multitude qf
other clas§ical and medieval authors restated this tradition.’® But it is
Eisﬁe}:gn;;:ufef to Il:,ow the ch:]issapcc playwrights who k“e‘t'
ple, Harole ams ih ;’ :“g t about by a habir. In Shakespeare, for exam

Aame image of clothing the body as in the passage

fro i ] rsuad
mor:;' Tr(a;herne which was quoted above, in attempting to pe B
er sertrude to cast her vices aside:

Assume g virtue,

hat monster, ¢
Of habits evil, §

if you have it nor.
uston}, who all sense doth ear
S angel yet in this
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t shall leng a kind of ca:i:;css‘

knew L1OT€ or less fy]] ; ighes and

a habir jn (lnfte:; bit about thje Sub)ife(:";l?pcd,‘ ‘but plzy“:i“ofh preed
Vs Sha eSpeare’s W ilens: ore. “How use

1

T
them IVIE ™ the Eyp; ne (Tawo Gentleme®|
b, Cs;
Plutarcy, Preface) o °F Aquinag, geye,

Sumomes 268 5720]
ngthe ) A I, eral Pl‘sagcs in ‘-.‘ff.r:
Whiri g, E::gh::-i allthorrr;anis nE\\:v of ad 9- 58, a. "-(:i:'er‘nhe()vid. hil‘ele:iz
en Nature (several ) Wois H

brid tences, and Pro?u‘::;,')a?'; b‘;ltcd in‘g;::?lmw&r{f:jng _“::I'Mdﬂ'!
Th;g;?fyai; P- g, a5es from Englisk w
€r, ey, ed, (}[f‘:"z‘l(.'f, Prin‘:e Of D ed Gcorgelf

xlngton‘ Aim ';n";ﬂb. “:

b 7). p- 109




Shenk - The babits and Ben Jonson's bumours -

3
Verona, V.iv.1), while in Marlowe, the Old Man admonishes Faustus
in the following terms: s

Though thou hast now offended like a man,
Do not persevere in it like a devil.
Yet, yet, thou hast an amiable soul,
If sin by custom grow not into nature.
(B-text, V.i.g1-44)

Finally, as for Jonson, two passages chiefly refer. First, there is the
passage in the Discoveries in which he says,

I have considered, our whole life is like a Play: wherein every man,

forgetfull of himselfe, is in travaile with expression of another.

Nay, wee so insist in imitating others, as wee cannot (when it is

necessary) returne to our selves: like Children, that imitate the

vices of Stammmerers so long, tll at last they become such; and

;m]ke the habit to another nature, as it is never forgotten [1093-
9].

;I'he second passage, from “A Panegyre, on the Happie Entrance of
ames, Ovr Soveraigne, to His First High Session of Parliament,” deals

more directly with the effects of evil itself:

[]ames_] knew that princes, who had sold their fame
To their voluptuous lustes, had lost their name;
And that no wretch was more vnblest then he,
XVhos? necessary good 'twas now to be
“? euill king: And so must such be still,

ho once haue got the habit to doe ill. (113-18)

Thus 1 . nais-
sancf-"clif:nme-dleval and classical authors before chem, - %;cca:vii{l‘l:, and
the passio AUsts conceived that in addition © the reasonl’) havior, or 3
e ns, hgbu: could also be 2 Principle.of human ::1 ki
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whole tradition, instead of fully
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ds more and more to follow the incling.

I habit ten !
has a well-developed ha the end both to think and to act in the

tion of habit, and he comes In

: 8
way that the habit decrees.! N ’ :
But now having established the position of habit as a superintendent

or, in relation to the various powers, as a [K_‘M mﬂ'l'Shal disposif)g his
troops, the time has come to answer the question, Where focs t_h_:s lead
usin Jonson? First of all, we have seen in 'l rnh‘crnc that “qualities” in
the sense of the “Predicament of Quality™ are cither *“Natural Disposi-
tions or Habits,” and from Du Laurens we have learned that “acquisite
qualities” can rule the natural ones. Further, we know that the chief
of the “acquisite” qualities besides the branches of knowledge and in-
tellectual habits are the moral habits, and thar as a marter of fact each
of the cardinal virtues, under the four of which traditionally all the
other virtues are grouped, derives its specific character from the par-
ticular natural power which it chiefly perfects. Prudence, for ex-
ample, has the rule of the reason, while justice gpoverns the will. But
now the two other cardinal virtues which have as their subject the sen-
pltive appetite must not be forgotten, for the habits can govern the
body as well as the soul, and in the habituated man, the inclination from
R?ﬁtg;i?&e? ;“tfordmate to the inclination which habit P"o"idcs_'
; Yvright informs us, there is a “common division of our sen

suall appetite, found o b . ¢ k
Ut by experience, allowed of by Philosophers,

and approved of b ety .
Cibl'le.hlb In the try DlVlnes‘ that 15

fol'l'irude the irasc

L . ity concupiscibile . . - m-ld‘ e
?I;Imon, temperance perfects the concupis‘“ble sl
[;rlit;-' E:;slons.z" In taking up the passage froI: J"(:ln:
cally Dneren;]embers th.jlt the "p:lSSi"“s and kater
¢ y the conclusions arce L‘ﬂSi!y g :

of humouyr, Asper had gone on to PR
when some one :
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In their confluctions, 'all to runne one way,

This may be truly said to be a Humour.

From what has been said above, it should be clear that the principal
things that Ben Jonson through_AsPcr denotes by the term qualityPirl
this particular context arc the virtues and vices. Not only the powers
of the will and the reason but also the affections and their accompany-
ing spirits21 can be directed or disposed by the habits, and at a well-
advanced stage this governance can produce the kind of all-encom-
passing flow that Asper describes. Later on in the Induction, Asper
speaks in unmistakable terms:

my strict hand
Was made to ceaze on vice, and with a gripe
Squeeze out the humour of such spongie natures,
As lick up every idle vanitie.
(E.M.O., Induction, 143—46)

And while Crites’ 0ft~qunrcd statement on humour deals with a num-
ber of subjects, one should not overlook the central place he also ac-

cords to vice; this becomes clear towards the latter end of his state-
ment:

O how despisde and base a thing is man,

If he not strive tercet his groucling thoughts
Above the straine of flesh! But how more cheape
When, euen his best and vnderstanding part,
(The crowne, and strength of all his fapltics)
Floates like a dead dro\:’n’d bodie, on the stre::me
Of vulgar humour, mixt with commonst dregs:

Wl‘{y Will I view [men] then? my sen
T1st a raritie, or some new obiect

se might aske me:
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That straines my SErict obseruance to this point? l

O would it were, thercin_l could n!f«mrd_

My spirit should draw a ll'ttlc neere to theirs,

To gaze on nouelties: so vice were one.

Tut, she is stale, ranke, foule, and we re it not

That those (that woo her) greet her with locke eyes,

(In spite of all the impostures, paintings, drugs, .

Which her bawd custome dawbes her checkes withall)

Shee would betray, her loth’d and leprous face,

And fright th’enamor’d dotards from themsclues,
(Lv.33 19, 4’—54)

The fact that “custome” here is the “bawd" or procurer for vice shows
that Jonson knew very well how easily “sin by custom™ tends to bring
about’ nature”; one should also note that for Crites as for the tradition
aman’s undcrstancln.lg or thinking is a part of the flow of which vice
fefggn:::::fgfcg;;f;e:}:;15 the cc(ntr;tl,\ causal element in the de- |
i it 1 " umour. One immediate consequence of
e pointed out. It has often been remarked that the most

purely developed humour characrers i :
by dheie e s ers in ’_Innwn who seem e

: e vice figures from the morality tradition.
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27

On his French garters, should affect a Humour!

O, ’tis more than most ridiculous,

(EM.O., Induction, | 10-14)

Although usually conssdcrcd_to be o'f a i)mewhat lesser order, affecta-
tion or pretense is also a species of vice. Clearly in Ben Jonson’s eyes
it can possess a person in a most fearful degree.

On the other hand, ‘it 15 \}'orth noting that Asper himself is 2 humour-
some man. Characterized in Jonson’s brief sketch as being “of an in-
genious and free spirit,” and “one whom no servile hope of gaine, or
frosty apprehension of danger, can make to be a Parasite, either to
time, place, or opinion™ (Characters, 1, 3—5), it is only the warning of
Mitis that his “Humour will come ill to some” (Induction, 73) which
provokes Asper to speak on the subject of humour at all. Thus, Asper
is both passionate and virtuous, for of course it was commonly con-
ceived that a person could order his passions toward good as well as
evil.* Although fortitude was also involved, in common parlance it
was chiefly the virtue of temperance that was said to govern the pas-
sions, and thus when Traherne contends that “There is not one Humc!))r,

. . " - e

nor Inclination, nor Passion, nor Power in the Soul, t]’lﬁt may n(;t .
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hardly be changed by the strongest [?h_\'&i::k: and that Choler, and
Phlegm, and abundance of Blood, will, where they are, have thej
- - k]
Natural Course without any remedy. But the Humours of the 50::1.
are more tractable things; they are all subject to the Will in their
operations: and th(_)ugh they incline, yet they cannot act, but by
consent and permission. I know furthermore that Custom and
]Habit is 2 Second Nature: what was difficult ar first, becomes at
—~ s ol . P = . : A ]
ast as casie in its Exercise as if it were innare, and that the Soul
of a Vertuous man does in process of time act | ; AO8
[ knOW furth h l p o ime act 1'\' anew D‘-'FPOIttimz.
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also been meant. It on.ly makes sense, of course, that a man b
respected for wh_at he is and not what he has, and in the cla':sic:l !:Ost
ception one can in a way .bccomc the thing he desires through the(::-
taining of habit. Thus, chief among a man’s qualities, those for whi I:
a man most could be loved, and those which were s’upposed to be“;t
rl.lc center of the gentleman’s life, were the habits of knowledge and
virtue, A_t Pensl.]u rst, for example, the lord is generous and hospitable,
(t‘he lady !ndust_nous and chaste, and therefore not only can the children
Reade, in their vertuous parents’ noble parts,/ The mysteries of man-
ners, armes, and arts” (97—-98), but they can see many specific virtues
as well. This emphasis on virtue lies at the hearr of several of Jonson’s
poems, but in his drama too, the author suggested that the most impor-
tant result of good breeding is virtue. For example, when in Barthol-
omew Fair Grace Welborne remarks, “Truely, I have no such fancy
to the Fayre; nor ambition to see ir; there’s none goes thither of
any quality or fashion (I.v.130-132), by the use of the word “qual-
ity” she is referring 1o pcuplc of generally virtuous life, a meaning
which is emphasized by Cokes’ sub;‘cquent misapprehension (L.v.133-
137). Perceiving this, Alan Dessen devortes a section of his chapter on
Bartholonieny Fair to “The ‘Quality’ ” in his ]anso;rz"s Moral Comedy
e ot 2y 80 P e b o
with relish t\:io Sendcomen Wilio b -3;(:.h - tZin Ef Jonson’s poems]
sy earlie:-m happlausc, that here Als mn E]c::ue ‘manners’ among the
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been commented on. On the other ha{u,i. it i "3“'3 ‘hilfﬂfnost of the' char-
acters in Every Man Out and Cynthia’s {{( e [ e atected or vicious
and that Jonson’s attention is usually foc uscd upon some fc_)rm.of bad
habit or vice and the passionate state wl'nch goes along with it. And
since such characters as Jonson portrays in these l"".‘g's have almost al-
ways been responsible for bringing about their ltll*rxllqarc passions and
their “servants” the humours,” it would seem that unlike Ford, say, or
Shakespeare in some of his plays, Jonson is not especially concerned
with “perturbations,” that is, strongly inordinate passions or emotions
arising against one’s will or without onc’s control. Sogliardo and Kitely,
for example, not only are responsible for the way their powers and
passions react, but still stand behind the desires which through habit
so have perverted their states. In traditional ethics, emotion can arise
from as well as precede the choice of the will, and in such a way even-
tually through the medium of habit a strong inordinate emotion can
become a creature of choice and of act. In fact, so strong is the artach-
ment of many of Jonson’s humoursome characters to their passions
tl_\;t they can only be cured or drawn “out of their humour” with the
:lftezfps::)Tiil:md of jolt, such as, for example, Macilente and Crites
oo 285 By b B Jonon i hichmrs e
id t0 have 2 similas thor, und, and in \-.-hu-_h :l!c. character ok
. atc importance. Specifically, 1o an T
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Jonson’s humours themselves do not have a strictly physiological bac
and there is no good reason to believe that the vapi:)u);s d;) g’.c; basis,
stead, since most of the time the term s connected with e
e Ty Ty ) people who
are “fuming” or “heared,” in good or ill “humour” (using the mode
sense of those terms), or inflamed with liquor or quarrel, “va ours":ns
used in this play can be understood as the mental and verbal effects of
emotion or passion. This is true in the very first use of the term, when
Knockum responds to Ursula’s sullen maledictions by saying, “Let’s
drinke it out, good Urs, and no vapours!” (ILiii.23-24), and “How?
how? Urs, vapours! motion breede vapours?” (ILiii.45-46). And it
is also true of the impassioned and inebriate speech of the game, which
ultimately causes such a commotion that it ends in rousing the watch.
As Quarlous says, “Call you this vapours? this is such beltching of
quarrell, as I ncuer heard” (IV.iv.78-79). Even Knockum’s admit-
tedly “all-inclusive” * use of the term such as is found in the following
passage is usually connected with the effusive effect of a passion:

KNO.  Gentlemen, these are very strange vapours! and very idle
vapours! | assure you.

QVAR. You are a very serious asse, wee assure you.

KNo. Humh!' Asse? and serious® nay, then pardon mee my ;3-
pour. I haue a foolish vapour, Gentlemen: any man that
doe’s vapour me, the Asse, Master Quarlous—

QVAR, \Vhat then, Master Jordan?

KNo. [ doe vapour him the lye.

QVAR. - Faith, and to any man that v
pour thar,

o Nay, then, vapour vpon vapours. o

on of Crites that.for Jonson, -
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: nce. that they seem mose lausib]

of general intemperants, et d At
:h::c:g::lts thcn?e for Bartholomew Fair and the “animalism’ which
eople there. = i S
dr;";:aﬁy f;ﬂ connection with intemperance, a f_t. wow Ot'(.is can be said
about jor;son’s “heast fable,” Volpone. 11’1 an :1rnfl15- published in 1968,
entitled “Folly, Incurable Desire, :m_d } 0{'{’””"- * Harriett Hawking
deals with the themes of folly and disease in that play, suggesting that
they are closely connected. Burt after a gm_ul dc;l of evidence, includ-
ing Volpone’s line, “to bee a foole borne, 1s a discase incurable” (ILii.
159), in a footnote at the end of her article she quotes the following

passage from the Discoveries:

They were ambitious of living backward; and at last arrived at
that, as they would love nothing but the vices. . . . It was impos-
sible to reforme these natures; they were dry’d, and hardned in
their ill. They may say, they desir’d to leave it; bur doe not trust
them . . . they are a little angry with their follies, now and then;
marry they come into grace with them again quickly [555-64].

Throughout her discussion, Hawkins is intent upon demonstrating the
relat:o.n o_f folly to disease, but as the critic realizes, this passage deals
ﬂOt.VE’ltl.l :t'{curab]e disease but instead with “incurable vice” (p. 347):
E;;S cl: 18131&103!:;“? a i‘!:;g well-known passage from the N icmmltc’;;‘lm
did Aristode compare intemperance ce o e b e dropey i
tuberculosis (as Aquinas ex [l)ainc 1 (I, _““1‘_1! s l“"I‘his li!: so be-
et jurempersncy an g ev;e)r (1": s ( -onrmentary, : . being
a lasting habit which choosesy rcla e ‘;c_ B Withon m_rcrrqufotém er-
ance (like every real vice) wacs\‘l..s ) I"”,‘h" also said s marl: 3
Was pointed out before isnot i ll-ncur"l’lc : “'_!“' intemperate aci;)us
of his choice. On the o ¢ inclined to be penient, for he 18 t€05°
© other hand, every incontinent man 1 given

repentance (8
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e e (e ncontinen) s S (VL. p. 6. Ao
Aquinas quali ] & us incurability of vice js
1ot to be understood as an ?bs?’ ute thing, being reversible by a “con-
trary practice of long stanﬁlmg " (para. 1430, p. 662), the applicability
of these passages to the vice-ridden characters in Volpone is imme-
diately clear. Corbaccio, Corvino, and Voltore, for example, are com-
letely “possessed”” with their greed, while Charles Hallett has spoken
to “The Satanic Nature of Volpone.”* In other plays, lesser bad habits
such as folly, vanity, and affectation have a good deal of importance,
but Velpone is about extremely serious, incurable, nay, even un-
natural® vice. And of course the reason such characters as these can
be termed “incurable” in the first place is that they intentionally seek
riches above measure; they are not merely the victims of an excess of
humour or passion, but their reason is deeply involved. For example,
when Corvino considers whether he should offer his wife to Volpone,
as, according to Mosca, a physician has offered his daughrer, he uses
his reason in arriving at a decision:

The thing, in’t selfe,
I know, is nothing— W herefore should not I
As well command my bloud, and my affections,
As this dull Doctor? In the point of honour,
The cases are all one, of wife, and daughter.
(IL.vi.69-73)

\th'en, therefore, such characters meet their comeuppance and finally
rC:.the what it is that they have become, thatr ecognition COMCES a5 e
thing almost contrary to nature itself. They are utterly confounded,
not so much because of their shame, but fundamentally, because th‘]’:r
reason, their will, and their )f;‘;qions have so long been directed to the
unreasonable and vicious AE:. \ uinas says ina paraphrase o_f a })f!.‘iiiﬂg‘-:
quoted from Aristotle ealeicr “‘l()lccause a person becomes unjust voit “;t
tarily, it does not follow that he ceases to be unjust and becomes JU

whenever he s ! b d health willingly falls
. : ay will. . . . ho is n good + Heiner b
e ckness b)’yliving inci)\ lt?r?:n:‘{): ., by eating and drml:i[:lgthz
€Xcess and not following thendoctor’s ’advicef had it in his pOW¢

: s  adges comment
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See Robery | N the unnaturairrxler;rgf Corvino’s trea Eﬁncolm Neb., 1964+ PF*
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i beco o in hi
begmnning no::(:assary or harmful food, it is no longer in -hls POWer not
,ng;ate:n]gf“zpm 25, 5 225). Similarly with the lif“lust- In other
to be sic s f irrational acts, a condition of more
ain number of 1rra - or
Wordsl aftel' ez

anent psychologica] SiCknCSS l's rt‘;lt'hcd. Bur thls .IS Cxacﬂy
l;ﬁ Pcfi?tlof a number of comments in the very last scene of the play.
;“crixam le, at Volpone’s final unveiling, the advocates break oyt A
zs:onishmzn; at the discovery both of the true nature of Volpone
himself and of that of his victims:

avoc. 2. If this be held the high way to get riches,
May I be poore.
avoc. 3. This’s not the gaine, but torment.
avoc. 1. These possesse wealth, as sicke men possesse feuers,
Which, trulyer, may be said to possesse them.
(\V.x11.99~102)

The disappointed Corbaccio, Corvino, Voltore, and Volpone do not |
really need to be punished; the new naturcs they now have acquired
have brought along with them torment and sickness enough.

Critics attest that such an interest in the relation berween vice and

and fixation in this play (o8-

: 101), among other things citing the pas- |
sage wherein Mosca speaks o ¢ .
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euer sg palpable, they w

|
r
apparent, ‘
. . Al resise je—

A temptation of ¢} diuell, '

o uacgi)
But opne should i
o femembey ge
€SCription of humoyy. “A:h‘a,‘,t Asper had used similar langua ¢h 0

o l i
Possesse 4 man,” ik €N some one peculiar quality / oou]
; : E w
COmpare “the range of maare 4 t¢ APPropriae that John Enck o5t |

UMOUrs with the usages of i

' ur
Xplains, the “feeding of a humothc

: : _ inates
© aspect of ehau. TINOT Vice \which domin er, the
vior. Wih practice, howeven

in his

S



Shenk « The babits
4 e Il‘llnnmg through anyone canne
i al exercie . ‘

lc n an occasional excreise so char, Ik

and sweeps away all inhibitions. The partial eccentri
whole mania; it twists the powerless into freaks an

» A i ‘

tyrants” (pp- 47-48). This portrait would seem as applicable to Vo)
i e i especially in the “minor” vice b.

“Jonson wrote two endings ‘f()r Every M.m Out of His Humour, in the
one, humour is compared with a flame, in the other, with a current, bur
the results of visitation by holocaust or deluge are equally deStruct‘ivc”
(p- 48), ultimately, Jonson’s vision of the effects of vice is apocalyptic,
Vice destroys the mind as well as the soul, disturbs the emotions, ad-
versely affects physiology, and severs external connections as well: as
we see in the conclusion of Volpone, each vicious character ends up
seeking only his own. It is no accident that the very last scene in that
play, with its precise judgments and unconditional nature (V.xii.145-
46), and the criminals’ unrepentant or incurable states, looks very
much like a Last Judgment. Indeed, Volpone’s own judgment may call
to mind the physic:;Lps_\‘chical correspondence of Dante’s Inferno:

And, since [thy substance] was gotten by imposture,
BY faininn_ lame, frout, p:llscy' and such diseases,
Thou are 1o lic in prison, crampt evieh Bos,

Till thou bee'st sicke, and lame indeed. Remoue him.
(V xii.121-24)

Here, asin the transformation of Satan into a serpent in the n_enth b}:)ok
of Paragise Lost, the punishment merely reveals in aPRropnatccha):is-
1cal terms the frightening debasement of soul which vice hasfat]l;c UK
engendered. Jonson no doubt exaggerates, and 1}15 sl«:etchels1 olead ”
e effects o which sinful and vicious behavior natm:e Yhave e
SOmewhae condensed or foreshortened, but as 2 result, tts t}; g
eﬁecr Of emphaSi7;n ¥ [hc ;ll)”ity ()f 2 man by hlS own ac {Or hi[ns‘:lf
s s “.'i“% that is, by his own choice to prepare

Apsyc u
P );chologICal heaven or hell: i |
e ' 3 .

Tltl}.; a good deal of attention hasﬁmd L e

and ephy; ; i ;
et In Jonson, both in his play Sforc this kind of pursuit e 58

C(}me . : :
dlrccuon in criticism, but hereto e F i t.o‘g:u
it 1 0
ture of habit 1 rradict

etai]et;oad €nough hase. The ime is longc;
serious consideration to the 1

irected toward morality




6 The Journal ofMediewI and Renaissance Studies, 8 (1978)
13 e
. i ama. It is widel k

. i lies to Renaissance c_ir.una _ y acknowl.
ethwc‘i ul;(aitl?:;;izgsl and classical tradition prt‘n'idcd the intellecryy]
cdgdciu::a in which the great Renaissance dramatists worked, but Aris.
Itlcl'.-‘;rr.li:m cthics and its notion of habit were a part of that tradition, anq
in its philosnphical depths or merely in met-

whether it was known 1n o »
aphorical aphorisms such as the frock that “bawd custome” puts on,

that conception of habit still held a pivoral pl.llt‘c. In lmport:nt argu-
ments which attempt to define exactly what * moral virtue” is, both
Aristotle and Aquinas point to the fact thar the word “moral” itself i
taken from a term meaning “custom.”* T'hus, in the tradition, if he
is to be true to his subject, the moralist will know a good deal about
custom and a great deal about the habits which it can work. Like many
critics today, we believe that at least in his plays about humour, Ben
Jonson was primarily a moralist. However, we also believe what i,
after all, only the most sensible thing, thar the same author who re-
quired t!‘le good poet not only to have “'FElocution; on an excellent
faculty In ,verse; but the exact knm\'lcdgc of all vertues, and their
Cofltral'lei, " who asked that he study “the Ethicks,” and who termed
;m;z?}z; th; first accurate Criticke, and truest Judge; nay, the great

opier, the world ever had,”* thar this same author knew

ve i iti
ry well what it was he was writing abour.

36. See IJg
l_q. 58' a 1 .
t > 210 the g et
37. F . U5 passa, * Urmma, 11 ; ; qﬂﬂ’s
1o liney ‘038~g:0:nzw7hls Eg?”fmar; of the Etbics, and, especiallys 4
% 2511~

'3 of the Diumwia. n:ﬂpe‘“'dy
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