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SUMMARY

When a play ends, the audience must make a coumplicated
readjustment from their absorption in the enacted fictiom to theif
return to real life. In Jacobean tragicomedy a double readjustment
must be made. The last act of the play inverts the facts that the
play-world seems to have established: the audience must adjust
from one fiction to another, and then the play must return them
altogether from fiction to their plﬁces in the theatre. The
tragicomic déamatist must help the audience through this naze of
fictions and back to the workaday world, and he does this by
de;cribing the play's genre and its fictional nature, by analysing
its rhetoric, and by presenting images of play‘and masque,'actors
and audience. The tragilcomedies of Marston, Beaumont and Fletcher
and others seem to establish a special relationship with their
audience. Play after play presents the audience, directly or
indirectly, by means of induction, prologue and epilogue, or the play
within the play. Final acts are especially rich in this kind‘of
imaggry as the author leads the«aud}ence out of the play. Jacobean
tragicomedy was so popular in its own day because of the wide range
of emotions it ‘encompassed, and partIy because of its double vision,
its ability simultaneously to use and to parody its own rheforic and
conventioné. Perhaps most important, it was popular because of
this intimate relationship it established with its aﬂdience: the
audience is used as a dramatic character. The plays of John Webster,

tragedies as well as tragicomedies, seea to use particularly
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fruitfully the conventions of tragicomedy. The White Devil and The

Duchess of Malfi as well as The Devil's Law-case and &4 Cure for a

Cuckold present burlesque of tragedy, use extensively the language

of comedy, Jjuxtapose the genres, and are sceptical about the
rhetoric of tragedy. Especially important, the end of the play
mediates for the audience between the fiction and the return to
fact by images of acting and audience, descriptions of genre, aﬁd

discussions of the nature of drana.
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Now if any aske, Why I have shut up and contruded within
a narrow roome, many large Histories, not delating them with

everie plenarie circumstance? I answer, That therein I have

imitated Aelianus de Var. Hist. and Valer. Maxim., who epitomised

greét and memorable acts, reducing and contracting into a
compendious Method wide and loose Histories, giving them Rotwith-
standing their full weight, in few words. Some also may cavill,
that I have not introduced them in order, neither Alphabetically,
nor according to custome or precident; which I thus excuse:a

The most cunning and curious Musick is tﬂat which is made out of
discords ... It may likewise be objected, Vhy amongst sad and
grave Histories, I have here and there insertéd fabulous Jeasts
and Tales, savouring of Lightnesse? I answer, I have therein
imitated our Historicall and Comicall Poets, that write to the
stage: who least the Auditorie should be dulled with serious
courses ... in everie Act present some Zanie with his Mimick
action, to breede in the lesse capable, mirth and laughter: For

they that write to all, must strive to please all.

Thomas Heywood, Gunaikeion: or, Nine Bookes of Various Historv.
Concerning? Women ... (1624), epistle to the Reader.




INTRODUCTION

When at the end of Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde Troilus
is killed by the pitiless Achilles, his death is treated not as a
personal tragedy but as an act which enables him, and the reader,
to see‘the events of the poem in a clearef perspective. Troilus'
spirit rises to heaven and looks down upon "this litel spot of.
erthe (Book V, 1. 1815). From hié‘new point of vantage he is
amused at the blindness of mankindg,

And in hymself he lough righf at the wo

Of hem that wepten for his deth so faste

: (V. 1821-2),

The poem then turns to Chaucer's readers, '"yonge, fresshe folkes"
(V. 1835), and urges them to love God and not to seek "“feynede
loves" (V. 1848). The medieval poet, secure in his Christian
vision, found no problem in ending his poem significantly. The
poem's return from the limited world of weeping humanity io the
universal world of the spirit and the power of God fo?ms a parallel
to the reader's return from the circumscribed world of the fiction
to real life. For the Elizabethan or Jacobean playwright the
situation was more compiicated: he very rarely uses this switch
from the human to the divine viewpoint except ironicall&; as

Marlowe does in Dr. Faustus. The Renaissance dramatist had to find

other ways to suggest at the -end of the enactment the differences
between the theatrical fiction and real life, and to help the
audience to readjust from the controlled perspectives of the play

to the more chaotic perspectives of the workaday world.



The problem of the kind of éssistance which the play shéuld
give its audience in the readjustment to real life seems especially
central in tragicomedy. Here the sufprises in the final act and
the disruption of the facts which the play had seemed to present
provide an image of the audience's readjustment from fiction to
facé. Tragicomedy seem particularly intefested in consciously
manipulating the audience, presenting it with images of itself and
of the whole process of enactment, and nowhere is tﬁis more

important than in the final act.

Critical distaste for tragicomedy lingers on. Critics tend
to find these plays "frivolous"1, "blurred"a, or ”decadent"B,
usually without explaining in any detail what they mean by these

N ) .
terms. It seems curious that an audience which enjoyed The Tempest,

Bussy d'Ambois or the comedies of Jonson should have been so

enthusiastic about a whole body of frivolous; blurred and decadent
plays. Certainly Jacobean tragicomedies tell good stories well:
there is always a rich variety of things to look at and to listen
to. I shall try to suggest other good qualities of Jacobean
tragicomedy apart from this narrative power, and to suggest why the

genre was so popular in the age of Shakespeare, Jonson, and Webster.

The observation that Webster's tragedies were influenced by
the development of tragicomedy is not a new one. J.R. Mulryne
has written an interesting article, "Webster and the Uses of

Tragicomedy"4,'which does not in fact mention The Devil's Law-case

and A Cure for a Cuckold, but which does compare Webster's tragedies

with plays like King Lear, The Revenzer's Tragedy, Waiiing for

Godot and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, all of which

el15

"approximate ... tragicomic experienc . However there is still

no extended treatment of Webster's tragicomedies, and no detailed
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examination of the ways in which the tragedies use the language

and structures of Jacobean tragicomedy.

I have chosen to look at Wegster's use of tragiccmedy by
concentrating on play endings, where the problems posed by tragi-
comedy are most acute, and whe?e critics have most often condemned
or misunderstood the plays. Why does Flamineo stage a mock version

of his own death in the last scene of The White Devil? Why does

The Duchess of Malfi continue for so long after the death of the

heroine? Why does the last act of The Devil's Law-case shuffle
the established relationships and stage its curious masque? It is

with questions like this that I have been concerned.

It may be objected that the process of readjustament 'at the
ending of plays that I shall describe is so complicated that the
audience in the theatre simply cannot be aware of it in any detail,
and that the author by loading his endings with these effects is
losiné the ﬁlay's plot and characters in over-ingenious s;lf-
consciousness. It seems to me, though, that the audience in the
theatre is potentially in an extremely receptive state. 3.L.
Bethgll, for instance, has suggested that because of the "principle
of multiconsciousness'" it is possible for an audience 'to respond
simultaneously and unconsciously on more than one ‘plane of
attention at the sanme time"e. This, he continues is especially
important in "the mixture of comedy and tragedy" which, he claius,
"is founded psychologically on the popular audience's ability to
shift rapidly its modes of attention”.7 If Bethell is right the
audience would seem to be capable of\viewing the end of the play
simultanebusly With involvement énd detachment, and of appreciating
the complicated interchanges of metaphorical and literal modes,

fiction and reality.



More recently, Stephen Orgei has written persuasively of
ﬁhe readjustuwent the audience mqst make at the end of the masqgue,
and how the writers of the masque must help Qith this readjuéfment;
The masque as the form which above all directly'involves its
audieﬁce»in allegory, dance and compliment, makes openly that
mediating movement from fiction to real life that, I shall suggest,
the plays make perhaps more indirectly. Orgel suggests, for

instance, that the early part of Love Restored succeeds because, by.

the steps from fact to fiction provided by the boy actor playing
Cupid who turns out to be 'really" Plutus, god of wealth, "ie have
been led with remarkable ease from the world of the court to the
world of fable"g. Orgel, though, suggests that the leading of the
audience from the fable to the court at the end of the masque is
less succe$sfu1. "The inevitable problem‘of moving back to the
court"9 is imperfectly solved because Jonson does not relate the
two worlds and does not allow the ending to mediate sufficiently

clearly between the fiction and real life.

Orgel moreover suggests that the masques where Jonson most
convincingly succeeds in solving>“the problem of moving back to

the court' are Neptune's Triumph and Pleasure Reconciled tc Virtue.

In the former, the court is led out of the fable by the direct
relation between the fiction and real life - '"the allegory is ...
directly concerned with actual and familiar facts"1o of Prince
Charles' return to England from his Spanish journey. In this masque
It is not enough for the audience to be passive observers.

In effect the masque has ceased to be a spectacle and has
managed to make its audience integral to its action.1{

In Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue Jonson creates a hero, Hercules,




who can help the audience with this final readjustment. He
rediates for us between the antimasque and the masque since he 'can
entér the world of misrule, assess it, and lead us from it into the
ﬁasque"12. ‘Later, as the fiction ends and is replaced by dancing
and the direct involvement of the audience, He;cules "becomes a
spectator"13 and is replaced at the centre of the play by the

audience..

The audience is now no longer separated from the image
of perfection ... The dance and all it represents are
no longer part of a theatrical ‘illusion but an evident

reality.14

At its first performance, King James complained about the quality
of the dancing. Orgel suggests'that the king, whom the masque
used as a mediating symbol, a figure belonging both to the fiction

and to real life,

-returned the contemporary audience to the realities
of life at court rather abruptly, but ... only a little
earlier than the masgue itself~.15

The king's impromptu performance contributed to the audience's

readjustment to life outside the fiction of the masgue.

If the masque, the most ephemeral of enacted fictioms, can
involve the audience in the complex readjustment to fact as the
performanée ends, it seems legitimate to seek the same effects in
the plays, especially sincé 50 many of the plays I shall consider, .

The Malconfent, As You Like It, The Tempest, The Devil's Law-case,

even The White Devil, use the masque in the final act as a short-hand

way of suggesting the problems of ending and of readjustment. A4
rlay which has involved the audience for the two hour traffic of the
stage in compelling emotions and actions might be expected to find
the problems of readjustment at least as difficult as a masgue,
which has involved its audiénce primarily in poetic abstractions,

spectacle, and music.



Although I have looked especilally at tragicomedy in its
relationship with the audience and in its presentation of images
of play, audience and enactment, I would wish to dissociate myself
from the "metatheatre' or "metadrama"16 group of critics. A play
which is about a play and nothing else would be astonishingly
sterile: but a play can intensify its poignaﬁcy, suspense or fun
by discussing its own mechanism and by reminding us of the
precariousness of fiction and of our own role as audience. I am
certainly not concerned with a new or geparate génre of plays about
plays17: images of play and audience and discussions of genre
seem to have been part of the theatrical tradition for as long as
there has been a theatrical traditiom. I would finally see
Webster not as a "metadramatist'" but as the author of four uﬁiquely
challenging plays, plays which refuse tidy generic forms and
which engage their audience in the couplexity, indecisiveness and

inconsistency of real experience.
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self-contained art and life are dissolved" (p.4).
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CHAPTER ONE

YBut mixed, like the tragic comediesf:

tragicomedy, the tragicomic ending, and the audience.

The origins of Jacobean tragicomedy

As Allardyce Nicoll has pointed out, drama, to a greaterA
extent than other arts, includes attempts to define its own
fictional status. This "steady trend towards the indication of
dramatic caf:eg;ories"’l led Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists to
formulate genre-descriptions intended to be more precise than
"tragedy'" or 'comedy", terms which became increasingly devalued as
the period progressed.2 This attempt at further definition is most
obvious in the transitional genres. F.H. Ristine points out that
the genre-term "History" was frequently used in and around the
1590s, especially by Greene, as a synonym for “romantic tragicomedy"?
Other -plays are -even more explicit about their ambiguous standing
between tragedy and comedy. Thomas Preston's‘Ca&bxses (1567), for
insténce, is presented as "a Lamentable Tragedie, mixed full of

plesant mifth"q. Nathaniel Woodes' The Conflict of Consciénce'(15?2)

is provided with alternate endings, a clear sign that the plot is
felt to have both tragic and comic possibilities. The play is based
on "aﬁ history" (Prologue, 1.26) and would therefore seem to have
tragedy's truth of argument, but the author considers such specific
reference out of place in his "Comedy' (prol.1s 38,53) and therefore
gives the central character a generic rather than a particular name.

Finally, the prologue twice calls the play a "Comedy', but on the
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other hand it contains incidents worthy of tragedy, "too too
dolorous'" (1.64). Shakespeare's burlesque of such attempts at
critiéal definition - "tragical-comical-historical~-pastoral', !very

n2

tragical mirth", ''the most lamentable comedy'"” - points out their
cumbersomeness. As early as the 1560s these terms were rivalled by

the more precise and compact "tragical comedy" and fihally
"tragicomedy".

Although Aristotle described a kind of tragedy with a happy
ending which was later to be seen as fragicomicé, the earliest
surviving defiﬁitions of tragicowmedy are Roman. The word "fragi‘
(co)comedia'" seems to have been céihed by Plautus7 to desc¢ribe, half
jocuiarly, a play which reduces a god to a cuckolder and.a hero to
a cuckold before giving a new perspective on the incident as a
nystic celebration for the birth of Hercules, a drama which mixes
gods and heéoes and witty slaves, and which encowmpasses a comic
incident of seduction and misunderstanding with a terrifying sense of
impénding madness and the loss of ldentity. Seneca, despite his
own experiments to create a distinctively Roman tragedy, recognised
the essentially mixed nature of his contemporary drama - 'four
native Roman drama (which has a serious element as well and stands
halfway befween couedy and tragedy) ..."8 Critics in Elizabethan
England might have described their native drama in the same terus,
though few’of them were as tolerant of this state of affairs as
Seneca. Sir Phil;p Sidéey condemns hmongrel tragi;comedy", using
the éenre-term to describe plays which injudiciously mix kings and

w9

clowns, and "“match hornpipes and funerals. Later John Florio
described the prevailing dramatic modes as '"neither right comedies
nor right tragedies ... Representations of histories, without any

decorum"1o, This essentially wmixed nature of Elizabethan drama
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found its fullest and most explicit expression in the development
and definition of formal tragicomedy in the works of Marston,

Beaumont and Fletcher, and their successors.

However the mixed play's tendency to define categories is
particularly noticeable in four plays of the latter half of the
sixteenth century, plays which are especially careful to explain
their descriptions of themselves because of their consciousness
that they are using unfamiliar terminology. R.B.'s Apius and

Vircinia (c¢1564), Richard Edwardes' Damon and Pvthias (1565)0and

George Gascoigne's The Glass of -Government (1575) call themselves

"tragicall comedye', and Samuel Brandon's strange play The Virtuous

Octavia (1598) is the first in English to use the genre-tera
"Tragicomoedi'". All four plays are particularly liberal in their use
of the various genre-terms and attempt to describe with unusual

precision their mixed nature.
Although Ristine, adopting a hint of Guarini's, sees Tudor

tragical comedy as '"a form of comedy"11, these plays seem more akin

to tragedy. The Virtuous Octavia relates the potentially tragic

story at one remove: Anthony and Cleopatra never appear, and the
centre of the play is the rational and controlled Octavia. The play
rejects ”fragedies”, which are seen as the result of the victory of
Ytraytor passion'" (2.1): the second chorus warns that "Affection is
the éavagé beast' which "still our good destroyeth'. Although
Brandon offers neo definition of his genre-term, he uses it to refer
to tragic events viewed from outside, their tragic passion undercut
by a rigorous Christian stoicism. Perhaps Brandon knew Guarini's
work on traéicomedy. Although this play is so very different from
Guarini's‘dramatic'prabtices, Brandon glso appears to be;ieve that

the Christian world no longer needs the catharsis which tragedy
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supplied, the strange blend of pain and pleasure experienced in the

enactment of a tragedyqa.

Brandon.does not explain his choice of a genre-term:

R.B. in Apius and Virginia seems unhappy with his nomenclature.

Although the title-page of the 1575 edition calls the play a
"Pragicall Comedie'', the prologue simplifies this to “ihis tragidie"
(1.19). R.B. writes securely within the tradition of Christian
tragicomedy. The plays of the tenth century nun Hroswitha for
instance attempt to reconcile farce, ﬁartyrdom and moralising, and
“the language of Terentian comedy. In Dulcitius the martyrdom of
the three Christian maidens is directly presented as a source of
mixed feelings -

Hinc mihi quam maxime gaudendum/tibi vero dolendum (XIV.3)
Moreover the play itself incorporates farce as a way of describing
the futilit§ and lack of dignity of evil: +the lustful Dulcitius
fondles pots and pans instead of the Christian women. R.B.'s play
presents a similar mixture of farce and danger, grief and joy. The
play ends with the death of Virginia, but tﬁe prologue announces the
play's double concern as both tragedy and comedy: its subject is’
Virginia's '"doller and her dolefull losse and yet her joyes at
death" (1.17). The play consistently undercuts its use of the
elements of tragedy. Virginia's death is placed at some distance
from the end of the play and is presented by Memory and Fame as a
spiritual triumph. The lively parodic comedy of Haphazard modifies
our reactioh4)even in the last scene, to the guilt of Apius and its
disastrous consequenées. The play mbves from a fictional story to
a generalised and abstract statement of the significance of the
~ story as Virginia becomes 'Dane Beuty" (881), “the virgin chaste

(883). The author finally admits the fictional nature of the play,

so that the whole story of passion and pain is seen in retrospect as
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simply a dramatic re-enactment, "this Poets faining here' (1025).

In The Virtuous Octavia and Apius and Virginia the events of tragedy

are given a significance which is not tragic, and the framework of
‘tragedy is modified by the use of debate and discussion, by a
foreshortening of the tragic ending, and by the refusal. of the

heroine to accept tragedy and tragic passion.

The other two tragical comedies of the period are closer
to comedy and to lMadeleine Doran's definition of tragicomedy as "4

combination of the serious action of tragedy with the happy ending

-

of comedy”qj. At the sawme time, however, each is at least as a&are

of tragedy as of comedy. Gascoigne's heavy Calvinist prodigal=-son

morality The Glass of Government presents itself as A Comedie”

11_5

(Prologue 1.21) but goes on to undercut its own definition -

"No Terence phrase: his tyme and myne are twaine" (1.22). The play'
contrasts its own 'true discourse' (Prologue 1.14) with the
"Enterlude" designed "to make you laugh'" (1.9), "Italian toyes"
(1.10), and bawdy "Playne speache" (1.11). Gascoigne's play seems to
distrust not only its framework of comedy but even its dramatic form:
even the '"worthie Jest'" (Prologue 1.1) of dramatic comedy is no more
than 'vayne delight" (1.2). According to the title page the‘play is
"A tragicail Comedie so entituled, bycause therein are handled as
well the rswardes for Vertues as aiso the punishment for Vices'.

The good eﬁd happily and the bad unhappily: this for Gascoigne is
what tragicoﬁedy weans. The ending of the play like the prologue
distances itself from comedy by stressing the dark side of the tragi-
comic synthesis, as it redefines.itself as a "wofull tragicall

comedy (p.88). Although the ending includes the comic success of

the two good sons, the author suggests‘that the audience is to react

as to a tragedy,'to "wring [fheir} handes" rather than applaud. The
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play 'seems to belong to a deliberately neutral ground with

allegience neither to tragedy nor to comedy: its multiplied images
of the central experience in sermons, included poems, parody and
choral commentary stress the play's equivocal use of tragedy and of

comedy.

Of the tragical comedies of the period Richard Edwardes'
15

Damon and Pythias with its last-minute rescue from death, its

discussion of friendship and fidelity, aﬁd its many coumic scenes,

is closest to the norm which tragicomedy was to attain in the works
of Beaumont and Fletcher and Marston. The play's prologue describes
its subject-mat@ér as '"mixed with mirth and care ... a tragicall
comedye" (1ls 37-38), and the title-page promises ‘''the most Excellent
Comedy of Two the lost Faithfullest Friends'. The play certainly
sees itself as a kind of comedy, with comic scenes ofkthe guliing

of Grim the Collier and of the "worldly friendship® (1.141) of
Aristippus and Carisophus, both of which parody the "true
friendship" (1.142) and trust of the heroes. However, although
Edwardes recogniées that the basic treatment of the play is comic1§
he insists that it is a comedy of a rather subdued and serious kind:
bthe audience is warned not to expect 'toys ... in comicall wise"
(1s. 3-4), for the author insists that he has given up "tbying
plays" (1.6). The play then claims to be a comedy of a special
kind, a "tragical comedy' (1.38). However, although the prologue

§0 clearly:sees the play as comedy of a kina. the dramatic image
used most frequently in the play itself is that of tragedy.

Stephano sees Pythias' danger as 'this Tragidy“.(1.1112), and
finally the converted tyrant Dionysius sees the escape of the friends
from death as “'this Tragidy" (1.2131), a didactic tragedy acted out

. . . 1
to teach Dionysius the virtues of friendship and right rule 7. The
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play's Fletcherian conclusion of averted danger sums up its mixed
‘nature, making free use of the word "tragedy' but modifying the
implications of the term by comic episodes, by songs; and by debate

about virtue and friendship.

The four plays of the period 1564 to 1598 which explicitly

claim tragilcomic status for themselves have certain qualities in

common. All, except the anomalous Tragicomoedi of the Virtuous
Octavia mix noblemen wifh slaves and allow parodic incidents,
Haphazard's attempts to escape execution, Grim the Collier who is
robbed and shaved, and the dangerous comedy of prostitute, bawd and

buliy in The Glass of Government. All the plays distance the basic

tragic experience, sometimes by presenting it early in the play and
allowing the final scenes to modify its effect, sometiwes by an
.extensive use of debate and discussion, sometimes by an insistence

on the fictional nature of what is happening: Damon and Pythias not

only makes much use of genre words but also presents the commonplace

that ''this world was like a stage" (1.397), Apius and Virginia

‘returns to "this Poets faining here" (1025), Octavia refuses to

allow her heart to be "a stage/For ... a bloodie tragedie' (1V.i),

and The Glass of Government sets the frivolityvof fiction and romance
("the good king Amadis ..." p.42) against Tthe''true discourse'
(Prologue 1.14) of the moral play. Ldwardes' tragicomedy of averted
danger appfoaches Guarini's view of the form as "mixed" rather than .
double': :Gascoigne, however, clearly defines tragicomedy as

' 18

essentially "double", with a different ending for good and bad . .

Both kinds of structure were to influence the formation of Jacobean
tragicomedy.
Although the four plays under discussion all seenm

particularly aware of their alliance with tragedy, by 1598 The Virtuous
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Octavia's definition of tragicomedy as modified tragedy must have
seemed anachronistic. As the period progressed tragicomedy became

more clearly identified with comedy. A4s eariy as 1578 George

whetstone introduced his tragicomedy Promos and Cassandra as a
"Historye' divided info two '"Commical Discourses'. Again in 1591
the sécond quarto of iyly's Campaspe calls the play a ''tragicall
comedie', presumably because it ends not with a royal marriage but
with Alexander giving up the woman he loyes, deciding to “command
himself" and thereby Y“command the world" (V.iv.183-5) by uniting
the "two loving worms" (V.iv.156) Campaspe and Apelles. These
tragical comedies with their new interest in comedy prepare the way

for the tragicomedies of Marston and of Beaumont and Fletcher.

'MThe single assumovtion that makes our existence viable - that someone

is watching'": the audience and the klizabethan play

Because drama is essentially public, a social as well as
an agsthetic experience, drama inevitably has a special relationship
with its audience. Indeed the interaction between sections of the
audience, and between audience and play, is felt to be an important
part of that re-creation which takes place in performance. In the

letter “"To. the Reader" which prefaces The iihite Devil and which

explains the failure of that play, Webster describes ¥ a full and
understanding auditory' as "the only grace and setting out of a

tragedy" (1s 5-6): later ("iAn excellent.Actor" in -New and Choise

Characters 1615), he sees the theatre as a circle where the audience
is "the circumference", giving thevpléy an extended existence in
space, and "the Actor is the Center" (ls L-5). A play attempts to
regulate this créative interaction with its audience in several ways:

one, as I have suggested, is by the definition and discussion of its
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own genre which tragical comedy and.tragicomedy so often provide. My

subsequent chaﬁters will suggest other ways in which this relation-

ship is defined and controlled.

The Llizabethan play seems to have a special interest in
the audience simply in its capacity as observer. Nany plays present
an audience on stage, some indirectly, as Andrea and Revenge watch

the events of The Spanish Tragedy, $ome more directly. The

audiences of the numerous enacted plays-within-plays provide the
audience in the theatre with Ysome glimpse of itself" so that it is
"'enabled to see itself seeing! 19. . An even more direct
presentation of the audience is achieved in the device by which
sections of the audience in the theatre seem suddenly to develop

"autonomous life. In Beaumont's The Knight of the Burning Pestle .

the Citizen and his Wife as naive observers direct our attention to
the play's use of various kinds of theatrical parody and, as an
image of thg audience, make direct contributions to the play,
offering their apprentice as an actor, commenting on play and
performance; giving money to the actors, and generally laying down
the law about how the play is to progress. The pair are a half-
satirical, half-loving depiction of the omnipotegce of the audience

and of popular demand. In the public theatre the same kind of

presentation of the audience was possible. Jonson's Every Man Out

of His Humour from the beginning presents a complicated discussion
of the relationship of author, actor and audience, as Aspef acts out
the ambivaient role of Macilente the envious satirist. He is
observed by a fictionalised audience in the persons of Cordatus and
Mitis, who coumment on the scene thatvpas Jjust been‘acted or even
break into the dialogue, who-discuss points of dramatic coanstruction,

generic ‘integrity, and classical example, who forestall possible

criticism and distance us from the farcical events of the prlay by
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keeping its fictional nature always before us. Mitis is introduced
as a "person of no action'" whom the play therefore affcrds "no
character': we as audience are to accept him as a delegate for

ocurselves.

Again, many plays, especially of the private theatres,
begin by establishing a relationship between author, actors and
audience in the form of an Induction. Sometimes these reflect the
real ambivalence of the author'svattitudé towards his audience.

Jacke Drum's Entertainment, for instance, begins with the Tyer-man's -

report that the author is trying'to prevent the performance, "and
with violence keeps the boyes from comﬁing on the stage" (vol 3,
p.179). This is explained as a demonstration of the author's
diffidence about the unworthiness of his play for its ''generous"
spectators, but even this g;acious compliment does not quite destroy
the violence of this initial gesturé of the author's against both

actors and audience. Again in What You Will actors playing three

members of the audience '"sit a good while on the stage" (Wood vol.2
p.231) before the play begins. They stress the uncertain genré-
category of the play, not "Commedy, Tragedy, Pastorall, Morall,
Nocturnal of Historie'" and the power of the audience to make it

even What You Will" (p.233). They insult actors, author, audience

and p}ay - g slight toye, lightly composed, to swiftly finiéht,
ill plotted, worse written, I fear me worst acted «...'" (p.233). The
three raise objections before members of the real audience can do
sd, and by detaching that audience from this kind of.hdstile

criticism they prepare for a favourable reception of the play. 29.

Such devices are not peculiar to the private theatres.
For performance at the Globe liebster added to Harston's The

Malcontent an induction which suggests the ambivalent relationship
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between audience and actors. Actors playing themselves - "W; Sly",
"Sinklo', "D. Burbage, H. Condell, J. Lowin" - discuss the play
and.their rival theatres with an actor playing a satirical v;rsion
of a member of the audience. This interest in the audience as a
vital, though not always a completely approved, part of the process
of re-enactment is reflected in contemporary stage conditions. The
space occupied by the audience in the Elizabethan theatre was not
sharply divided from the space occupied b& the aétors and the
enacted fiction: members of the audience in publig or private
theatre21 might take their places on stage, sﬁrrounded by the play,
'on the very Rushes where the Commedy is to daunce, yea and under
the State of Cambyses himself“zz. The vital part played by tﬁe
audience in the Elizabethan theatre is suggested, then, by the

structure of the theatre itself and by the various kinds of image

in the plays of the activity of the audience.

After the image of the play itself, perhaps the most
frequent image for the relationship of play and audience in
Elizabethan drama, and especiallj the mixed play, is that of the

mirror. It appears in play titles = A Looking Glass for London and

England, The Glass of Government -~ and in plays' descriptions of

themselves: Virtuous and Godly Susanna excuses its .mixed nature,

its use of "matters grave or sad ... mixt with mirth" by the
argument that the play mirrors life - "OIf both of which ... you
shall as in a myrrour see' (1s 19-20)%2.  This image is an
essentially ambiguous one. On the one hand it suggests that the
audience in looking at the play is looking at itself:. Gascoigne's
play exhorts his audience "Content you them .../ Grave Citizens, you
people greate and small/ To see yourselvesAin Glass of Government"
(Prologue, £.6; 1s 30-1). At the same time that the play uses the

mirror image to implicate the audience, however, the mirror also



suggests a Brechtian detachuent: the audience is not involved in the

enacted experience, but is simply watching figures moving across a

i.
glassa'. The prologue to the first part cf warlowe's Tawburlaine,

for instance, oifers an ironic definition of tragedy - "View but
3

laud his fortunes as

his picture in this tragic glass/and then app
you please" (ls 7-8). The mirror image alerts the audience they
are not to allow thewselves to become involved, buf are to watch
the woving "picture' and weigh up and judge the career of the
aspiring hero.

owever, the audience is not simply watching these reflec-
ted imagés from the outsicde: according to convention they alsoc had
power inside the play, bringing tﬁe enécted events to a fit
resolution and bridging the gulf betweén fiction and rezl life as

the play ends. In the epilogue to The Teupest the audience is given

a place in the story, and its power is seen as similar in quality to
that of the mage Frospero ('"by your spell' 1.8): the '"conventional
~appeal for applause”25 becomes a discussion of power in which the:
powcr of the zegician, of author, actor and director, of the
audience, and of God is compared. The actor abandons his role and
with it the "strength' of its fictioms (1.2), and fhe wagic land

is reduced to the "bare island" of the stage (1.8): now all powef
belongs to the audience, to ufree' the actor trapped between fiction
and real life, as God's wercy "frees all faults" (1.18)26.'A5ain,

the epilogue to The Changeling attributes the same final power to

the audience, and this tiwe tlle audience's power extends even over
life and death - "Your only smiles have power to cause re-live/The
dead again, or in their roows to give/Brother a new brother, father
a child ..." (Bpilogue ls 5-7). is the epilogue is spoken by the
bereéved husband, it seews as if lhe piays ''corpses' are to rise to

take their bows: the zudience thus has power to couplete the
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tragedy with something like a comic passage through death to

reconciliation, and with our applause and our non-tragic response of

smiles", "all griefs are reconcil'd" (1.8).

It seems particularly important to define the power of the
audience and to control their responses in tragicomedy, where the
conflicting demands of tragedy and comedy can create "a genuine

"27. Izn Fletcher, writing of Beaumont and

dilempa of feeling
Fletcher, suggests the special relationship which the tragicomic

dramatist attempts to create with his audience:- .

..+ the moving images on the stage are always

subordinated to the effect which Beaumont and

Fletcher aim to produce on the audience: it is
with the audience that they are predominantly

concerned.28 ' ’

Fletcherian tragicomedy achieves a particularly close relationship -
with its audience, and not only by choosing as audience a relatively
narrow section of the community and by dealing with the social, moral
and political issues with which this section was preoccupied29.

The whole relationship of audience and play seems to have changed in
important ways in the first and second‘decades of the seventeenth
century as tragicomedy became an increasingly popular and respectable
form. Instead of explaining events step by step by means of direct
exposition, soliloquy or choral comment, tragicomedy creates a

series of conflicting responses and interpretations, constantly
providing a sense of alternative possibilities. Throughout the play
one is aware not only of events but of the consciousness of the author
in selecting and slanting these events. Finally at the end of the
play surprise achieves a new importance, the accepted interpretation
of a play's action is suddenly inverted, and what has seemed to be
the basic syllogism of the play is broken up. The audience, it

seems, is no longer on the side of the author, sharing his oamniscient

understanding of the logic of character and event, but is rather on
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the side of the people in the play, misunderstanding, confused and
misled, until the ending of the play provides a new perspective.

The audience has become a dramatic character.

’Perhaps tragicomedy's special concern with the audience
may be one of the reasons that the -form was so well-liked. The
mixed play was justified by its exponents in the sixteenth ana
seventeenth centuries above all on the grounds of its popularity:
the argument of its truth to life was to wait for Dr. JohnsonBo.
Cinthié was grudgingly prepared to admit tﬁe tern tragicomed& for
" his plays of danger averted, although he himself preferred the
Aristotelian term "tragedy'": he also hinted that although he himself
might prefer to write tragedy of a more classically regular kind,
the attitude of his audience who '"frowned atlthe mere name of
tragedy" led him to write tragicomedies instead - "after sorrows,
full of joy“Bq& Even Aristotle accepted that, because of the
"weakness' of the audience, the second type of tragedy, where the
good survive and the wicked are punished, was the most popularBa.

In the introductory letter to The White Devil Webster explains that

he has deviated from the classical norm “willingly, and not
ignorantly" (1.15) because of the demands of his_"auditory N fhe
uncapable multitude"” (1s 16,21). In his reference to his own neglect
of "all the critical laws"(1.17) Webster perhaps includes the
admixture of comic and tragicomic elements which, he wishes us to
believe, wés necessitated by the nétﬁ;e of his "unéapable" audience.
Later in tﬁe play Webster has Florence suggest that a "traéedy" must
have "someiidle mirth in't" so that it might ‘''pass" with its

audgience (WD 1V.i 119-20) . Tragicomédy and those areas of tragedy
and comedy‘most shaped by tragidomédy seem to have a special relation-

ship with and a special interest in the audience, and a particular
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‘tendency to define their own genre and their nature as fiction, and
to invite the audience to look into the awbiguous mirror of dramatic

illusion.

"Beginning mournfully and ending merrily": the audience and

.

the tragicomic ending.

A play may begin, as I have suggested, with a mediating
prologue, or with aAscene which immeaiately establishes the
relationship between audience, actors and author, or with a
relatively flat scene of discussion and definition of the new

fictional milieu, like the opening scenes of The Winter's Tale or

Cymbeline. However the author often plunges his audience directly
into the most concentrated and unfamiliar part of the fiction, the
battlements at Elsinore, or a ship cagght in a dangérous tempest.

- Sometimes the opening scenes of a play mirror the disorientation of
the audience which has just become involved in the fiction. Twelfth
Night, for instance, opens with two parallel scenes in which Orsino
expresses his loss of direction in the face of unrequited love, and
Viola shows her more profound disorientation in a new land, a new
sense. of loés, and a new personality.: In some sénse the opening
scenes of a play have a particular density and concentration: NM.M.
Mahood has pointed out, for instance, that a Shakesperean play often
has the greatest concentration of Wordplay in its first act33.
However, although at the play's beginning the author often attempts
to introduce his audience into the thick of the fictional world, the
audience at the end of the play needséto be given more guidance and

mdre time to cope with the problem of readjustment which the ending

of the play provides. If the beginning of the play plunges the
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audience straight into the values and action of the fiction, the
play's ending needs to wediate for the audience betﬁeen the world of

the play and the world of real life to which they are to return.

Frank Kermode has suggested that we have a "deep need for
intelligible Ends"34: Webster stresses this peculiar importancé of
endings by his demand that "the last Act be the best in the play"
(DLC 11.iii.129). Writers of f;ction seen always to have found a
particulér difficulty with these 'intelligible Ends": George Eliot
wrote that '"Some of the fault lies in.the very nature of a conclu-

35,

sion, which is at best a negatio Kermode in reply suggests

that'endings are satisfactory '"only when they are not regative but
frankly transfigure the events ig whick they are immanent"36.
Novelists and playwrights alike have experimented with ways of
évading the "negation" implicit in thé fictional ending. Charlotte
Bronté's Villette has an ending in which the reader is asked to
decide whether to accept the hints of tragedy or of‘comedy37.

Something of the same effect is achieved in some Elizabethan two-

part plays,-like lMarston's Antonio and Mellida and Antonio's Revenge:

here in a complex system of repetition and antithesis, the tragic
ending of the second part is contrasted with the comic ending of the

first part, ‘giving the effect of alternate endings to a single action.

The p}oblem of Ynegation! which menaces the fictional
ending is pefhaps most urgent in the ‘theatre, where at the ending of’
the play theiaudience is faced suddenly and directly with images of

the return to real life, the Elizabethan jig and the modern curtain

call, the epilogue where, as at the end of The Changeling, the
corpses rise to confront their audience, and the audience's return
from the theatre to their own homes which forms so poignant a symbol

of the abandonment of fiction. The shock at the ending of a play,
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which is acted out by real peopie inlphysical space and tige, is
inevitably greater than that at the ending of a novel, which has for
its whole duration existed only on the printed page and in the mind
of the reader. The disorientating effect of this shock is expressed
in some seventeenth century images of the ending of the play: in

Jonson's The New Inn, for example, when Lovel comes to believe,

wrongly, that Lady Frampul, far from returning his love, has simply
"laugh'd at all" (1V.iv 279), his disorientation is expressed in
terms of the ending of a play - '"how like/A court removing, or an

Z
ended play ..." (New Inn 1V.iv. 252).“8

The shock of the unmediated juxtaposition of fiction and
real life at the end of the play may perhaps contribute to a tragic
catharsis. Comedy and tragicomedy, however, often provide a buffer.
between fiction and the return fo fact, a bridge leading the audience
out of the play. Disguises are cast off, riddles and equi&ocations
are explained: the abandonmént of fiction by the people of the play
prepares for the complete abandonment of fiction as the play ends.
The most extreme example of this buffer in the last scene is the
‘enacted play or masqué, which is often an image of the pléy which
includes it and an important way in which the primary play defirnes
its éwn fictional nature: the ending of the one prepares ?he audience
for the ending of the other. Paradoxically the included play or
masque gives the work in which it appears a more solid existence by
suggesting éhat since the characters;of the parent play have the
status of an audiehce in observing the included play, tﬁey partéke_
of something of the solidity of the audience in the theatre. At the
same time, the play's status as artifice is tacitly admitted: the
reople who watch the plaj are simply in a play themselves. Again,

this inclusion of a play allows the audience to watch an image of
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. with the play and that what we are watching is a fiction. The
included play may also define, directly or by contrast, the.genre
of the play which includes it: the Mechanicais' "vefy tragical

mirth'" in A Midsummer KNight's Dream (V.i.57) helps to exorcise the

danger of tragedy which has surrounded the main plot. The included
ﬁlay or masque, then, may Lelp to mediate for the audience between
the world and the play by defining the play's own fictioral nature
and its genre, by showing what happens when a play ends, and by
mirroring the activity of the audience and Preparing us for the
changerin our status as the play ends. -John Webster's plays often

use the image of the play as a way of preparing for the ending of

fiction, the masque in The Devil's Law-case, Flamineo's enacted

death in The White Devil, the pretence and dissimulation cut through

by Compass' wedding procession in A Cure for a Cuckold.

George Eliot's fear that the fictional ending should be a
"negation" seems particularly relevant to tragicomedy where so often
the last scene of the play unexpectedly provides new facts and a new

set of definitions or reveals what we had taken as facts to be

fictions. A King and No King resolves the almost tragic plot of
incestuous passion not by Arbaces' moral determination not to sin,
but rather by undermining the first term in the dramatic syllogism
by'revealing that he and Panthea ére not in fact brother and sister.
. John Florio:points out that the ending of tragicomedy is different in
kind from wpat has gone before - "béginning mournfully and ending
merrily“39. Again Eric Bentley suggesﬁs that the play which ends
happily inevitably exploits the divergence between the play and its
ending - "Happy endings are always ironical (like everything:else

that is happy in comedy)" and quotes Schopenhauer's view of the
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precariousness of this final affirmation - "Comedy has to hurry to
lower thé curtain at the moment of joy ... so that we don't see what
comes afterwards"4o. This '"ironical' happy ending is espeéially
frequent in tragicomedy, where surprise throws the whole of the
precéding play out of focus and holds the ending against its past.
Jacobean tragicomedy i1s a record of different kinds of attempt to
make tragicomic endipgs "transfigure the events in which they are
3".mmane1r11:"LM and to use the '‘negation' of the ending comnstructively
and creatively. My second and third chapters will exanine fhe form,
technique and images which tragicowedy developed in the hands of
Marston and with Beaumont aﬁd Fletcher, and how these dramatists
mediate between the audience and the play by coping with the "megation'

of the tragicomic ending.
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tragedy and half a comedy.' Another Italian criticism of the
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Marston's satirical morality play Histriomastix (c.1599). Here

the Italian lord Landulpho condemns the "lame stuffe' of the
players (H.H. Wood 1939 vol 111 p.265) - "Most ugly lines and
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with tragedy' (p.522), it uses '"above all the comic order"
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the quicke ...", the same technique which the author himself
used "in Coumedies! - although here Edwardes seems to contrast
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"tragicall comedy".

See W.A. Armstrong, "Damon and Pythias and Renaissance theories

of tragedy" (English Studies 39, 1958) pp. 200-207. Aristippus

also describes Carisophus' hypocrisy, his ability to construct
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CryeS ooo“ (lS 127-8}- Again DuI‘and (opn Cit., Pp. 349-50)
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For an interesting article on the relationship of audience and
play in the theatres of the children's troupes see lMichael
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- Poesie (1589 1.19) describes the ''delectation" of watching
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suppressed play-images, "a mockéry king" (1V.1.260), 'the
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glory" (287). Again the Induction to Every Man Out of His

Humour suggests that the play will "opgose a mirrour'to the
eyes of the audience "iAs large as is the stage, whereon we
act:/Vhere they shall see the times deformitie ..."
(Induction 118-20).
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Debts:=-
:Nothing wants then

But your allowance -~ and in that our all

Is comprehended; it being known, nor we,
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(Arthur Symons, Mermaid ed 1887, vol 1,p.202).

J.R. Mulryne, '"Webster and the Uses of Tragicomedy" (John
Webstér, Mermaid Critical Cdmmenfaries, Brian Morris ed, 1970)
p.135. ’

Ian Fletcher, Beaumont and Fletcher (1967) p.49.

For Beaumont and Fletcher's social and political context see,
e.g. John Danby, ''Beaumont and Fletcher, Jacobean Absolutists"

(Poets on Fortune's Hill 1952) pp. 152-183.

In the preface to his 1765 edition of Shaikespeare, Johnson came
close to seeing Shakespeare's plays as tragicomic in essence -
he describes the plays as "not i£ the rigorous and critical
sénse;either tragedigé or cpmediés, but compositions of a

distinct kind: exhibiting the real state of translunary nature,
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32.

33.
24,
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which partakes of good and evil, joy and sorrow! (#.K.

Wimsatt, Dr. Johnson on Shakespeare, Harmondsworth 1969) p.62.

Cinthio's prologue to Altile, cited by Ristine, Op. cit.,'p.29.
Ristine quotes a similar attitude in other writers of tragi-‘
comedy, notably Lope de Vega (p.49) and Ricardo del Turia
(p.51). The prologue to Amphitruo, too, hints that tragedy is
unpoﬁular ("Are you disappointed/To find it's a tragedy?"

1ls 50-1) and that the Play‘with the happy ernding was Setter
liked. -

Aristotle, Poetics xiii 11-13. Fyfe, op. cit., translates

as0e ey (weakness) as '"sentimentality' - "It is the
sentimentality of the audlence which makes this seem the best
form: for the poets follow the wish of the spectators. But
this is not the trﬁe tragic ple;sure but rafher characteristic
of comedy ..."

M.M. Mahood, Shekespeare's VWordplay (1957) p.166.

Frank Kermode The Sense of An Ending (1966) p.8.

‘Cited by Frank Kermode in The Sense of an Ending (1966) p.17k.

Kermode, op. cit., p-175.

Vilette - "Here pause: pause at once. There is enough said.
Trouble no quiet, kind heart: leave sunny imaginations hope.
ALet it be theirs to conceive thg delight of joy born:again_

out of great terror ..." (Haworth edition Vol 111 1905 p.593).

And c§mpare John Fowles' The French Lieutenant's ioman (1969)
whichlalso provides an alternative ending.
As Anﬁe Barton has pointed out to me this is a close echo of

John Donne's "The Calme' ls. 13-14:

And alleur beaut& and our trimme decayes
Like courts removing, or like ended playes.
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Lo. Eric Bentley The Life of the Drama pp. 301, 33k4.
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CHAFPTER TWO

WT laugh to see thee crie': the divided response and the development

of fragicomedy in Marston and in Beaumont and Fletcher.

_ USeriously fantastical!': Marston's experiments in the mixture of genres.

In the middle of the first act of Jacke Drums Entertainment,

when the gallants have been introduced, the basic antithesis between
the wanton and the virtuous daughter has been estéblished, and both
tragedy and comedy have been suggested by the figures of the sinister
usurer Mamon and the grotesque sensualist John fo de King, twé
unnamed pages suddenly enter, '"the one laughing, the other crying"
(Wpod'vol 111, p.91):

Page 1 \Vhy do'st thou crie?

Page 2 Vhy do'st thou laugh?

Page 1 I laugh to see thee crie.

Page 2 And I crie to see thee laugh.
This tlny scene is included specmflcally for the purpose of defining

the mxxed nature of the play and the lelded response from the
audience which the play gxpects:i laughter and tedrs exist side by
side, altergate reactions to theiworld‘of the play. ~ The pl;y is to
include attempts at murder and mutilation, grotesque violende and
madness temporary and permanent, but these scenes of danger and -
cruelty are undermlned by songs, by the pervasive spirit of ‘burlesque
for which the child actors were presumably peculiarly equipped1, by
the elaborate coumic plots of seduption foiled and of actual.cuckoldry,.
and perhaps by satirical implicaﬁions éveh in the name of the
romantic he#oa. Again, Sir Edward Fortune's cheerful response to the

b

disappearanéé of his daughter (“Lgt's sing, drink, éleep, fo; thats



the best reliefe™ p.206) forms a parody of, the divided response of
" the audience, and directs us to "laugh" at the unlikely misfortunes

of the lovers.

Marston's poems and plays are full of this kind of explicit
statement of divided intention. His earliest known work, The

Metamorphosis of Pigmalions Image, is presented initially as an erotic

poem - “Myiwanton luse lasciviously doth sing/Of sportive 1§ve eosl!
(To his Mistress" 1ls 1-2). This erotic element, however, i;
repeatedly undercut. In "The Authour iﬁ\prayse of his precedent poenm"
he ironically congratulates himself on his workmanship - "Are not uy
lineé/Right in the swaggering humor of these times?" (ls 1-2).

Later he repeats more explicitly his claim that the purpose behind

the poem was an ironic one, insisting that he could not have written
it "in sad seriousness'', but that it was rather an obligque
denunciation of the ridiculousness and immorality of contemporary

erotic verse, "such nastie stuffe .../Such maggot-tainted lewd

corruption'" (The Scourge of Villainy Satire V1 1s 6-8). It is

characteristic of Marston to take advantage of a convention and at
the same time to burlesque and undermine it: Pigmalion is an erotic
poem, but at fhe same time its ludicrous blend of coyness and
explicitness, and its exploration of the shadow-land between sexual
fantasy and sexual fact, lends support to Marston's claim tb have

. |
written an expose of the Ovidean love{poemj.

Throughout his early poeus Marston insists on hlS own ‘
divided 1nterest and the lelded response he expects from hls

audience. In his second collection of satlrlcal poems The Scour«e

of Villainy, satire itself is seen as-a m}xed form springing from

mixed impulses, written "in serious iest, and iesting seriousness"

(Proemium in librum tertium 1. 1), the product both of 'rage" and of-
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- "sporting merriment' (Satire Xl; 239-40). Marston's ambivalences,
though, are wider than his definitions of genre: he distrusts the
satiric impulse itself, the violent figure of the satirist,
"frantique, foolish, bedlam mad' (Satire X, 1. 10), and he is
tormented by theAsuspicion that his work is worthless - "I prostitute
my Muse ...'" (In lectores prorsus indignos 1. 61). This profound
sense of uncertainty, the apprehension of mixed emotions and mixed
genres in his poems, is an important impulse in his satirical

-

writing.

The ubiquitous sense of uncertainty in the satires helps to
creéte ihe world of the poems, a world of sin and crime where all
values, moral and aesthetic, are elusive. It also helps to direct
the relationship of reader to poem. On the simplest level the
reader's criticisms are forestalled by Marston's own tentativeness,
and he is forced to accept Marston's integrity and the power of his
vision of evii. The frameworkx of irony in the poems too helps to
control the uneasy relationship of reader and poen. thn Scott
Colley, for instance, has pointed out that in Pigmalion the'poem
subtly turns on the reader:

Pigmalion is deluded by a vain, empty imitation of a
woman. The reader, in turn, is deluded by a vain,
empty poetic imitation of the true experience of love-
making. Just those problems which engage lMarston's
protagonist engage his readers also. The reader of

the poem is as much a part of the satiric drama as are
the characters within the poem., ;

In satirical ﬁriting it is particularly necessary that a sense of
community Should be established between author and reader so that
the two can unite and judge the fallen world. In his satires

Marston engages the reader by giving as he goes along his definitions

of satire énd its function, by breaking off to praise or condeumn a

'

particular passage, idea or word, by repeating or comuenting on



particulafly éuccessful lines5.i He adds ironic dedications, "To
the World's Mightie lonarch, Good Opinion'", "To his most esteeued,
and best beloved Selfe', "To everlasting Oblivion', "To Defraction"?
Confidence and doubt, praise and insults of his audience, face each
other across the poems, and the reader is kept continuallj aware of
his direct relatibnship with the poet, and of the process of making
and of reading poetry. The satirical poems have a continual sense
of alternate possibilities: thg poet is unwilling to impose“a
falsifying order on the rich chaos of experience, unwilling to
sacrifice either the "seriousness" or the "iesting'' which shaped his
&riting. Rather than providing poems easily reducible to a simple
moral abstract,.Marston rather tries ?q involve his audience in a
peculiarly intimate sense in the complexify of moral life in a

fallen world.

Whén in about 1599 Marston turned to the stage he brought
with him what he had learned from the verse satires. The plays
use character-types and subject-matter from the poems7, but perhaps
more important thé plays elaborate on the poems' statements of
divided response and on their critical interest in their audience..
In his descriptions of his plays Marston repeatedly stresses their
mixed nature. He most often uses the genre-word '"Comuedie', but

“he often Seems to use it simply‘as argeneral term for dramatic

representationS. Jacke Drums Entertainment is introduced as a

! .
"Comedie" (Viood vol 111 p.179), in The Malcontent the letter "To

the Reader" introduces f'this comedy"i(l.27), and even the induction

to Antonio and Mellida prepares for 'this comedy" (1.135)9.

However,‘Marston very often refuses to apply to his plays the con-

ventional distinctions of tragedy and comedy: ihat You Will is
neither "Comuedy, Tragedy, Pastoral,’Morall, Nocturnal or Historie:

... but even What You Will" (Wood vol 11, p.233). Again the prologue
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to The Dutch Courtesan repeatedly calls itself simply a “Play' -
"this easie Play" (1.1), ‘“our play" (1.12), "the full scope of the
play" (fabulae Argumentun), and introduces a pun on the play's
.subject-matter, "passionate man in his slight play' (1.16). larston
the playwright for the select audiences of the children's theatre

on the whole rejects the traditional .genre-~-distinctions. of th
public pléyhouse and attempté to forﬁuiate new generic teruas,
necutral of explicitly mixed. Jacke ﬁrum is an ‘Bntertainment",

Antonio and Mellida defines his aim in the play, "to affect ... to

be seriously fantastical' (Dedication 1.6). This synthesis of the
"seriously fantastical' runs throughout Marston's work, reaching

its most explicit expression in The Malcontent, which is described

in the dedicatory epistle as a "commedy", in ilebster's induction as
"a bitter play ... neither satire nor moral, but the mean.passage of
a historj” (1s 42-44), and in the Stationers' Register for 1604 as

a "Tragicomedia'.

Despite iarston's unwillingness to comuit hié plays to any
precise or traditional form of genre-classification, his whole
dramatic career is a series of attempts to cre;te and define mixed
genres, neither tragedy nor coumedy, "neither satire nor moral',
which would mirror his "serious-fantastical view of (the) wor1d" 10,
All §f Marston's plays have a divided allegiance11: although
formally they are unlike the Fletcherian version.of the tragicomic
12

synthesis they do approach the "genulne dilemma of feellng"

characteristlc of tragicomedy. -With ‘the exception of The Balcoptent,

which I shall discuss in detail in chapter three, Marston'é most

lnterestlng and successful experlments in a "“seriously fantastlcal"

traglcomlc wode are perhaps the two parts of Antonio and helllda,

and The Dutch Courtesan.




Tragicomic discords: Antonio and Meliida and The Dutch Courtesan

Tragicomedy seems to express itself not in a simple linear
movement but in a series of antitheses, "discords" in which comedy
confronts tragedy, and fact and fiction, appearance and reality,
past and present, are closely juxtaposed. In the two parts of the

"seriously fantastical' Antonio and Mellida this kind of antithesis

is a particularly important part of the effect. The two'plays are

unique in Elizabethan drama, two plays of different kinds included

in the same unit. Antonio and Nellida is "this love's comedy'

(V.1.66), a kind of comedy of humours disturbed by some of the

interests of revenge tragedy, the '"tragic spectacle (V.iiQ1?3):

Arntonio's Revenge is a revenge t;agedy disturbed by some of the
interests'of the comedy of humours.\.The first play especially makes
a series of conflicting genre-definitions. It is "this coﬁedy"
(Induction 1.135), "the comic crosses of true love" (V.ii.264),
"this love's comedy" (V.i.66), but at the same time it suggests the
possibilities of a tragic ending, with the "tragic spectacle'!
(V.ii.173) of the coffins, or the "tragedy" of Antonio (V.ii.215).
In the miést of these.clashing)definitions, too, the play includes
one of thé central images of tragicomedy, as the'apparently dead

13

Antonio rises from his coffin <. Antonio's Revenpge makes less

ambiguous genre- -claims: it is "Tragoedla Cothurnata' (11. 11.220),
"'some black tragedy" (v.iii.180), where the audience's reaction is
to be '"tears' rather than applause (V-lll.186). Even here, however,
the tragié potential is disturbed by‘its.Curious coubination of
understatement and overstatement, and by the participation of the
;fool."SirU Jeffrey Balurdo in the mu#der of Piero. The two plays
create anéitheses of genre not only getween the two but within the

separate units. They provide an unprecedented attempt to suggest

‘
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alternate endings to é given situation, to define the real untidiness
of experience through clashing genre-definitions. Although quite
different from Fletcher's version of the tragicomié synthesis the
plays with their awareness of their mixed nature and their use of
antithesis and the "genuine dilemma of feeling", approach a personal
definition of tragicomedy, a form based, like Tudor tragical comedy,

on gqualified tragedy.

The Antonio plays exercise fo the full lMarston's aptitudé
for parody. The spirit of the plays;ig a vision of revenge
tragedy, half serious and half parodic: as in Pigmalion Marston
obtains an ambiguous éffect by simultaneously using the convention
and ridiculing it. Antonio, disguised as a fool, parodies the mad
‘Hamlet, the surprisingly solid ghost of Andruglo parodies the ghost
of Hamlet's father. Brutus wishes he could destroy the spirit of
Caesar without harming the man: .Antogio desires to destroy Piero's
part in his son without harming the boy who loves him14. The
plays unite to undermine some of the basic ingredients of revenge

tragedy: in a burlesque of tragic irony Mellida reunited with her

lover at the end of Antonio and Mellida speaks the dying words of

Dido (V.ii.224), and Antonio's repeated falling to the ground could
hardly appear other than a travesty of the sufferings of the tragic

hero.. Thé twé plays consistently employ the double vision which

is established by the induction of Antonio and Mellida, where the-
actors‘admit their own ambiguous nature, children playing adult
roles in a play with tragic and comic possibilities. The awareness
of tﬁe pla&'s fictional nature and th; m;chanism of acting and
audience behind it, as well as the am'ﬁigpous definition of genre,

15

preserves a tragicomic double vision tharough the plays “.

Tﬁe Antonio plays, then, approach an individualistic
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definitiog of tragicomedy in their tentative statement of'any of the
tragic absolutes, their determined double vision of fictiénal persona
and child actor, and in their structural use of antithesis and
repetition between the two parts and within each unit. The Dutch
Courtesan, although it defines itself as a "Commédy” or simply as a
blay" (Prologue 1s 1,12), approaches more closely the Fletcherian

K4

tragicomic structure, which wants deaths, but brings some near it.

In The Dutch Courtesan the series of "discords' functions in

part, like the later A Cure for a Cuckold, through the double plot

structure.  Cocledemoy's gulling of the hypocritical Puritan
Mulligrub is a distorting mirror of the worldly wise Freevill's
educative manipulation of the man "of a professed abstinence! (1.ii.
109-10) Malheureux. The shaving of Mulligrub and Cocledemoy's
courting of his wife in the presence.of her doomed husband provide

a grotesque parallel of Malheureux's sense of the physical and moral
degradation of his infatuation with the Courtesan. Both men are
brought to the foot of the gallows before being dismissed; sadder
and wiser men, but even the scene at the scaffold is disturbed by
Cocledemoy's com&c antics as he picks Malheureux's pocket and woos
Mrs. Muliigrub. The convincing pain and passion of Malheureux have
an ‘occasional almost tragic intensity,_but‘both are undermined by

the precis; comparison made with the grasping and vindictive
Mulligrub.; The play operates as a tissue of opposites, as the two
ploté cast‘ironic light on each‘other and as Cocledemoy and Freevill,
Mulligrub and Malheureux, the willful whore Francéschina and the
.lightlminded'Mrs. Mulligrub, are‘compared and contrasted. Even
within the separate plots important contrasts are made and developed,

as Frénceséhina is contrasted with thé idealised woman Beatrice, and

the candid; strong-minded and chaste Crispinella.
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By means of this network of antithesis any tragic
possibilities are undermined and complexities cluster around any
apparently si@ple comic statement. The tragic possibilities
inherent in the predicament of Malheureux are distance& and.con-
trolled by ?he implied comparison with the ridiculous sufferings of
. Mulligrub, but also by the more direct commentary of Freevil} on
the ironic divergence of lialheureux's professed abstinence and his
uncpntroilable desire. Ironic repetition of words and incidents
is a particularly important part of the tragicomic effect. 4s
Freevill prépares to visit the Courtesan, Malheureux ends-the scene
tidily with a moral couplet - "iyell, I'll go to make her loath the
shame she's in. /The sight of vice augments the hate of sin" (1.i.
152-3), which Freevill punctures ~ "The sight of vice augments the
hate of sin!/Very fine, perdy!" (1. i 1154=5). Later when
Malheureux falls'in love with Franceschina, Freevill again
ironically repeats-Malheureux's expressions of pain or attempts to
rationalise his passion - "Oh, that to love should be or shame or
sin!" (1.ii.154). Moreover, Freevill directly controls our

response to the event, distancing the sense of pain, and interpre-

ting it simply as cause for 'Laughter eternal!”l(l.ii.137).

The tragicomic form of The Dutch Courtesan, the avoidance

of death, its use of antithesis and;ironic repetition, commentary
and,doubie vision, its ambiguous use of laughter as an expression
of pain,tseems in a sehse to bé an image of the mofal.uncertainty
7and tent%tiveness which the play so clearly expresses, an’
uncertaiﬁty which a simpler tragic ér comic form might haQe
falsified. Malheureux's leading imﬁuise, a2 modest diffiaence and
self-mistrust" (Prologue 1.18) seems to mirror Marston's 6wn. Thq

play is profoundly dubious about any prefabricated moral System,



b5

and Malheﬁreux's initial complacent moralising is underminéd by the
_play's distrust of either of his extreme position’as ascetic aﬁd
sensualist, by the ironic defences of the whore and the bawd (1l.i.
92-126, 1.11.29-54) and especially by the use of "Nature" as the
final Jjudge of behaviour16. Malheureux's education begins with the
r;cognition that "virtue" might be "unnatural' to fallen man

' (11.i.80-1) and that the natural appetite is less sinful than
calculatea iﬁjury, Usin of cold blood, mischief with wak'% eyes"
(11.ii.221). Even Freevill, who at times seems to represent
praiseworthy.moderation, admits that his educative gulling of
Malheureux is not undertaken ogt of pure virtue (lV.ii.39517, and
suggests thét imperfect man in his imperfect society has no céntact
with pure virfue - "Nothing ext}emely best with us endures/No use
in simpleépurities; the elements/ﬂrefmix'd for use.® (1V.ii.40-2).
The play éets out to define thé ”wis% man'': 1t begins by‘suggesting
that it i$ harder to find a wise manithan to;reccver Mulligrub's
stolen goods (1.i1.8), and ends with the "wise man" Malheureux
abandoning altogether the criterion of wisdom, and accepting that
"he that 'gainst Nature would seem wise" (1.ii1.161) is the worst
"sort of fool. This concern foriwisdom percolates down to %he sub=-
plot, where Coclédemoy ironically praises the “virfue and wisdom"
(1¥.v.83) of the imprisoned Mulligrub. Finally Cocledemoy insists
that he héd acted only "euphoniae gr%tia - for wit's sake'" (V.iii.125).
The éearcﬁ for wisdom is abandoned aﬁd wit is accepted instead: it

is the nearest that the fallen WOrld‘of the play can approach to

wisdon.

The Dutch Courtesan haé a mature tolerance for human

frailty, a respect for the natural impulse very different from the

]
"pneurotic and unhealthy obsession with sex" = of which Marston is



still sometimes accused. Its mixture of the genres presen£s the
danger of death but not death itself, and providés comic or
satiric disruption of potentially tragic scenes in ironic repeti-
"tion or commentary and in the ambiguous treatment of laughtef. The
play approaches the form of tragicomedy in its use of antithesis;
cqntrast, and ironic juxtaposition. It seems the traéicomic form,
itself a tentative one, is the most suitable structure for the
expression of a tentative natural morality. In most of his work,

and especially in The Malcontent, the Antonio plays and The Dutch

Courtesan, John Marston experimented with different ways df mixing
comedy and tragedy, burlesque, romance aﬁd satire, in an attempt to
formulate new definitions of the genres which would be particularly
relevant to the children's theatres, a new kiﬁd of tragicomedy
which would be capable of synthesising very different experiences
and attitudes to experience, would provide a clear expression of
mixed feelings,.and would succeed in regulating the delicate

relationship between the audience and his play.

"This generous vresence': the relationship of audience and

play'in Marston's tragicomedies.

In Marston's poeas, I have suggested, the reader is
invoived iﬁ a particularly intimate way in the satire. Narston
places himself firmly at the ceﬂtre of the scene, providing a
detaiied discussion of the satirist's craft, dedicating his work to
himself, iﬂsulting his readers and hinting that they are guilty of -
the kinds of errors against which he is writing. The plays retain
thi§ critical interest in audience and reader, as play after play

defines the relation of audience and fiction by induction, prologue,
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dedication or introductory letter. The introduction to The Fawne;A
for instance, draws the distinction'between reader and audience,
between the play read and the play séen. Marston insists that
although tragedy could "abide the most curious perusal', this was
not so of comedy - "Cbmedies are writ to be spoken, not read ...
the life of these things consists in action™ ("To my Equal Reader',
1ls 68-9, 65-7). The plays are'made, then, so as to relate
particularly’to the audience in the theatre, and to achieve this
they define and discuss the place of the audience in the process
of enactment, the power and respénsibility of the .playwright and

the divergence of actor and his role, and they present the audience

with images of themselves, of the author, and of the play.

’

As fér'as we know, all larston's plays were initially

written for the children's theatres - indeed before Shakespeare's

romances and A King and No King tragicomedy-seems to belong quite
specifically.to the private theatres. The relationship ofjaudience
to playwright acnd play in the children's theatres seems rather
different from that in the adult companies. In a sense, the
rela?ionship of audience and play is mofe.direct in the children's
theatre, where the personality of the actor‘and the discussion of
the actor's role is relatively unimportant, and the two interlocking
creative f;rces behind the action are felt to be the audience and
the playwright. Michael Shapiro has pointed out ways in whi¢h the
audience ié involved in the plays, ways in which possible mockery
from the addienc; is built into the work and in which Ydramatists
wrltlng for the children's troupes tried with the plays themselves
to neutrallse their |[ie the audlence Q counterperformances.™ 19
Marston s tregtment of reader and audience throughout his creatlve
life, however, is more compllcated than the siuple forestalllng of

criticism by offering ''the audience a flatterlng image of



itselfn20: the audience is intimatelj involved in the criticism

of plays and satires, and is reflected in the works themselves.

Many of Marston's plays begin with an attempt to define
the nature of the audience and their relationship with play and
playwright. Of illarston's ten piays, four ofen with an elaborate
induction, and most of the others provide some kind of discussion

of the play's fictional nature and the audience's role in

prologue, dumb show or pageant. In the induction to What You Will,

as in Webster's induction to The ialcontent, the audience is pro-

vided with a frame of reference within the theatre by the

appearance of a semi~satiric version of itself21. In the induction

to Antonio and lellida the child actors discuss and even parody the

parts they are to play, understating the reality of the play by
recognising the stock nature of‘the characters, theatrical |
exigencies like the need for doubling, and their own incapacity for
romantic and‘tragic roles, and the actors direcf the audience's
attention by guessing at their reactions. The iﬁductions, then,
set the plays firmly in the theatre, and frankly adwit the fictional
nature of what is about to be performed. They reflect the |
audiénce and the world of the aﬁdienée which the play is to leave
tempﬁrariiy for the court of Venice or Ferrara, and to whieh it
will return as the play ends. Like his great rival Ben Jonson,
Marston uses induction and epilogue deliberately to interpfet the
relationship of author and actors to ‘audience, and to examine the
role of satire and the nature of itsjpractitioners. In almost
every case, too, Marston finds answers different from Jonson's: his
prologues, epilogues and inductions stress again and again his own

tentativeness - "The best best seal of wit is wit's distrust!

(What You Will, Wood vol. 11, p,233) - and the dubiousness of the
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. satiric standpoint, and although he recognises the tension between
them, he submits to the judgement of the audience, attacking those
so confident as to declare their independence of the audience's

22
applause .

The beginnings of Marston's plays, then, are surrounded by
an array of prefatory material, deflnlng the genre of the enacted |
fictdion, remlndlng the audlence of 1£s clearly fictional nature,
defining the role of actors, playwrlght ‘and audience, and repeatlng
nis tentativeness about his piays. Within the play itself the
complex relationship of audience and play is perhape most clearly

regulated by the ambivalence of Harston's satiric commentators.

The induction to What You #ill contains a condemnation of the moral

stance of the satirist. IEven in the verse satires the figure.of
Xinsayder is aﬁ ambivalent one, but in the plays condemnation of
the complacent critic is even more obvious. In Jacke Drum, for
instance, Brabant Signor the would-be satirist, the self-conceited
"Censurer' led by "Arrogance/And glorious ostentation of thy wit"
(Wood vol 111, p.240) gets himself cuckolded in his attempt to
render ridiculous the lecherous"Frenehman John fo de King;'and he
is contraeted with the sensible?gallent Planet. Again in What You
ﬂil;‘the ridiculous discontented academic satirist Lampatho Doria
is set against the courtier and epicure Quadratus, in each‘case to |
the discomfort of the more extreme setirical spokesman and the
victory of the moderate view. The two satirists may to soie extent
represent Jonson and the Jonsonian view in the VWar of the Theatres,
but at the same time Marston detaches himself from a part of his
own personality and his past;j Lampatho Doria the "arrogant, od,

‘iwpudent” (Woad vol 11 p.250) satirist is even attacked as "Don

Kinsayder", Marston's own pseudonyn (p.248). The complexity in
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treatment of satirist and humourist is exaggerated by reservations
even about the viewpoint of the man who apparently stands for

sanity and moderation. In ihat You Will, for example, the

"libertine" (p.248) Quadratus represents a principle of enjoyuent
and "natural' behaviour which fits Marston's comic spirit. Nonethe-
less, Marston is not blind to Quadratus' failings. The play is
about the problem of living in a corrupt world; Quadratus who

makes the most of it is seen as a more mature character thén the
envious Lampafho Doria. -Nevertheless, lacomo's pointed remark that
Cato at least was "valiant and honest, which an epicure nere was ...'"
(p.291) expreéses a real ambivalence about his character. HMarston's
ambiguous view of his own dramatic function in his satirical
tragicomedies directs the audience,.stresses their importance in

the process of enactment, and adds complexity to the comic form of

some of the plays.

Marston directs his audience's response to the play, then, -
by elaborate prologues and inductions, by mixed and tentative
definitions of genre, and by his ambiguous view of his own satiric
function. The audience must be ready to make constant readjust-
ments, dbut because of Marston's careful directing the effect is
never merely coanfused. However, the reach of the plays is
delibe;ately limited; there is little appeal beyond the framéwork
of the'play‘itself, and hardly a Ecene goes by when we are not made
aware ;f the limits of the fictioﬁ. In an important sense Marston's

plays are about the process of making, acting in, and watching
plays.

To a greater degree perhaps than in most of the plays of
the public theatre, Marston directs his discussion of the audience's

role to the Beginning of his plays. Towards the end of the plays he
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uses souwe of the faﬁiliar images of ending from the popular

theatre, like the masque or the play within the play, but often the
fictional aspect of the included play is relatively unimportant and
its préparation for the ending of the parent play is brief and
sketchy. There is often little sense of the included play as an
independent fiction, and more of it as'a means of defining indirectly

the play which includes it. Histriomastix, The Malcontent and What

You Will all include full-scale entertainments or discussions of
them, but in none of them does the included play have a coherent
plot and a full discussion of the roles of actor, author and

audience. In Histriomastix, for instance; the enacted play is a

brief and plotless hotch-potch of romantic tragedy and prodigal-son
morality, which frames a discussion of the weakness of the audience~
act&r relationship in fhe plays of the public theatres and which
defines in parcdic terms the mixed naturg of Marston's play as

Posthast grotesquely muddles genre-terms - "l[other Gurtons neadle

(a Tragedy);/The Divell and Dives (a Comedie)...'" (Wood vol 111

p.265). In_Antonio and Mellida the play within the play has been

lifted from within the fictional framework to surround the major

play‘itself,»and to define the relationship of audience and play
‘ :

before the.play proper begins. Finally in #hat You WWill the

primary play is defined by contrast with two plays which are to be
presented before the Duke of Venice. : The play, like the hedonistic
‘duke; rejects the ”mofall play", the !"Commedy, intitled Temperance'
(Wood vol il, p.290), and also fhe “tragicke solid passion' of the
death of Cato (p.291). The4plaf refuses to be either a morality or
a tragedy, but instead gives a "happy, commicall' (p.293) ending

to the highly-charged plot of mistaken identities.

Marston, then, uses the play within the play, but ‘on the
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whole the inferests of the included play tend to be dealt with

more directly in the parent play itself. A4gain, with the possible

exception of the rejected paradigms in What You #ill, the included
play is not particularly important as an ;mage of ending.

Marston's consistent use of dramatic parody énd burlesque, and his
. use of the image of the play, suggests that he is particularly
interested in his audience‘simply in their capacity as observers,
as a body'of people who have watched other plays and who afe
interested in their own role in the process of enactment, and in
having this defined by the presentation on stage of people who
mirror the activity of the audience, like Landulpho and thé gentle-

men in Histriomastix, or the court in What You Will. A4s well as the

play as an image of ending and a method of relating audience and
play, however, Marston uses a particular image in a unique and

critical way: the image of the word.

"This Babel pride': linguistic disturbance in Marston's

tragicomedies.

An important way in which the dramatist can draw the

attention of his audience to the‘play:as artefact is by describing

the néture?and function of languége. Shakespeare in Love's'Labours

‘ - : i
Lost and Jonson in The Poetaster are explicitly dinterested in

kinds of language and the point where'language fails: this.interest
is used no€ on}y to judge a sociéty where language has takeﬁ on an
artificial'independent life{ but'alspito describe the play'é owﬁ
nature as é linguistic construct, to invite the audience to;view

the play critically and objectivély, and to mediate for the audience

between fhe real world and the world qf the play, a fictional
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world built with action and language. In MHarston's plays highly-
chafged emotional language is almost always undercut and ridiculed,
especlally by the use of play images. Malevole urges the despair-
ing Pietro '"'do not rand, do not turn player;l (Male IV.iv.5):
AQuadratus mocks the lovesick Iacomo - 'He speaks like a player,

hah! poeticall!"™ (Wood vol 11, p.238).

Samuel Schoenbaum has accused Marston's work of béing
“"inarticulate ... incoherent ... hystericél"aB: it seems to me
that he is rather a writer who is critically interested .in the
inarticulate and the ipcoherent as being other ways in which men
prove themselves inadequate for the roles they are called upon to
play, a linguistic parallel for Malheureux's inability to live up
to his own stfict moral code. In play after play, Marston sees

the breakdown of language as a symptom of the breakdown of society.:

In its most comical aspect, in What You Will Albano's stutter at
moments of stress;band Francisco's mimicking of it, the failure of
language provides a ludicrous example of man's inability to live

up to his own image of'nobility. Franceschina's or John fo de
King's broken English, Piero's stutter, Antonio or Balurdo's
inability to finish similes, Granuffp's silence, all sugggst not
only that men are essentially incoherent, but that words,cthe very

medium of the plays, are untrustworthy. J

"Babel" is one of Marston's.favourite images for the

tragicomic undermining of language which shapes the world of his

plays. The Malcontent opens with 'the vilest out-of-tune music

being heard", (lL.1i. initiél.SD) the.sign that the play is f'building
Babylon" (1.1,2)24, presenting a court where sin rules and where
. B 25

language appears distorted into grotesque and extreme forms™~.

Malevole/Altofront controls the relationship between his two
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personae by using two different kinds of language: to move from

one personality to another he '"shifteth his speech" (1l.iv.433D).

Antonio and lMellida especially is critically interested in

the point where language fails, and the failure of language under-
’ - !
mines some of the play's most apparently tragic moments. G.X.

Hunter has pointed out that

Marston's fondness for aposiopesis (sudden breaks in
speech) can be seen as part of the ... effort to
render the real and (in his view) significant
incoherence of speech. He sees passion as leading
not to action but to inaction, not only to eloquence
but also to inarticulateness...26

épeeches are repeatedly broken off, sentences left unfinished, as
characters search for a éuitable simile. The fool Balurdo -
regularly leaves his metaphors uncompleted - '"now would I be that
toy, to put you in the head kindly to conceit my-my-uy-pray you
give m}an epithet for love' (1l.i. 220~2). However this sense of
the failufe of language under pressure is not confined to the more
narrowly comic characters. Feliche accuses FPiero of "this Babel
pride" (1.i.58), an accusation which the tyrant proves by ;nswering
with a Senecan tag (1.1i.59): later Piero is reduced to complete
inarticulateness by the disappearance of Mellida - "I know ﬁot
who-who-who-what I do-do-do-nor who-who-who-where I am..." (11l.ii.
175-7). This sense of the inadequacy of language also suggests
imporfant reservations about Antonio an& hié relationship with
Mellida, agd undermines his tragic potential. Anéonio breaks off,
leaving a éentence unfinished, to také part in an Italian lpve-
duet with Mellida: the page who listens suspects that "confusion
of Babel i; fall'n upon these lovers”:(lV.i.219)2?. Elsewhere
language féils Antonio - "she comes like - O no simile/Is pfecious_

choice enough/Té illustrate her descent®” (1.1.151-3), "ind thou '
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and I will live -/Let's think like wbat - and thou and I will live/
Iike unmatched mirrors of calanity" (ll.i.295-?). At the end of
the two plays, in a final denial of language the murderers pluck

out Piero's tongue - "We'll spoil your oratory" (Antonio's

Revenge V:iii.é#).

In this treatment of language the Antonio plays look like

a precise parody, or perhaps rather a continuation, of The Spanish

Tragedy. In Kyd's play Hieronymo's sense of injustice andiof the
failure of normal rketoric leads him to make lengthy speeches of
Senecan pastiche (ST 11.v.67-80), like Piero's or Antonio's

roxantic Italian. Hieronymo's play is to be "Tragoedia Cothurnatall

(ST 1V.i.160), like Antonio's Revenge, and is to be acted "in
unknown languages" (ST 1V.i.173): Hieronymo rejoices that through
this ‘display of linguistic confusion he will bring about "the fall
of Babylon" (ST 1V.i.195). In this world where substance has been
replaced by appearances, and where 'what to speak' (ST 1V.i.103) is
less important than "how to speak" (1V.i.105), Hieronymo finally
abandons language altogether by biting out his tongueag. In the
same way the Antonio plays show an increasing distrust of langﬁage,
‘though here the inadequacy of man for language, and of language for

man, is treated as a comic as well as a tragic dilemma.

larston, tragicomedy and the audience:!: conclusions.

1

A;most 2ll of Marston's plays approach tragicomedy in their
conflicting, or neutral, genre definitions, in theirvinveséigation
of the "ge;uine dilémma of feeling', énd in their interruvtion of
simple comic or tragic moments by confrasting impulses. Iﬁ plays

and poems, Marston shows a special interest in audience and reader,
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in the difference between reading and seeing, and of the ways in

which, directly and indirectly, the audience can be involved in the
process of enactment. lilarston takes care to provide a comwentary on
his plays by defining their mixed nature and by suggesting the
importance and the 1lnadequacy of the verbal medium. The dramatist
mnediates for the audience between the world and the play by some of
the conventional images, the included play or masque for example,
but also peguliarly directly in induction, prologue and epilogue

in which the relation of audience, author and actors is defined.
Despite the violernce of some of the author's gestures against the
audience, on the whole the audience is praised and deferred to, they .
. are protected from the sustained attack of satirical commentators by
Marston's reservations about the validity of the moral standpoint of
the satirist, and they are taken fully into the author's confidence
about the events on stage. There is, indeed, a real bond between
author and audience. Auong other things, Qriting for the children's
theatres enables Marston to speaikk directly to his audience: the
author and zaudience as adults unite to praise or mock the child
actors, and to do so Marston refuses to claim the authorial
omniscience which is so important é pért of the relationship of play
and audience in the works of Beaumont and Fletcher. MNarston was
moreover critically interested invhis audience simply in its
capacity as spectator, as a body of people who have seen other plays
and bring from them a fund of assumptions about the nature of enact-
ment and their own role, which the playwright can acéept or question:
his faf-reaching use of theatrical Parody and burlesque urges the
audience to be aware all the time of other methods of dramatic
expression and other theatrical relationships. Above all, Marston's
use of,cléshing genre-definitions and morallcodes, and of thé tragi-

'

comic double-vision, are not confusing: they rather present, in
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rich and convincing detail, a confused world, which is given

dramatic form by his constant sense of the presence of the zudience
and the need of the play to involve them. larston's interest in his
audience, his approach to tragicomedy through satire and parody, and
through tragedy, his sense of the tentativeness of genre-definitions
and of moral absolutes, are important influences on the plays of

John Vlebster.

"A Play it is ...": Beaumont and Fletcher and the definition of genres.

Even before the establishment of the partnership which was
to produ;e some of the most characteristic of Jacobean tragicomedies,
Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher had already, separately, tried to
define their apprehension of the mixed nature of their work.

Beaumont's The Woman Hater (1606) presents a romantic plot of love

and suspicion which is disturbed not only by the pathological
misogyny of Gondarino, but also by the grotesquely comic subplot in
which the complications of the love-guest are precisely parodied in
Lazarillo's hunt for a rare gastronomic titbit. In the prologue to
the play Beaumont introduces it as a conscilous exgrcise in the
mixture of genres:-

I dare not call it Comédy or Tragedy; 'tis perfectly

neither: 4 Play it is, which was meant to make you
laugh ... (Waller, vol x, p.71)

Again Beaumont comments on the double impulse behind The Xnight of

the Burniqg;Pestle, its "privy mark of irony' ("To his»many ways

endeared friend Master Robert Keysar", 1.5) which its first audience

had missed. John Fletcher with almost Jonsonian asperity explained

the failﬁre of The Faithful Shepherdess by criticising the ignorance

of his audience and explaining his use:of the tragicomic genre, an

explanation.which though brief is the most detailed definition by a
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Jacobean practitioner of the form:
A tragie-comedie is not so called in respect of
mirth and killing, but in respect it wants deaths,

which i1s inough to make it no tragedie, yet brings
some near it, which is inough to make it no comedie...

(Glover and Waller, vol 11, p.522)
In a simplified, and rather negative, version of Guarini's
definitionag, Fletcher insiéts that tragicomedy is a “mixed' not a
"double'" form: it does not, that is to say, mix the most extreme
expressions of comedy and tragedy, "wirth and killing', but rather
steers a middle way in tone and subject-mattef.

These early Deaumont and Fletcher plays seem to have been

30

writfen for the chiidren's theatre” : ' the development of Jacobean
tragicomedy is intimately connected with the rise of the children's
theatre with its uniquely close and direct audience-play:
relationship31. At least two of these early tragicomedies were
notable failureg. Beaumont complains that his audience was impervi-

ous to the.irony of The XKnight of the Burning Pestle, and that they

rejected this "merry" (To the Readers'l.8) play because it lacked

‘personal satire and "invective': Fletcher suggests that his

audience's assuuptions about pastoral and tragicoumedy were too crude

to handle The Faithful Shevherdess. It seems a little strange that

the audience of The Malcontent or of Antonio and Mellida should have

I

had any serious difficulties with these Beaumont and Fletcher plays

with their blend of satire and romance32 and their use of a con-

vention simultaneously for serious purpose and for burlesque.
Perhaps, though, they felt the lack of the close satirical background

of lMarston's plays, missed in The Faithful Shepherdess the discussion

of the role of the audience and their part in the process of

enactment, and in The Knipght of the Burning Pestle were disturbed by

Beaumont's parody of the deference of the play for its audieéce.

i
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Despite the failure of these plays, however, the partnership had

greater success with later plays like Fhilaster (1609) and 4 King

and No King (1611), and with the development of their unique "“concept

Z
of tragicomedy"’B.

Tragicomic discords: Bezumont and Fletcher and the '"middle mood'.’

As I have suggested in my discussion of Tudor "tragical
comedy” and of the plays of Marston, Beaumont and Fletcher 6riginated
neither the word tragicomedy nor the concept. They do seem to have
been responsible, however, for introducing consciously tragicomic
plays to the ‘public theatres anditheir audience, and for introducing
new images for tragiéomedj - what Clifford Leech éa;ls "unusual
wedding;night encounters"34, for instance - and new variations on
some of the old images, like that of the testing situétionB?APerhaps
most important, however, Beaumont and Fletcher established a
particular structure for tragicoamedy, and a particular mood, the
imiddle mood“36 in which improbable events in distant lands are shown
as relgvant to our own experience, consciously unreal events are
filled with‘plausible emotion, and the whole background of fact and
assumption on which action rests ;s sﬁqwn as shifting and unstable.
Aguin, the ﬁartneruhip wasc respdnéible for establishing at least in
part the raﬁge ofAsubject-matter of tragicomedy. Their matu?e
tragicomedies are firmly based on romantic comedy, with its girls
disguised aséboys, virtuous men oppressed without reason by ﬁumorous
tyrants, and extreme dilemmas of love and friendship37. The
Fletcher tragicomedies accentuate the dgnger and passion of fhese
plots, replacing the secure sense‘of the comic order by satirical

undercutting of the events and values of romance, parodic inversion

. 3
of some of the romance conventlons3

, and by a constant sense of the



ways in which romantic values diverge from our everyday experience.

In the preface to The Faithful Shepherdess Fletcher. defined tragi-

comedy as a dramatic compromise: the characteristic Fletcherian
.plot which brings its hero to the foot of the gallows before granting
him a reprieve manages to combine the popular happy énding with
almost tragic suspense and involvement, a fruitful combination of
detachment and involvement which was to shape almost éll the

tragicomedy of the seventeenth century.

Between the Romantics and our own day it was usual to
regard .Beaumont and Fletcher as complacent decadents pandering to
the prejudices of their audiences, cheerfully immoral and implausibly
moralistic,by turns, sentimental and escapist, writers who refused
to face the implications of the impossible situations they dreated,
and who drowned Jacobean and Caroline drama in a "sea of
éaccharine"39. More recently, however, it has been possible to see
that Beaumont and Fletcher do have serious moral and political
concernsb'O and to recognise the superdb the;trical effectiveness of
some of their best plays. It has even been possible’to discern a
curious kind of realism in the way in which genre-diétinctions are
minimised, and in the way in which characters are ''"deflected
deliberately in the direction of the‘small, the mean, the average"41.
In particular, Fletcher's discontinuous system of characterisation
suggests the'point where a conventional.system of fictional
characterisation breaks down and becomes §implified and falsifying,
and the way in which in real life we apjrehend other people, without
overall pattern, only imperfectly underétood, and always capable of

' : . L2
convincing surprise and inconsistency.

One_of the most important perceptions of recent Beaumont

and Fletcher criticism is the new understanding of their use of
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tragicomic "discords', of significant contrast and ironic juxta-
position, and of the way in which their tragicomedy develops not in
a simple linear form but in a series of pointed antitheses. L.B.
Wlallace, for instance, has written convincingly of the way in which
the Fletcherian tragicomic structure is determined by the ”emotiénal
patterning"43 and the concern which this reflects with''the eﬁotions
of the audience!". Again, E.M. Waith has shown ways in which;
Fletcherian tragicomedy is shaped by the antithesis of 'satire and

pastoral romance' and by the "juxtaposition of opgosites" not only

s . Li
between characters and scenes but even within a single character .

Philaster is in many ways typical of the Fletcherian use
of discords. Philaster the true heir is contrasted with the
usurping king and with the lecherous Spanish prince Pharamond, and
the virtuous Arethusa is contrasted with the grotesque wanton lMegra.
Action develop; through contrasted explanations of Arethusa's
overtures to Philaster, and through the attribution of contrasting
motives to Bellario. At the end of the play contrasts are brought
into close juxtaposition in the double identity, boy and girl, of
Bellario. Perhavs more.important in thg play are the profound ‘
suggestions of contrasts within chéracte?s and especially the.way in
which the character and the values of Ph;laster-are repeatedly
subjected to cold scrutiny, a process which sets up importantl
tensions with the chorus of praise on the surface of the play%5. In
the central scenes of the hunt, fof example, Philaster's romaﬁtic
attempt;to wed lo%e and death, and‘to inéist on absolute fideiity is
powerfully undermined by the comic disturbance of the Country—fellow
who brings a sense of a less rarefied morality ("Hold dastard, strike
a ioman!'" Grover vol 1, p.125), and wﬁo renders ridiculous the;

groundless fufy of Philaster and the aggressive submissiveness of
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Arethusa - '"What ill-bred man art thou, to intrude thyseslf/Upon
our private sports?..." (p.125). The whole play is reduced to

"the status of '"priveate sports" and the values of the extreme world

of romance are called into question. Similarly in A £ins and No

King our apprehension of Arbaces' tragic and heroic potential is
powerfully modified by the parodic presence of Bessu546. This
tactic of undermining the absolute which the play has seemed to

affirm is crucial to the sceptical double-vision of IFletcherian

tragicomedy.

After early experiments in the mixture of genres, then,
Beaumont ané Fletcher developed a characteristic kind of tragicomedy’
with a characteristic structure in which a series of antithéses is
shaped by the tension between the danger of death and its avoidance,
a characteristic sceptical and ironic double=-vision, and a |
characteristic mood, a blend of familiar and remote, satire and
romance. The plays use the extreges o% passion, and widen the
emotional range of the drama by suggesting to the audience glternate
responses to almost any given situation. Perhaps unlike Marston
who approached tragicomedy through tragedy and through the "'serious
iest!" of satire, Fletcher approached it through romantic comedy.
Although it i5 not unlikely that Marston's version of the trégi—
comic éynthesis may have influencéd Flgtqher's, the two remain rather
different fofms, both of which were to shape later tragicomeay:
Shakespeare's dark comedies, for instancé, seem to give a Marsténian
interpretation of the form, his romancés a Fletcherian. Fletcher's
tragicomedies, however, have certéin of the preoccupations of

Marston's plays: most important, both are sceptical about w9rds, and

i

critically interested in the audience.



"Spectators sate part!: the Eeaumont and Fletcher trasicomcdies

and their audience.

After their first tragicomedies for the children's
theatres, Beaumont and Fletcher nowhere elaborate on their definition
of tragicomeéy. In the sametway after these first children's
plays, the tragicomedies seem not to present their audience so
directly with images of themselves. lMarston's plays repeatedly

depict their audience on stage. With the exception of Four Plays ...

in Cne Fletcher seems not to have presented the audience directly in
his plays at all, although his collaborators Beaumont and liassinger -

certainly did so: The Knight of the Burning Pestle is an exercise

in and a parody of the direct Marstonian audience-play relationship,

and The Roman Actor presents several included plays in which the

ambiguous activity of the audience is suggested. Even Fletcher's

one example of the direct presentation of the audience, Four Plays

... in One, presents not the audience of public or private theatres,

4

but rather the exclusive audience of the court, and the play seeums

little concerned with defining the relationship of audience and play.

However, although Beaumont and Fletcher rarely depict
their éudience directly, they were praised from the date of the 164%
Folio for the closeness of the audience-play relationship and the
way th; audiénce is given a part in the play. T. Palmer of Christ
Church'Oxford in his inaugural ve%ses to the Folio writes of
Fletcher's power of invblving his‘audience:-
| Like S;enes, we shifted'Passibns,vand that so,

Who only came to see, turn'd Actors too.
(Glover vol 1, p.xlviii)47

1

Thé Beaumontiand Fletcher plays, then, not only present the audience

with direct images of itself, like Marston's and Jonson's: the
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fiction extends paét the footlights, and the rolés of actor and
audience merge. HHoreover, Falmer writes that the audience was so
involved in the play that, at the end, it was necessary for-a flat
pliece of writing to return the audience from the fiction to the
workaday world - "we could not stir away/Until the epilogue told us
'twas a Play." Again in these commendatory verses Joseph lMaine
repeats the claim that the audience has a special status in Fletcher's
plays = ”Spectato;s‘sate part in your Tragedies" (Glover vol 1,
Pexxxvi). ‘This'importance of the audience has been recognised by
modern critics: mnot only do the playwrights '"concentrate on playing
on the emotions of the audience"48, but it is ultimately the
audience's task to reconstruct the play, to solve the probleus

posed by the discontinuity of character and of moral stance. "We .are
forced to form our own independent judgménts and the ultimate effect
of this tactic ... is to make us question the values of almost

everyone in the play"49.

In the Beaumont and Fletcher tragicomedies, then, the
audience has the status of an actor, as puzzled or ﬁartially
enlightened as the people in the play, and 1ike‘them susceptible to.
or critical of the rhetoric of the play. At the same time they must
also imitate the faculty of the plawaight in putting the p;eces of
the plot toéether. Perhaps this‘intimate sense that the audience
was involve@ in the process of enactment as an equal'partner‘was
one of the ieasons that Fletcherian trégicomedy became so pdpular.
The Beaumont and Fletcher tragicomedie; developed a synthesis of
the close and direct audience re;ationship, and the concern for
mixed genres,'of the children's t%eatres, and the concern for
coherent plot, and for‘involvement as Qell as detachment, which is
characteristic of the plays of tﬂe'public theatre. Marston's

complex use .of prologue and induction stresses from the beginning
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that the audience is watching an enacted fiction, and throughout

the plays he calls upon us to notice the usreality of what is
happening, iﬂ play-images, references to the actor and his role, and
in ironic commentary, burlesque and repetition. Beaumont and
Fletcher approach from the opposite direction: on the whole they
make little use of prologue and induction, and their first scenes
try froum the beginning to involve the audience in the fiction, to
persuade them to accept the play as a kind of reality. Nonetheless,
this involﬁement can ve ironiCally'quélified or suddenly broxen, as
it is ln the scene with the Country-fellow in Philaster. Marston
starts from a point of detachment, Beaumont and Fletcher from a
point of involvement, but neither vieroint continues long unchecked
or unquestioned. In a sense it looks as if Beaumont and Fletcher

in some ways predict the audience-play relation of the plays of

the picture-stagé in tbat the audience is distantly involved rather
than directly mirrored, and is called upon to watch rather than to
direct the action of the playso. On the other hand the seesaw of‘
involvement #nd detachment, the way we are encouraged to look at

the events of the play from outside as well as from within the
play's frame of reference, and the sense in which the audience is

used as an actor in the play, all these create a ﬁnique kind of

drama and a unique audience-play;relationship.

Becausé Beaumont and Fletche? moved freely between public
and privateftheatres they were nSt restricted to one set.of
drématic definitions. In the ways in thch the tragicomediés
regulate the relationship between the fiction and real llfe; the
Fletcher playo use rather different lmages from Marston's plays or
from those of the public stage. The formal play within the play, a

favourite method of mediating between audience and play in public

and prbivate theatres, is of negligible importance in Fletcher's
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plays, andta Marstonian use of dirgct,genre-description and of
brologue and induction is not on the whole an important part of
the effect. Perhaps the most important of Fletcher's ways of
regulating the relationship of audieﬁce and play is by the tragi-
comic discord, the disruption of the comic or the high romantic
moment. One éymptom of this is the use of surprise to ove;turn and
invert the established relationship of audience to fiction: .I shall

discuss this in greater detail in my next chagter.

.

However the Beaumont and Fletcher tragicoumedies afe not
entirely devoid of some of the conventional ways of discussing the
audience~play relationship. The umasque, as the theatrical form
above &all others in which the audience is allegorically mirrored
and directly involved, is often included in the plays as a way of
discussing the central relationship of audience and fiction and the
activity of watching and of participating in dramatic presentations..

In The Custom of the Country, for instance, a orief entertainment is

presented in which Zenocia, in a parodic marriage-masque in which
she appears as Diana the virgin huntress, turns her arrow against

the lustful Count who is about to claim his droit de seigneur. Here

this parody of a marriage-masque cuts across the ambiguous .
preparations for the wedding, as Zenoqia's father’decks with black
stroamers the marriugce-bed which is the "scaffold" and “funéral"

of his daughter s honour, and commands the attendants to 'sing
mournfully the sad mplthalamlum” (vol l, p.314, 313). In a tragi-
,comlc double-take, the conventlonal metaphor of the virgin Diana 1n
the masque becomes a literal representatlon of militant Chastlty.
The surprise of the spectator of the masque, Count Clodlo, at this
sudden undercuttlng of conventional 1conography is of the same kind

t

as that of the audience: by watching a half-satirical deplctlon of
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‘our own response to the enacted fiction we are implicated in the

play and, as so often in the tragicomedies of Beaumont and Fletcher,

we feel that the play is talking particularly closely to use

The Beaumont and Fletcher tragicomedies, then, are
particularly concerned with the audience as actor and even with the
audience as assistant playwright, mirroring the reactions of the
éudience in the play, using images like the discussion of fiction
or the included masque to define the relationship of audieﬁce to
play. There is perhaps less direcf.discussion of genre aﬁd less
direct presgntation of the audience than in the plays of Marston,
but as I shall suggest the same effects are obtained in less direct
ways. However in at least one important method of mediating

between audience and play Fletcher follows Marston: the discussion

of language.

"y know not yoﬁf Rhetorick": linguistic disturbance in the

Beaumont and Fletcher tragicomedies.

Tﬁe Beaumont and Fletcher tragicomedies present experience
as a flux, an unstable system where any fact or éssumption might
be suddenly undermined, so that a person who had seemed to be a boy
turns out to be a girl, or vice versa, two lovers turn out to be
brother agd sister, or brother gnd sister turn out not to be
related, implacable hate is renderedireversible, and even a
sentence of death is not final51. One of the most importéht'images
of this tfagicomic instability of facts and assumptions is

Fletcher's treatment of the untrustworthiness of language.}

For a long time, it has been recognised that Beaumont and
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Fletcher's plays maite much use of rhetorical language, even usihg

[}
plots from that handbook for orators the Contriversiae of Seneca

the Elder. .M. Waith, for instance, suggests that “The ﬁattern
of tragicomedy imposes a special language, whose eftect ... is
. 2 s '
above all emotlonal“5 . Convincing feeling is generated in speeches

in a context when this is known to be unreal: in A Wife for a

‘Moneth, for instance, the virtuous Evanthe speaks to the Queen
about her own infidelity with the Queen's husband, an infidelity
which has never happéned and will never happen (Wife, vol V, pp.7-
8). However, as the Beaumont and Fletcher plays seem acutely
aware of the collapse of the social structures of the sixteenth
century,53 éhey also seem aware of the collapse of sixteenth century
rhetoric. ~Passionate and highly coloured rhetorical speeches are
undercut, sometimes by ironic positioning, sometimes by direct
criticism. In Philaster, for instance, the Country-fellow who
introduces important disturbances to the high romantic world of
the fourth act also disturbs the rhetoric of love and death, of

exaggerated violence and exaggerated subuissiveness - "I know not

“your Rhetorick, but I can lay it on you if you touch the woman ..."
(vol 1, p.125)51+.

Again, in at leas£ two of the tragicomedies the situation
is created by the breakdown of tradigional rhetoric. In Tﬁe Mad
Lover the Princess whimsically fakes literally Memnon's wish to
give'her his "loving heart,/4 truly loving heart" (vol 111, p.15).

In A Wife for a Moneth Frederick, the 'unnatural and libidinous ...

usurper' ("Persons Represented in the Play") insists on giving a

literal interpretation‘to the claim of Valerio's love-poem to -

Evanfhe -

T6 be your own but one poor Honth, I'd give
My Youth, my Fortune, and then leave to llve.(v’p.11)
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4The conventional metaphors of léve are seen as untrustworthy:
literal and metaphorical language, like the metaphorical dimensions
of thé masque, are blurred and confused, as the conventional
rhetoric collapses. Tragicomedy exploits this divergence between
kinds of language, the interchange of literal and metaphorical, and
the difficulty of communication in a world where no person can
fully understand any other, and where language hinders real
communication as much as it helps. In a curious sense language 1is
seen as creating as well as expressing action: it is the perfect
emblem for action which ié at once real and unreal, for emotion

which is convincing and passionately felt but which has no root in

the situation as it is.

Perhaps A4 King and No King i1s especially interested in

the way action is modified by language. The play constantly
stresses the power, and the impotence, of words. At one point
Arbaces iaments that his "words move nothing'" (1.1.306), at another
he introduces Tigranes to his people as one '"whose very name you
feared" (11.ii.98). Even more significantly, Arbaces sees the
obstacle to an incestuous union with Panthea as siuply the words
brother and sister, '"merely voice" (1V.iv.126). It is words which
bring about everybody's happy ending: the word 'queen! ironically
stops Lygones' tirade against his daughter as "whore" (V.ii:30-63).
People repeafedly break off to cqmment,on their own or other
people's rhétoric: in the comic»half of the plot, for instance,
Bessus' swofdsmen comnent on the words‘“grant” and 'must" (;V.iii.
95-1005. In a seﬁse it seemws that the basic concerns of the play
are not peréonal, political or moral, but semantic: the very title
of'the playfis a semantic puzzle. Whe?eas Marston is interested in

the inérticulate, Fletcher is perhaps interested in the over-
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articulate, in ways in which unnecessarily elzborate forms of
language modify experience, and in.which conventional rhetoric has
collapsed, leaving only the forus behind. liarston is most con-
cerned with the inadequacy of wman for language and of language for
man, Fletcher with the concrete force of language and with tke
breakdown of traditional rhetoric. Fletcher's rlays, as E.d. Waith

has pointed out, use a particular rhetoric, but in the best plays

it is never used uncritically.

For Beaumont and Fletcher and for Marston, their'
experiments in the mixture of genres take central place in their
work, so that comedies and tragedies assume the colouring and
interests of tragicomedy. Their tragicomedies develop in é series

of antitheses, modelled by ironic contrast and ironic juxtaposition,
repetition ard contradiction, so that we are 'never allowed to

55,

think only in one way about‘anything The plays present a con-
fused world, a world of collapsing moral and aesthetic values.
Tragicomedy avoids death or ironically undercuts it, simultaneously
affiras and’undermines hypertole, and disturbs any moment of
apparently simple cpmic or tragic feeling by creating a complex
system of discords. 4bove all, tragicoumedy seems particularly con-
cernéd with depicting its audience, with presenting it with images
of ifself,.or by involving it as an actor in the play itself. The
relationship of audience and play is éontrolled by direct presenta-
tion of th; audience or direct discussion of ‘genre, or more
indifectly; by the use of play o; masqgue within the pla& of by
other images of fiction. Especiélly important is the way iﬁ which
-tragicomed& undermines the rhetoric of its charactérs and suggests
the ambiguous nature of verbal communication. The tragicomédy of

Marston and of Beaumont and Fletcher is an ironic, sceptical,
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declarations or by simple genre-description.

Tragicomedy from Heywood to Brome: A Summary.

From the 1560s to the 1590s, as I have suggested,
Wiragicall comedie' seemed most conscious of its affinities with
tragedy. In theAhands of Fletcher and Marston it becaue,
structurally at least, closer to comwedy. In the period from the
'1620s to 1642 tragicomedy for the most part followed Fletcher.
There were some playwrights, however, notably Heywood, who
experiment in returning to an earlier definition of tragicomedy as

modified tragedy.

No writer of tragicomedy was impervious to the influence

of Fletcher. Shirley's tragicomedies, Heywood's The Royal King and
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the Loyal Subject” , lMassinger's The Bondman, Brome's The English

Yoor, all adapt the Fletcherian pattern of tragicomedy. Lven

Ford's The Queen seems a deliberate, and fairly successful, imita-
tion of Fletcher, with its plot of love and jealousy, and its fimnal
recénciliation on the steps of the scaffold. These plays use the
Fletcherian system of extreme antitheses, surprise, danger, and

the last-minute escape from deaph, but on the whole they léck the
incisive wit of Fletcher's tragicomedies, and their criticism as
well as exploitation of rhetorié and ?onVention. The most interest-
ing plays of the period attempt not to imitate Fletcher, bﬁt to

rebuild the transitional genres, to find new ways of expressing the

tragicomic discords and double visions.

iﬁ the work of both Massinger and Ford the boundaries of

the genres blur and in the case of For& generic labels become



72

almost meaningless. Massinger brings a new sombreness and sourness
to the conclusions of his tragicomedies, cdeliberately leaving loose
ends or adding disturbing reservations to the happy ending. Even

his comedies insist that the final reconciliation may exclude many

of the characters. In the final act of A New Way to Pay 01d Debts

the grotesque usurer Overreach goes mad and attempts to murder his
own daughter - indeed the role of Overreach was a favourite of the
tragic actor Edmund Kean. Moreover even Wellborn departs to resume

his career as a soldier rather than joining in the comic conclusion

of feasting and marriages.

The Maid of Honour is perhaps Massinger's most successful

attempt to synthesise the Fletcherian tragicomic pattern with his
rigorous Christian scepticism about the Fletcherian absolutes of
love and honour. The play for its first four acts seems to turn on
the passionate Bertoldo's choice between the heroine Camiola who
has ransomed him and whom he has promised to marry, and the Duchess
Aurelia with whom, suddenly and irrationally, he falls in love.
However the final scene reveals that .this has simply obscured the
basic conflict, and that Bertoldo's problem is not choosing

between Aufelia and Camiola, or éven between love and hoﬁoyr, but
between hi; attachment to the world aﬁd his religious vows és a
Knight of ﬁalta, which he was on the verge of breaking. Thé play
sets up and rejects the Fletcherian aééolutes of love and honour,
and the shif% in perspective between ﬁhe worldly and the Christian

_conflict of loyalties sets up the sameé kind of disturbance of the

dramatic syllogism as the last act of A Xing and Ko King.

. At the end of The Maidiof Honour Camiola enters the

Church, making a religious, not a worldly, 'marriage” (p.394), and

: 6 0 .
Bertoldo resumefl his vows in order to lRedeem his mortgaged
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honour" (p.395). The hapuy ending is discordant and tentative:
cutting across the imagery of marriage are ouminous suggestions of
tragedy. Camiola has become ''dead to the world" (p.395) by.her
religious vow, and she takes her "last farewell" (p.395) of her
friends. DBertoldo ends the play not with marriage and peace, but
about to return to the wars. It is‘a happy ending chargéd with
pathos since so many characters areugxcluded. The feithful Adorni
ié rewarded generously in financial £erms; but he too is dbomed to
single life. So is the unfortunate Aurelia, at one moment bride '
to be, at the next abandored in favour first of Cawiola and then
of the religious life, who watches silently as Camiola stage-
manages the changing relationships. Massinger uses the images of
Fletcherian tragicomedy, wisunderstanding, marriage and reconcilia-
tion, but he inferprets them in an unconventional way in which
tragedy and comedy clash disturbingly.

Ford's plays, with their stress on pathos and silent

u2?

suffering and treir strange, 'dreamlike atmosphere, also blur

the dividing lines between the genres. Even The Broken Heart allows

‘tragedy and comedy to collide. .The glay might describe it§elf,
1ike Euphr;nea's accouﬁt of her‘love,;as.“language §uited/$o a
diviéed mind" (1.ii1i.66-7). Penthea Sees her own life as a kind of
'tragicomedy,

Some scenes of»vanity; drawn out at length

By varied pleasures, sweetened in the mixture,
But tragical in i1ssue. (111.v.17-19)

Finally Calantha dies "swiling" (V.iii.76). Ford's tragicomedies
use the Fletcherian structure of averted danger, but they ﬁone it
down: what is averted is rarely physical danger, but most character-

istically danger to a woman's reputation, as in The Ledy's ‘Trial,

or The Fancies Chaste and Noble. Ford's use of tragicoumic 'surprise,
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too, seems less surprising than that of Fletcher. The title of

The Fancies Chaste and Hoble alerts us to the fact that the girls

are innocent, and in The lover's Melancholy the fact that

Parthenophil is really a girl in disguise is an open secret for
much of the play, a secret which is even parodied in the sué-plot.
This éubdued, low-key, tentative quality of Ford's tragicomedies is
also Carr;ed on to the play-endings. The {ueen, for instance,
reaches a "calm'" after "storms" (3872), but the most that it can
say about the happy ending is |

Now we have past

The worst, and all I hope'is well at last.
: : : (3873-4)

Ford's tragicomedies develoﬁ_a characteristic double
vision not only in their description of mixed feelings and in this
presentation of a subdued happy ending, but also through their use

of the double plot. In The lover's Melancholy the main plot, where

Zroclea returns to her lover Palador disguised as the page
Parthenophil, is precisely parodied in the sub-plot, where the
ludicrous Cucullus is persuaded that his male page is a disgulsed

girl. Similarly in The Fancies Chaste and Noble the coarse subplot

in which Spadone éretends to beia eunuch comments_i;onically on the
actual impotence of Cctavio in the main plot. In each case the
sub-plot is a negative image of the méin plot, an image which con-
trasts iroﬁiCally with the ideaiised Eroclea or the gracious
Octavio.. in Philaster Fletche; complicates our response t& his hgro

. . }
by undermiﬁing his heroic claims and by placing him at the centre

of a network of double images. Ford contrasts the main plot with
an anti-heroic plot in which the absolutes of love and honour,
fidelity and courtesy, appear in grotesquely parodic Zform. "It is

perhaps a slightly cruder technique than Fletcher's, but it:also

produces a powerful tragicomic double vision.
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Massinger's tragicomedies rarely reflect the audience

directly although The laid of Honour finally returns the play to

"this stage of life! (p.396), and we are reminded of similarities,
and'differences, between the fiction and the real life which it
reflects. Ford is more‘interested in returning the;audience froa
the fiction to everyday life at the end of the play, and in using
conventional images for this mo&ement, like the masque. Play
after play comments on the wain action in song and masque. The

main plot, indeed, tends to be resolved well before the end of the

rlay. In The Lover's Melancholy the main plot is completed by the
end of Act 1V, where Palador is reunited with Eroclea, and in The

Fancies Chaste and Noble the main plof,is more or less completed in

the penultimate scene. In his tragicomedies Ford seems to need a
scene, or even a whole act, to move the audience back from the

enacted fiction to rezl life. In The Fancies Chaste and Noble the

plot is completed with marriage and reconciliation, and with a
rather subdued joy ﬁinged with pathos - WThe Bower of Fancies is
quite wither'd" (p.213). The main plot leads into a masque, a
"merriment" (p.21§) about love presented to the lovers '"to show how
love o'erway$ All men of several c§nditions” (p.215?. This Masque
of Love comments on the play itself and leads the audience out of
its fictions. Finally the mediéting épilogue completes the movement
from.fictiSn to real life as the plot?of the play is seen %s some-

how cohmenting on the nature of drama, the "Fancy and Judgement!

which are "a Play's whole matter" (p.217).

Ford and Massinger blur the lines between the genres.
Heywood was interested in many forus of the mixed play, Fletcherian

plays like The Royval King and the Loyal Subject, patriotic-romantic

extraVaganZa like The Fair Maid of the West, history and myth inter-

spersed wifh clowning, like the Ages plays. His most startling
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divergence from Fletcherian practice, though, is in some plays in
which tragicomedy is firmly based on tragedy, and especially The

Enpglish Traveller and The Rave of Lucrece. The Bnglish Traveller

is described as "A Strange Play" (Vol 1V, p.6) since it contains
none of the elaborate visual effects’we might expect from
tragicomedy:

No Combate, lMarriage, not so much to day

As Song, Dance, Masque, to bumbaste out a play.

(Vol. 1V, p.6)

It provides simply "Bare Lines" (p.6). It is a "Strange Flay" in
more than its bareness, though. The.plo% is potentially tragic, but
it is set against a farcical sub-plot which, rather in the tone of-
Middletonian city comedy, paraphrases a major theuwe of the main |
plot, the relationship between an 0ld and a young man. In the main
plot Young Geraldine loves the yoﬁné'wife_of Uld Wincott, who
treats the young man with great affection. The two vow to marry
after Wincott's death, while remaining chaste during his lifetime.
Geraldine's false friend Dualavill, however, has seduced the weak
Mrs. Wincott, and when Geraldine discovers this the woman dies of
shame and a broken heart. The play is deliberately untidy and anti-
climacticiand potential tragedy is undercut by the insistence on
mixed feelings which the ending provides. Reign#ld, for instance,
sces |

Burying of wives,
. As stale as saifting shirts ...
(p.93).
The potential '"Feast" is turned "into a Funerall (p.S4), but Young

Geraldine and Wincott are to
feast, and after Mourne ... .
Weare Blacks without, but other Thoughts within

(P'95)-

Moreover the play, like The Maid of Honour, ends, despite the

promise of the prologue, with the comic image of marriage which is
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given an uﬁconventional interpretation. The play ends with a
"Marriage of ... Love" (p.94) between OLd Wincott and Young
Geraldine. Tragedy and comedy collide,

to mingle with our mirth

Thls terrour and affright
(p.92)

The Rape of Lucrece also establishes a-tragic structure but

undermines it. Heywood might have called this too “4 Straﬁge Play™.
He actuallj calls it "A True Roman Tragedy', and we might feel that
he protests too much with this double insistence on the play's
tragic nature. The play falls very clearly into two parts. The
first half i1s crammed with clowns and gentlemen wearing an antic
disposition, with songs, especially comic or outrageously bawdy
_songs, with jokes, puns, and satirical commentary, with laughter
and the language of come?y. In a prGfoundly disordered society,
ruled by a cruel usurper, the genres too are disordered. In a
desperate attempt at self-preservation; the Roman nobles hiae their
true feelings in songs, Jjokes and foolery - "Is it not better to
sing with our heads on, then to bleed with our heads off?" (Vol.5,
p.196). With the suicide of Lucrece, though, the quality of the
play changes. There are no more jdkes, songs, of references to

laughter. The Roman nobles discard the appearance of comedy, turn

on the Tarqhins and destroy then.

H;wever The Rape of Lucrece establishes the tragicomic
double visi;n not only in this clear dichotomy between the play's
fwo parts. iThe presentation of fhe rafe itself is profoundly
ambiguous. ‘The play presents Lucrece as a type of virtue, dRoman
Lucrece" (p.197),>the ideal woman and Qife, and in isolatiéﬁ the
rape has a certain stylised path&s. Nonetheless it is surroﬁnded

on all sides by irreverent comedy and obscenity. After the rape

Valerius, an,ally of Collatine and his wife, joins the clown in
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singing obscene songs about her. The bawdy catch about the rape
with its chorus_of laughter especially complicates our attitude to
this central incident and undermines its tragic potential: .

Did he take faire Lucrece by the toe man? .

Toe man. : '

I man.

Ha ha ha ha ha nan.

And further did he strive to go man?

Goe man. ‘

I man.

Ha ha ha ha man, fa derry derry downe ha fa derry dino

(p.232).

The rape precipitates the tragic conclusion, but is itself

presented so ambiguously that we are involved in a Y“genuine

dilemma of feeling" 58,

The Rave of Lucrece is perhaps not a complete success.

The change in quality in the middle of the play mirrors the move=
ment of the characters from disorientation to a definite decision
about how to béhave, but this move from doubt to certainty is not
one which the audience is helped to share. Indeed the play gives
.the audience little help in readjusting between the two halves of

the play, or between the fiction and real life as the play ends.

The English Travellér is more coherent in guiding the audience
towards tﬁis final readjustment. The final scenes of the play make
much;use of play imagery. Reigﬁald,:the crafty servant of:the
sub-plot, hides himself in the upperfstage, and looks

| liké the picture of Dame fortune

Before the. Fortune Play-house ‘
(Vol. 1V, p.84).

The audience in the Cockpit is brought back to contemporary London
and reminded that what they are watching is an enacted fic£ion.
Later Mrs.‘Win;ott refuses to sﬁeak to her seducer, but answers him
only "in seeming show" (p.88). .Finally Young Geraldine defermines

to "play the Doctor' (p.90) to Mrs. Wincott's sinful soul.' 4s the

play.ends images of play and acfing,_role and theatre become an
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important part of the effect, and the audience is zlerted to the
distinction between enactment and life, and prepared for the return
from one to the other. Ioreover, an important theme of tﬁe play
is the distinction between real and vicarious experience. Geraldine
has travelled: Dalavill has only read about travelling (p.8).
Later it is Geraldine who is content with vicarious experience
while Dalavill is actually debauching MNrs. Wincott: Geraldine ‘
doate Es] upon the shadow,
But another he beares away the substance
(p.57).
Perhaps the audiénce is reminded to apply this distinction between ﬁwL

and vicarious experience to the play itself, and to become aware

of the movement from fiction to real life.

‘In the period from the 1620s to the closure of the
theatres, tragicomedy experimented with new moéds and structures -
the subdued endings of Massinger, sceptical about the Fletcherian
absolutes, the low-key endings of Ford with their blurring of fact
and fiction, Eeywood's '"strange' plays which undercut tragedy.

Webster may have been influenced by these experiments: 1in many

ways Appius and Virginia is a clear companion-piece for The Rape of

Lu . Moreover, he may also have been influenced by Massinger's
crece i N y g

sour and sceptical tragicomedy: the last act of The Devil's Law-

case, like that of The Maid of Honour, moves from misunderstanding

to a stylised lyric about the guif between appearance and reality,

and to an unconventional recasting of the happy ending of marriage

and reconciliation. In my third chapter I shall look in more detail

at the endings of tragicomedies,:and"especially of The Kalcontent

and A King and.No King. I shall discuss ways in which the tragicomic

ending mediates for the audience between the world and the play: in

particular I shall be concerned with the part rlayed by surprise, and

by the plays!= definitions of their fictional natures.
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NOTES

Elizabethan tragicomic and comic drama depends to some extent
on its double vision, the awareness of the dichotoﬁy of actor
and roie: 'in the children's theatres this dichotouy was
carried to extremes, as is recognised in the induction to

Antonio and Mellida. For an account of the children's

troupes, and especially thelr capacity for burlesque, see .

H.N. Hillebrznd, The Child Actors (Urbana 1926), alfred

Harbage, Shakesveare and the Rival Traditions (Bloomington

1952, esp pp. 29-57), Anthoﬁy Caputi, John liarston, Satirist

(Ithaca NY, 1961, pp. 80-116), Michael Shapiro, "Children's

Troupes: Dramatic Illusion and Acting Style'' (Comparative
Drama 9, 1969, pp. 42-53), "Towards a reappraisal of the

Children's Troupes' (Theatre Survey 13, 1972 pp. 1-19) and

"Audience vs Dramatist in Jonson's Epicoene and other plays of
the Children's Troupes" (ELR 3 1973 pp. 400-417). And see
élso Jackson Cope, "Marlowe's Dido and the Titillating
Children" (ZLR 4, 1974 pp. 315-25).

For the satiric significance of the naume Pasquil see Alvin

Kernan, The Cankered Muse (New Haven 1959) pp. 51-53.

'Many critics have refused to accept Marston's description of

his divided intentions in this poem, finding it a disingenuous

_attempt to escape deserved accusations of obscenity.  John
‘Peter writés that if it is a parody, it is a “ludicroﬁsly bad

_one" and that Marston's disavowal of its eroticism was

"largely an afterthought (John Peter, Complaint and Satire

in Early English Literuture 1956, p.157). Samuel Schoenbaum
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finds a pathological disgust at "elementary biological

facts'" (p.1075) behind the poem and considers this "infantile
repugnance' (p.1075) to explain the poet's '"divided respbnse
of attraction and revulsion" (p.1074) ("The Precarious Balance
of John Marston' PHLA 67 1952 pp. 1069-1078). Some later
critics, however, have been prepared to take IMarston's state=-
ment of divided impulses more seriously. G.K. Hunter writes

of Ythe double vision of his Metamorphosis of Pigmalions Image,

at once erotic and anti-erotic'" (Antonio and Mellida 3965,

p.xvii), Anthony Caputi (op. cit., p.18) sees the poem as
having "the structure of a coherent, extremely ingenious, if
not altogether satisfactory, burlesqgue’. P.J. Finkelpearl

(John Marston of the Middle Temple Cambridge Mass. 1969 pp. 95-

104) has read the poem as a serious plea for mutual enjoyment
in love rather than distant and ridiculous worship. Finally,

J. Scott Colley, " 'Opinion' and the Reader in John Marston's

The Metamorphosis of Pigmamlions Image" (ELR 3 1973 pp. 221-231)
has showed how the poem's satirical side functions by involving

the audience in the same substitution of fantasy for fact of

which Pigmalion is accused.

J. Scott Colley, op. cit, p.222.

cf, fof instance, the repetition and ironic praise of his
audience in the verse at the en& of "In Leagtores prorsus

indignos" in The Scourge of Villanie.

To Pigmalion, to the first book of The Scourge, verse appended

to satire X1 of The Scourge, dedication to the first book of

The Scourge.

Castilio in Antonio and Mellida, for instance, originates in

the satires (eg in The Bcourge satire 111.)

See Alfardyce Nicoll, " 'Tragical-comical-historical-pastoral’:

-
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11.

12.

13.
14,

15.

16.

17.
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Elizabethan dramatic nomenclature' (Bulletin of the John

Rylands Library XL111l 1960-1) p.&2.

The “fabulae Argumentum" of TheiDutch Courtesan alsd refers

to the play as a 'comedy'", but it is possible that this simply
refers to the Cocledemoy sub-plot.

Caputi, op. cit, p.216.

Even Sophonisba is disturbed by grotesque comedy as Syphax
finds the witch, and then a black eunuch, in his bed instead
of Sophonisba - although Caputi, p.241,finds in the play a
“complete ... abandonment of the satiric attifude."

J.R. Mulryne, "Webster and the Uses of Tragicomedy" (John
Webster, Brian Morris ed, 1970) p.135.

Cf.the resurrection in Dekker's Satiromastix, for instance.

And cf. the many ironic references to The Spanish Tragedy -~

.despite the problem of dates, the Painter scene in Aandl V.i.,

seems to have some relationship to the additions to The

Spanish Tragedy, and Balurdo's entrance "with a beard half

off, half on" in A's R 11.i.21 parodies The Spanish Tragedy

1V.iii.18ff.

Par&dy and burlesque, of course, are also important ways of
preserving the truagicomic double vision.

"Natu£e” and '"natural' are key words in the play - cf
especially 11.i.114- ‘"philosophy and nature are all one',
11.ii.204-6 - "0 wit, how vile, /How hellish art thou when
thou raisest nature/Gainst sacred faith!" , and V.ii.10-11 -
"To sufer wounds when one méy ‘scape the rod/Is against
nature, that is, against God!"

liarston's plays and poems almost.always present ambivalently

the faculty of the moralist - c¢f Luscus' father in The Scourge

111, whose moralising drives his son into ever worse perversions.
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L.B. Wallace, Fletcher, Beaumont and Company (lMorningside

Heights XY, 1947) p.17s.

Michael Shapiro, '"Audience vs Dramatist in Jonson's Egiéoene
and other plays of the Children's Troupes' (ELR 3, 1373) p.405.
Shapifo, op cit, p.405.

The induction to The Malcontent openly mocks the member of the

audience with his feather and his sense of his own importance.

In What You Will the view of the audience is slightly less

- obviously satirical, or rather the satire is extended to

include, as well as the audience, the child actors and the
author himself.

Cf. the "armed Epilogue" to Antonio and Mellida. This seens

to be a critical allusion to the "armed Prologue' (1.66) of

Jonson's The Poetaster. Jonson's prologue stresses,

characteristically, his own integrity and his contempt for
“detractors" (1.69). Harston's epilogue inve;ts the image
and disavows its self-confidence - "I stand not as a peremptory
challenger of desert, either for him that composed the coﬁedy
or for us that acted it, but a most submissive suppliant for
both." (Epilogue ls 1-4).

Samuel Schoenbaum, ""The Precarious Balance of John Marston"

(PMLA 67 1952) p.1070.

The Babel/Babylon pun also occurs in The Spanish Tragedy 1V.i.

195.: And ¢f. The Dutch Courtesan 111.i1.209 Freevil asks

Malheureux "What news from Babylon?" when Malheureux has come

from Franceschina, referring not only to Babylon the city of

'sin, but also to Babel, the place of the confusion of’
‘languages, réflected by the Courtesan's broken English.

‘The Malcontent is full of word-chains, lists, newly coined

compound words = "mutual-friendly—reciprocal kind of steady-
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unanimous-heartily-leagued ..." (l.iv.77-8), stand-up comedy
routines, elaborate set speeches (cf, Mendoza's two parallel
speeches for and against wowen - l.v. 19ff, l.vi. 77ff) puns

and Latin tags.

'G.K. Hunter, Antonio and Mellida (1965), p.xix.

In AandM 1V.1i.225-7 there is an enigmatic claim that the author
has added the Itallan speeches out of '"some private respect!
which the audience are asked to bear in mind. It would be

interesting to know what these private respects were, apart

from an interest in The Spanish Tragedy and in the failure of
language.

For an article on the interest in rhetoric in The Spanish

Tragedy see Jonas Barish, '"The Spanish Tragedy, or The

Pieasures and Perils of Rhetoric! (Elizabethan Theatre, Brown

and Harris eds. Stratford upon Avon Studies 9, 1966) pp.59-85.
Gilbert, op c¢it, p.511 - 'He who composés tragicomedy takes
from tragedy its great peréopé”but not its great actions ...
its movement of the feelings but noé its disturbance of then,
its pleasure but not its sadness, its danger but not its

death; from comedy it takes laughter that is not excessive,

modest amusement, feigned difficulty, happy reversal and above .

all the comic order...'

According to Harbage, Annals of English Drama (1964), The

WomaniHater belonged to Paul's Boys, The Xnight of the Burning

Pestle perhaps to the Queen's Revels and The Faithful Shepher-

dess also perhaps to the Queen's Revels.

"~ Jonson's Evicoene, for-instance, not only makes a tragicomic

use of surprise, but even includes "a tragi-comoedy betweene

the Guelphe and the Ghibellines, Daw and La-Foole...' (11l.v.31).
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k.M. Wwaith, The Pattern of Tragicomedy in Bezumont and

Fletcher (1952) p.33.

Waith, op cit, p.2.

Clifford Leech, The John Fletcher Plays (1962), p.22.
For a treatment of Fletcher's use of the chastity test, see

Nancy Cotton Pearse, thn Fletcher's Chastity Plays: Mirrors

of Modesty (Lewisburg 1973).

Una Ellis-Ferwor, The Jacobean Drama (193%6) p.205.

"~ In many ways As You Like It precisely predicts some of the

interests of tragicomedy - sce bhapter Four below.

Cf, for instance the faithful page in The Honest Man's Fortune

whom it is frequently suggestedtis really a girl in love with
her master, but who turns out to be only a faithful page. .

Rupert Brooke, John i/ebster and f1lizabethan Drama (1916) P75,

See, for instance, Peter Davison, "The Serious Concerns of

Philaster" (ELH 30, 1963) and Arthur Mizener, "The High Design

of A Xing and No King" (1P 38, 1940-1) pp. 133-154.

Ian Fletcher, Beaumont and Fletcher (1967) p.8.

On the characterisation of Beaumont and Fletcher see Waith,

op cit, and "Characterisation in John Fletcher's Tragicomedies"
(RES 19, 1943) where he suggests that to the seventeenth
century it must have been obvious that Fletcher was'introducing
an unorthodox method of handling character! (p.141),?a systen
of "hypothetical' characters who live only in isolated

moments and not continuously" (p.163).

L.B.‘Wal#?e, op. cit. p.212.

'On the characterisation of the plays see Waith and Ellis-

1

Fermor, op. cit.

See P.J. Finkelpearl, "Beaumont, Fletcher, and 'Beaumont and
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Fletcher': some distinctions' (ELR 3, 1973, pp. 154-156) on
the ambivalent character of Philaster - and Leech, op cit,p.89.

And cf The Maids Tragedy which in wmany ways is, apart from

the final deaths, indistinguishable.from tragicomedy - here
the suicide of Evadne is disturbed by her own brqther‘s view
of it as merely "A thing to laugh at" (vol 1 -p.74).

This discussion of the actor-audience relationshiyp is
particularly concerned with plays of the "Tragicke Muée",.but
it is poséible that thé distinction is simply between “"funny!
and "serious" plays, and that the tragicomedies might be
included as plays of the "Tragicke Muse";

Wallace, op cit,.p.218.

P.J. Finkelpearl, "Beaumont and Fletcher and 'Beaumont and
Fletcher': some distinctions" (ELR 3, 1973) pp. 153-154.
Perhaps this.is one of the reasons that the plays were so
enthusiastically revived at the Restoration?

Béllario in Philaster is just one of many girls disguised as

boys: in The Loyal Subject Young Archas is disguised as a

girl. In iomen Pleased the lovers turn out to be brother and
sister, as their names, Claudio and Isabella, might have

suggested to us. In A King and No King, of course, Arbaces

and Penthca turn out not to be related.
E.M. Waith, Pattern (op. cit.), p.170.
See John Danby, "Beaumont and Fletcher: Jacobean Absolutists"

(Poets on Fortune's Hill, 1952, pp. 152-183).

According to Finkelpearl (op. cit.) this tendency to undermine
rhatoric is particularly that of Beaumont (p.145). Compare

the end of The Maid's Tragedy, where Calianax's genuine grief

undermines the mannered rhetoric of the others - "And you all

have fine new tricks to grieve; but I ne're knew any but
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direct crying" (Vol. 1, p.74).
Clifford Leech, op. cit., p.47.

Heywood's The Royal King and the Loval Subject (1602) seems

to be earlier than even the earliest Fletcherian tragiconmedy. -
However Heywood never really developed this kind of tragi-

comedy: this was left for Beaumont and Fletcher.

T.5. Eliot, "John Ford" (Elizabethan Dramatists, 1963),p.121.
J.R. Mulryne, "VWebster and the Uses of Tragicomedy" (John

Vlebster, Brian Morris ed., 1970), p.135.



CHAPTER THRLE

"Tnterlocutions with the audients'': the tragicomic ending and

the audience in The ialcontent and A King and No King.

As I have suggested, the relationship between audience
and play underwent some important changes over the period from

_ about 1580 to the 1630s. Richard Brome's brilliant comedy 'about

the art of comedy"1 The Antipodes looks back from the point of
véntage of the late 1630s over the whole field of Renaissance
comedy and makes a direct comment on one aspect of this changing
relationship. The stage-managing play enthusiast Letoy criticises
the actor Byplay for not confining himself to speaking the words
set down for him to his "coactors in the’scene” but also holding
"interlocutions with the audients" (ll.ii.44-5)2. Byplay excuses
himself on the grounds of tradition - "That is a way, my lord, has
bin allow'd/On elder stages .;.“ (46,7). Letoy brushes this
aside: "in the days of Tarlton and Kemp,/Before the stagé was
purg'd from barbarism® (48-9) such a blurring of the line betweea
fiction and re;i life might have beenhfermitted. Now the '"perfec-
tion"of the stage forbids it. In the days of Tarlton and Kemp the
actors spoke directly to their audience, and did so on their own -
account, improvising and ad-libbing, involving the audience in a
living andichanging presentation. .ﬁow in the new '"perfection" of
the theatré it is the "poets" (52) who control the plays and whoA
speak to the audience. At the centre of this changing relationship

of author, actors and audience, it seems to me, is the newly popular

form of tragicomedy. The new importance of the playwright on which



Brome comments, and the indirect use of the audience as ''coactors
in the scene' is nowhere more obvious than in the plays of lMarston
and of Beaumont and Fletcher.

Modern critics have directed their condemnation of tragi-
comedy most often to the endings of the plays. T.B. Touwlinson, in
a study which uses terms like ''decadence' in a hostile treatment

of tragicomedy, sees the endings of Fletcherian tragicomedy, and

especially of A King and Fo King, as ﬂirresponsible”, "reasonably
good escapist fun and nothing more"3. 'He finds the plots marked by
“sentimentality, melodrama, unrelated comic 'relief'" (p.251),and
he claims that the endings are twisted "with a careless indifference
to issues that, in‘terms of the flay, demand to be faced" (p.215).
Critic after critic judges tragicomedy as if it were failed tfagedy,
as a form in which the author, unable to sustain the potential
tragedy suggésted by the first acts, is content to tumble down into
bathos - "The fabric of the tragedy dissolves ..."4. Even critics
not hostile to tragicomedy in general usually focus their
disapproval on the endings of particular plays, finaing then
_"blurred“s, destroyed by "frivolous complications of plot and

W,

contradictions of character”é, "contrived ... artificially Now
it is certainly true, to use George Lliot's terms, that the tragi-
comic ending is particularly likely to function as a ''negation" of
the passions, the terrors, and even the facts which the play has
established. However in‘the'best rlays the dramatiét, by careful
direction of the audience's response and by a rigorous description
of the playis fictional and generic nature prevents a simple
collapse ofythe.interest and value of the play. In'this chapter, by

_a close investigation of the last scenes of two of the best pre-

Websterian fragicomedies, I shall point out ways in which the
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"megation'" of the tragicomic ending is accepted and is given a

positive and constructive application.

"What strange delusions!'t the tragicomic ending of The Malcontent.

The Malcontent clearly moves towards a comic reconciliation.

Webster's induction defines its mixed genre (ls 43-4) and
smphatically suggests that we are to see "a bitter play” (ls 42,50).
The élay proper opens with a striking image of the discordant nature
of tragicomedy, "The vilest out of tune music" (l.i. initial SD),
Wthe discord rather than the music' (1.ii.2), and with Malévole's
anarchic description of his own satiric function - "as gum into
taffeta, to fret, to fret' (l1.i1.11-12). It ends with the
reimposition of harmony in masque and daﬁce and with Altofrént's
return to power and to his own true identity as philosopher-king.
The play develops in a characteristic system 6f discords, ironic
repetition, and a typically Marstonian alternation of over-statement
and reticence. The first four acts establish with telling detéil

a convincing baékground of caorruption, of delibergte evil like
Mendoza's and of sensuality distorted into grotesque forms by a
siék sense of the passage of time, like Maquerelie‘s, or by total
self-absorption, like Bilioso's or Fergeze's: Altofront/lalevole's
double nature and his bilingual understanding of the anomalous -
position éf the good man in a vicious society embodies in extreme
formvthe principles of the tragicomic discord. The final scene of

. the pléy presents two of the period's most characteristic images of
ending, the formal casting off of disguise by Altofront and the
masque whic‘h heralds the resumption of harmony and the ending of

fiction. As we might expect from Marston, however, neither of these
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images is used simply: comic and tragic impulses face each other
and are subsumed in the tragicomic synthesis of reconciliation

and the expulsion of evil.

The last scene of the ﬁlayuopens with the courtiers taking
their seats for Celso's masque in ﬂonour 6f Mendoza. The gentlemen
are quarrelsome and critical of their Eellows, and the ladies sum

up the men as potential lovers. The violence of this tiny scene,
and its desperate over-insistence upon pleasure and enjoyment - "Zhe
music! more lights, revelling, scaffolds, do you hear?" (V.iv.7-8)
- pfovides a distorted image of the audience in the theatre. The
scene has the function of an induction to the masque, mirroring in
exaggerated form the demands of the audience and their interest in
-'the external trappings of dramatic performance. By its tiny
violences and the manic quality of the demands for entertainment we
" are called upon to reconsider our own position as audience and even

‘distanced from our function as observers and thus prepared for the

ending of that function. Webster's induction to The Malcontent does
more thgn simply ada to Marston'é play a modish discussion of the
politics of the theatrical companies: it also adds a symmetry to
the play's treatment of its audience. The play opens with a
satiric presentation of the audience, and so does the final scene,
which is a microcosm of the play itself: 1like the play‘it opens
with an image of the audience and moves from fiction to fact. Tﬁis
last scene steps back into its own past, disrupting temporerily the
clear flow!of the last act from fiction to.fact by preparing the
way for another fictional performance: this final masque, however,
is ironically to be an important step toward the dissipation of

fiction and the ending of the play.

Functioning as a kind of anti-masque, presenting dangers
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to married chastity and to political stabillity, is llendoza's

- wooing of Altogront's duchess Maria. She refuses to accept
{endoza's reductive definitions of marriage and of love =-'YMarriage
is merely nature's policy" (V.iv.3%8), "reason should love control!
(V.iv.58), and she opposes them with her own view of marriage as
the union of souls (1ls 49-51) and of ‘love as a powerful spiritual
force (1.60). Finally her constancy defeats Mendoza and he orders
her to be imprisconed, creating the improbable fiction that she

has ‘'poisoned the hermit. Maria faces this sentence cheerfully,
determining to "Revel and dance" (1.78) in celebration of her own
chaste death. This wmoment of ambiguous festivity, however, is
shattered By the entrance of Aurelia "in mourning habit" (V.iv.

79 SD): to Maria's joyful acceptance of an innocent death she
opposes an oppressive sense of sin, “calamity'" (1.86) and "'misery"
(1.87). Thé play contrasts a satiric visioﬂ of the select audience,
self~indulgent and determined on entertainment, with the convincing
suffering of Maria and Aurelia, who disturb the play's firm

satiric control with suggestions of tragedy. However the tensions
and péin in this anti-masque are almost immediately to be

dissipated in the masque and its return to harmony.

As the anti-masque ends Mercury, who "présents the
masque" (1.101) enters. The introduction of Mercury into the
masque, conventional as it is, is on one level a part of the play's
ironic range of heroic and romantic references. Throughoﬁt the
piay its characters compare or contrast their own lives with those
of characters from myth and romance. The effect is double: not
only do thé charactefs in the play fail miserably to measure up to

the heroic past, but the heroes in this past are themselves

diminished, as their deeds are set in a new anti-heroic context of

1
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exaggerated sexuality and cuckoldry. This undermining of the heroic

past prepares us as audience to accept the play's rather tentative
ending. Any grand romantic gesture has been discredited in

advance by the texture of the play, and Altofront's quiet recapture
of power alone carries real conviction. The play names and |
deflates its heroes, "Lady Guenever ... Sir Lancelot" (l.iii.46),
"Prince Arthur” (1V.v.56), "Rosicleer, or Donzel del Phoebo"
(Veiie15), "Griffon" (V.i.74), "Phaeton" (l1.v.39), "Jason" (1l.ii.
15), "Hercules" (1ll.v.8, 1V.v.57,93), "Ulysses ....Penelope“
(111.ii.46-7). Especially important are references to the Trojan
War, "Egistus ... Orestes" (l.v.7,13), "Agamemnon, Menelaus" (11.
iii.9, 1V.v.55), Priam (1l.v.127). iebster borrows this satirical
_use of thg Trojan War for his indﬁction where Sly's ridiculous
suggestion about the Greeks having eaten garlic in the Trojan

horse predicts the anti-heroic play to comes; The use of these
ironically heroic references throughqut the play, themn, acts as a
focus for the tragicomic double vision, prepares the audience for
the unheroic ending of the play, and contrasts the play with a

high romantic past.

Howeve¥ the appearance of Mercury in the masque does more
than complete the play's ironica%ly heroic conte%t. In ordering
£he masque Mendoza himself had suggested the motif of "some brave
spirits of the Genoan dukes es./Led in by Mercury" (V.iii.60-2).
Celso's masque, however, interprets this conventional iconography
in a surpfisingly literal manner. Mercury introduces himself as
the "god of ghosts' (V.iv.91) and presents some of these '‘ghosts',
"Malevole, Pietro, Ferneze and Celso in white robes, with duke's
crowns «.." (V.iv.101 SD’. Of the masquers, all but Celéo are

believed by the people of the play to be dead: Malevole and Pietro

personate the brave spirits of the Genoan dukes in an unexpectédly
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precise way. Northrop Frye9 has suggested that the passage through

death to rebirth is an image central to comedy, and The Malcontent

includes this comic image in its conclusion. The masgue is placed
in the context of conventional iconography and metaphor which
suddenly prove to have a solidly literal as weli as a conven-
tionally metaphorical application. The ambiguity of the maséue, a
fiction and not a fiction, suggests the ambiguous nature of.
dramatic representation in general,iand the discovery that what
seemed to be fiction is turning into fact prepares us for the
banishment of fiction as the play ends. Metaphor and literal
truth blur for a moment before they finally separate, and the comic
irony of the "ghosts" who prove to be what they are acting
prepares for the quiet joy and reconciliation of the eﬁdiﬁg of the
play. | |

The masquers then '"take out" members of the audience on
stage: the stage audience, and through them the audience in the
pit, are thus intimately involved in this shifting fiction.
Malevole takes out Maria and "dance(s) with death'" (V.iv.105): the
usual ironic connotations of the included masque are inverted so
that the expression of harmony, although it seems temporarily
associated with "death", actually does lead to final reconciliation;
Theée danées which follow the masqu; contain a rich coufusion of
emétional tones. Maria sees it as a kind of dance of death but
she accepts it nonetheless with "mirth" (106). Aurelia, still
"grievrd" (116) and in “"misery" (114), agrees to dance with the
fsad" (l.ﬁZO) Pietro. This moment of convincing pathos, however,
is disrupted by Ferneze's attempt to seduce Beancha, "traps to

catch polecats" (V.1lv.135).

The final scene of the play, then, includes the full
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mechanisﬁ of a masque, the anti-masque, the presentation of tﬂe
' masquers,fand the dances. However the masque is extended from its
fictional framework into the life of the play itself, as kalevole
and Pietro unmask and Mendoza is surrounded and captured without a_
fight. The masque has no clear ending, no final concluding
speeches as the masquers depart and the elaborate fiction collapses:
the primary and secondary fictions coalesce, so that a double dis-
carding of fiction is used to explain to the audience what happens
as a play ends. This final discarding of fiction is complex and
far-reaching:. Malevole unmasks, but even the Malevole identity is
simply a disguise. The convolution of disguise within disguise,
the shock by which the metaphorical suddenly becomes the literal,
utterly bewilders liendozai-
What strange delusions mock
Qur senses, do I dream? or have I dreanmt
This two day's space?
(V.iv.148-50)
Reality and fiction again seem confused, for the last time before
the end of the play finally separates the two. ilendoza is seized
and insulted, though finally grantedthis life'by Altofront's
brusque compassion. A4ltofront moralises on the other members of
the court and gemeralises about ﬁacéidents of state' (168), the
relation of king and subject and the duties of a king, and Mendoza
is kicked out. The tragicomic ending is complete, its reconcilia-
tion troubled hardly at all by the ejection of Mendoza and only

slightly more by Altofront's sombre and unillusioned theorising.

" This last scene moves inexorably from the metaphorical to

the literal mode. The iconography of the masque is revealed as

1

’

having a precisely and unexpectedly literal significance, 'and
fiction begins to be used so cursorily as to draw attention to

its deceptive nature: DMendoza's fiction of Maria's guilt deceives
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no-one. Finally the whole fictional framework coilapses into
"delusions' and '"a dream', as Altofront casts off the layers of
disguise he is wearing. Finally Malevole expounds one of the
fundamental problems of theatrical experience in moral terms:
"th'inconstant people'" (174) are taken in by '"outward shows' (176),
by those of actors no less than by those of kings. The play
prepares to cast off "outward shows". Any kind of fiction
suddeply appears as lying and calculated: Bilioso's Falstaffian’
claim that he had seen through Altofront's disguise all along

" deceives noboay. Fictions, Altofront's disguises, the masque,
and the pla& itself are, firmly but perhaps a little regrgtfully,
put aside. Suddenly the highly-charged story of integrity and
corruption has become simply a few men standing aimlessly on a
stage, and Altqfront, who has shed the fictional identities of
masquer and malcontent sheds that last fictional identity and is
left simply as an actor: "The rest of idle actors idly part"

(V.iv.194). The last act of The Malcontent reaches its happy

ending of reconciliation, reunion and the expulsion of evil, but
its quiet and confident Jjoy is slightly subdued by the play's

growing distrust of its own fictional nature.

The Malcontent, then, passes through the comic images of

rebirth, the reunion of the lovers, the boisterously undignified
banishing of the villain, and the return to right rule. The comic
ending, however, is subdued by Altofront's moralising, and by the
return of t he play to the actors behind the fiction. The play
interpreté the tragicomic happy ending as the explicit sloughing
off of all ficfions, even the framework of the play, and by '

reconciling Altofront's multiple identities and the play's clashing

tones, satire and pathos, danger and slapstick comedy. The last
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scene of the play minimises the danger.of 'negation courﬁed in
Fletcherian tragicomedy by the central use of surprise, and the
abrupt re-evaluation which this necessitates. It deliberately,
however, sets out to negate its own fictional nature, so that as
well as a happy erding, and the return from disguise to truth in
the terms of the play, we have a-thoughtful evaluation of fiction
in all its aspects, as disguise, as pageantry, and finally as the.
play itself. The audience in the theatre is led out of the play
by the gradual shedding of fictions, .which gegins with the‘
intrusion of the literal mode into the masque and Burbage's
sloughing off one after another of his interlocking fictional
identities and which ends with the return of the play from an
organised and convincing fiction fo the caéual piacing of men on a
stage. The play ends by defining not its generic nature - as I
have suggesfed, Marston is not particularly interestedrin con-
ventional genre-definitions - but its general nature as fiction.
Its thoughtful movement from the metaphorical to the literal and
its rejection of fiction leaves the play, and the audience, on a
subdued note. Marston seems to have calculated this subdued,
detatched ending: the epilogue suggests that the audience met the
ending with "modest silence" and "heedy stillness" (1.1). The
play on the whole is critically interested in its audience, who are
reflected no£ only in the induction but also in the preliminaries
to the masque. Tor most of its length the play refuses to
acknowledge that, either in time or space, there is any absolute
distinction between the world of the audience and that of the play:
the induction presents members of the audience on the stage, and
‘at the begiéning of the second act some of the action'takes place
‘outside the framework of the play itself, "whilst the Act is

playing” (1l.i. initial $D). ©No part of the space of the theatre



or of the time of the play is devoted only to acting or only to
observihg, for the two interpenetrate and there seems to be no
absolute distinction between the two. The final scene of the play,
however, has to abandon fiction and to recognise £hat as the play
ends audience and actors must separate: '"You that way: we fhis

way"qo.

Negation and surprise: the tragicomic ending of A King and No King.

The lalcontent moves clearly from discord to harmony,

from the exploitation of fiction to its,abandonﬁent. In A King

and No King the movement is perhaps more complex. The play opens

‘with the re-establishment of peace and order with "jests" (1.1i.9)
and the promise of festivity and with "joys at full" (11.ii.76),
and moves through pain, passion, and the danger of "tragedy"
(V.iv.11) until the final separation of fact and fiction brings

unexpected joy and the happy ending. ‘Where The Malcontent uses

conventional metaphors of ending, the masque and the formal
discarding of disguise, A King deals more litérally and directly
with what happens as a play ends. It prefers not to reveal to_its
audience the solution of the dramafic problem which it poses until
the laut~moment,.and its central use of a surprising reversal,

the discovéry that Arbaces and FPanthea are not brother and sister,

is an acceptance in extreme form of the necessary irony of the

happy ending11. The author of The Malcontent lets the audience
sha:e the facts behind the disguises from the very beginning of
the play, so that we are allowed to share the point of vantage of
the author and of the central character, whose secure and imagina-

tive control reflects the author's own: the audience watches, and

in part shares, the activity of the playwright. In A King we
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rather share the bewilderment and the illusions of the unenlightened
actors: the audience, as is usual in Fletcher's tragicomedies, has

the status of an actor, manipulated by the omniscient drawatist.

A King and No Xing, like The Malcontent, expresses itself

in a series of tragicomic discords: ironic repetitions, Jjuxtapositions
and antithesis shape the play. These discords are given especially
telling form in the character of Arbaces himself, "vainglorious and
humblé, and angry and patient, and merry and dull, and joyful and
sorrowful, in extremities, in an hour'" (1.i.84-6). He sees himself
alternately as’a god (eg 1.i.140), as a T?ﬁurlainean hero (eg 111l.i.
325) and as a beast (1V.iv.65). Notlonly, however, is his character
divided within itself: it is also fragmented on stage into other
characters. Mardonius acﬁs as choral commentator and aléo
objectifies Arbaces' nobler qualities. Bessus' cowardice, his
insensitive egoﬁism and boastfulness and his moral obtuseness form

a grotesque parody of the dark side of Arbaces' nature. Bessus,
however, is only the most obvious of those characters who embody
Agbaces'jvices. In 11.i, in a comic scene in wﬁich the crowd of
citizens undermine the king's heroic pretentions, the servant Philip

with his touchy readiness to quarrel provides yet another deflating

comuent on the king.

As the play progresses in a series of discords, it also
juxtaposes tragedy and comedy in itslgenre defipnitions. The play
beéins with "jests" (1.i1.9), and later Mardonius' deflating com=-
mentary on Arbaces' hyperbole suggests tragicomedy's critical view
of tragedy. The middle part of thelélay presents a series of
clashing definifions of tone: Spaconia's ''sad words" throwrinto
relief the "joys'" of Panthea (ll.i.24é-3), and rather than "laugh"

at her pain Panthea is willing to Uwéep" (11.1.278). This mixed
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tone is sustained throughout the play. Comedy appears as a kind of
human norm from which the passion and hyperbole of the potentially
tragic main plot appears as a grotesque aberration. Comedy, the
"jest" that “mén are but men' (V.iii.84,83) saves Bessus from a
beating, and early in the play Arbaces is quick to shelter behind
comedy from his anger and passion,as he determinea to be "merry®
(1.1.397) ﬁith his confidant Mardonius. The play, then, con-
sciously juxtaposes tones and admits its mixed nature, although
throughout it suggests a hostile or at least astringent view of
tragedy and regards comedy as a norm and as a shelter from the

dangers of an uncertain world.

The last scene of A King shows Arbaces ‘‘resolved’ (V.iv.l)
to face sin and damnation to.consummgte his love for Panthea. He
sﬁms up in detail what seems.an unavoidable tragic ending, his
murder of Gobrius, the inceétuous rapeiof Panthea and finally
suicide, as he had previously foretold this ending to Panthea (1V.
iv;99—101). This view of an alternative ending is suggested at
some length and with some conviction. It is picked up by Mardonius,
throughout the play the voice of mdderation and sanity, who enters
briefly, aware that some "tragedy" is about to happen (V.iv.11l).
Until this point in the play Mardonius has stood in a special
relationship with the audience, guiding our responses to Arbaces!
behaviour: here he knows just as much as we know, standing for our
own puzzlement and fears of imminent catastrophe. His dismissal
by Arﬁaces represents a holdingbat arﬁ's length of the audience as
a preliminary to the revelation, and also a change in the status of
the audience. Earlier in the play we were represented by ; choral
ch#racter on the periphery of the action: from this point on we are

to be represented by the central characters Panthea and Arbaces.

..
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The first movement of the final scene, then presents an
almds£ convincing definition of the play as tragedy, and dismisses
one delegate of the audience so that our relationship with the
play's central characters becomes closer. and more direct. The
second movement presents the slow, detaiied and painstaking discard-
ing of fiction, as Gobrius aﬁd Arane produce evidence that Arbaces
is not of royal blood. Arbaces recognises that his love for
Panthea had been stage-managed by Gobrius, "a curious way of
torturing" (V.iv.82). Gobrius, however, in a characteristically
- tragicomic insistence on the motives that lie behind action,
determines that the king will "know your siﬁs before you do 'em"
(V.iv.116). As the truth is revealed blow after blow is struck at
Arbaces' tragic perception of the situation. The play in a series
of steps creates new fictions - the tragic ending which does not
take place, Arbaces' guess that he is a bastard - but it finally
puts aside fiction in its own terms in the sﬁrprising revelation
about Arbaces' birth. DNow for the first time the audience is
allowed to watch the unfolding of the plot and of fact and fiction
from the author's point.of vantage, as the new facts are repeated

to t he other mepbers of the court.

After a sharp series of questions and answers, Gobrius
begins a lengthy account of ArBaqgs‘ real parentage, puncfuated
only by short questions and remarks;“ The mode of the play.seems to
be changing from that we expect of a dramatic representation to
what we expect from a writtén fiction,'from physical action of an
extreme and violent kind to charged dialogue and then to simple
narrative. The movement away from the dramatic mode towards the
narrative pfedicts the return from fiction to fact, from metaphori-
"cal to 1itefal, as the play ends. ‘The'play has often been éccused

of breaking arbitrarily what seems to be the logic of the drama by
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refusing the tragic ending, but this quéstioning of tne dramatic
logic is calculated. By refusing the characteristic logic of
‘fiction the play draws our attention directly to its fictional
nature. The shattering of the logic of tragedy, and the dissipation

of the dramatic mode as Gobrius tells his story, mirror the end of

fiction and the end of the play. )
Some recent critics have felt that this final surprise and
its disruption of our understanding of the logic of the play is in
sonie sense an illegitimate effect, providing the fantasy of the
gratification of incest sﬁddenly miraculously set free from wmoral
sanctions12. This, however, seéms'a greatly simplified view of what
happens in the play. The fantasy of incest wmay give the play its
uneasy edge, but the play coues to deal with fantasy in a.dry and
objective way. The final scéne insists that the situation was not
what we thought. If we hoped for the gratification of fantasies of
unlawful love we shall be disappointea: the play turns out to be

about a perfectly respectable relationskip. Like llarston's The

lietamorphosis of Pigmalions Image, though less directly, the play

finally turns on its audience and we are lumglicated in its fantasies.

ot omnly is surprise the essence of popular narrative and
exciting and stimulating to watch: the final resolution seems, with
the wisdom of hindsight, well prepared for, so that the play includes
the interest of a detective étory, theichallenge to the audience to
rebuild the structure of fact from the clues'which the play scatters.
Even the play's title, like that of Jonson's Bpicoene or of Iord's

The Fancies Chaste and lioble, provides a large clue to the mechanism

of the play's denouement. Besides,. Act 1l scene 1 gives important
information about the revelation to couie, even down to the details.

We learn that there is a secret surrounding arbaces' birth which
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Gobrius and Arane share, that Gobrius considers Arbaﬁes "mine own"
_(11.1.58), and that the birth of Arane's younger child threatened
to reveal the "disgrace" (1l.i.61-2) surrounding the king's birth.
Even Arane's scornful exclamation "The king?" (1l.i.53) suggests
that the secret strikes at the root of Arbaces' claim to kingship.
The ending of the play, then, does not simply impose a clever
"double-take without roots in the play. The final surprise is
inherent in the play from Arbaces' first entrance and the first
discussion of the discordant extremes in his character, although
the very speed of the revelation and its complete undermining of
the tragic emotions glances ironically at the audience and ridicules

us for our slowness of perception.

Apart from the detective story provision of clues, the
play also more subtly prepares us to take seriously the happy
ending. A King is full of tiny includeq anecdotes which describe
in microcosm the process of the play and its happy issue. Panthea
sees hér reconciliation with Arbaces in the tragicomic image of
"mercy at the block" (111.1.300), Gobrius envisages the king's:
virtue shooting again '"Into a thousand glories™ (1V.i.24). Other
images too, like that of the king who presents his kingdom to a
beggar, aléo suggest the subject, ana.the issue, of the play.
Again, the first scene of the play opens with Bessus, a satiric
version of Arbaces himself, discussing his own courage and his’
saving the day, ''Bessus' Desperate Redemptioh" (1.i.52). HMardonius,
tﬁodgh, points out that this military victory was the result of a‘
grotesque mistake: Bessus was really ﬁrying to run>away. The final
scene ends 6n a paral;el and a redefinition by presenting Airbaces!
"Desperate Redemption'" from violence and sin, a salvation which

seems the result of an accident, another ironic example of the
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divergence between will and achievement. The happy ending of the
play itself, then, is mirrored in details and in images from the

very beginning.

Nonetheless it would be unwise to underestimate the effect
of the surprising revelation of Arbaces' real ancestry. This single
piece of information produces a profound modification of our view=-
point. For the first time the audience is allowed to watch the
unfdlding of fact and fiction from the author's point of vantage.
The surprising revelation, indeed, is clearly used to control the
audience's relationship to the play. Throughout the play Arbaces
Ahas been the central actor, a figure half heroic and half absurd,
whose moral anguish shapes the play but who is held at a distance
from the audience by the constant undermining of his character by
‘deflating commentary or over=-extravagant praise. Gobrius for
the first four acts has been a shadowy figure on the edges.of the
action, watching c;itically and even stage-managing the events
“which take the centre of the stage. In this final scene their
prominence, and their commitment to action, is reversed. Gobrius
and Arane relate the complicated story and the king listens,'"as

still as night" (V.iv.201).

The central surprise, then, dges not only force us to
re-evaluate the wﬁole of the preceding action, but it also inverts
the role of actor and audience and calls upon us to reconsider our
own position in the process of enactment. 4s the central actor
Arbaces begins té assume our own function, the audience is suddenly
given centfal place on stage: the surprising revelation of fact
also includes a surprisiAg new relationship with Arbaces, less
detached and critical than earliﬁr in the play, and a surprising

new interest in presenting prominently the audience and its activity.
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This reversél draws our attention to the play's fictional nature
and the mechanism of enactment. Arbaces' final return to his
function as actor and his abandonment of-his role as representative
of the audience prepares the audience in the theatre for the ending
of their function as observers. The play's movement from fiction
to fact is almost completed. Finally Panthea, who does not under-
stand the change in facts but whd responds sympathetically to the
j;ys of Arbaces, enters: she too falls into the role of aﬁdience,
accepting her own place in the reforming comic ending, and watching
silently as Arbaces rejoices. The scene offers two mirror-images
of the audience as enlightened observers and the audience as
emotionally=-involved pafticipanté. After a play which has seemed
not to present its audience directly with images of itself and
which has seemed to hold usvat arn's iength from its events by the
use of tragicomic discords, the audience is forced into the centre
of the stage and is allowed to watch the two aspects, intellectual-

and emotional, of its own activity, before finally being dismissed

as the play ends.

The play's central surprise, thén, confuses actors and
audience and suggests that the audience is intimately, and centrally,
involved in the events on stage. Fiction has been banished in a
single sweeping wovement, and the rest of the play is giveﬁ over to
explanatio; and celebration. In the earlier part of the play
fiction haé Eppeared to be threateniné: Arane, for instance, curses
her "over-éurious brain' (11.1.60) which devised the fiction of
Arbaces’ réyal birth. ihen we most sympathise with Arbaces he is
most clearly detached frém fiction: Panthea insists that his
letters have '"no art!" but are the outpourings of “hearty nature"

(11.i.206,208). Arbaces, horrified by his love for Panthea, tries
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to create the fiction that they are not related, a fiction which
strikes at FPanthea's sense 6f identity and which leads lkardonius

to fear for the king's sanity. Bessus on the other hand
imzediately accepts the fiction - "she's nothing like you" (1ll.i.
175)7 Ironically in this final scene it is Bessus and fiétion
which are proved riéht, as he eagerly points out (V.iv.294-5). ’The
final scene redefines fiction, so that it appears redempti%e as
well as threatening: fiction and fact are blurred before their
final separatioﬂ as the play ends. The audience for once is p;aced
in a superior position, with an understanding of fiction equal to
fhat of Arbaces and greater than that of Panthea and the lords.
Arbaces suggests that his own Jjourney through fiction has given him
a new understanding of the difference between fiction and fact, and
a new mastery of both. A4s Lygones reveals that Spaconia is his
daughter, Arbaces agrees: - "She is so: I could now tell anything/
I never heard ..;" (V.iv.3i1-12). Declaring himself the master
rather than the slave of fiction, Arbaces goes on to practise his
new-found "art" in a hyperbolic vision of a festive procession -
"ye shall have the kingdom/Sold utterly and put into a toy/Wwhich
she (Spaconia) shall wear about her carelessly/Sopewhere or other"
(V.iv.323-6). The play, then, separates fact from fiction in its
own terms as a prelude to their separation as the play ends.
Fiction.nollonger seems threatening, and the jo&ful response of

the audienée and the celebration of fiction are reflected in the

reactions of Arbaces and Panthea.

Finally when the past has been explained and reinterpreted,
the future is prepared for. The play finally rejects the
possibility of tragedy as Tigranes refuses to take ''revenge' (Veiv.

339), and the play's contrasting emotional tones are finally
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synthesised in the paradoxical nature of Arbaces' joy at the
discovery that he is "“no king" (V.iv.353). The tragicomic ending
with its réunion_and recohciliation and the banishing of fiction,

is complete.

The ending of A King and No King, then, mediates for the

audience between the world and the play'in several ﬁays. The play
attempts to define its genre as "tragedy' in some detail before
the Aefinition of tragicomedy is resumed. Fiction is gradually
replaced by fact, the metaphorical by the literal. While The
Malcontent finally comes to distrust fiction altogether, A King
ends with a joyful celebration of the power of fiction which has
produced the happy ending. Again, the surprise which is central to
the last act disrupts not only our éssumptions about the play but
also some of the dividing liﬁes between actors énd audience, as
Arbaces and Panthea both appear as delegates of the audience.
Arbaces' role as audience representative is temporary and he ends
the pléy with action and control. Panthea on the other hand ends
the play as spectator as well as participant in a reversal which
she only partially understands: the faculty of the audience is

seen as continuing into the very end of the play..

As I have suggested, another way in which the ending
mediates for the audience between the world and the play is by its
critical treatment of words, its discussion of its own medium of
expression. li.C. Bradbrook considers that in the Beaumont and
Fletcher plays, '"there is no verbal framework of any kind" and
that their plays show '"the decay of the linguistic patterns' of
the earlier pla&qu. It is true that Fletcher rarely uses sustained
imagery in the Shakesperian mannelr. uybnetheless, as 1 have‘

sdggested14, the play is interested in language: indeed the very
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words "king' and ''word" are repeated so often and so significantly
as to achieve the status of iterative imagery. The play's "verbal
framawork"'seems to be formed by the discussion of ways in which
language modifies experience. Its characters are constantly
judged by the way in which they use language: both Bessus and
Arbaces, for example, are guilty of bragging, of creating aﬁ
unbridgeable gap between action and language (eg 1.1.119,171¢
1.1i.51-5). In the early part of the play Arbaces sees no effective
difference between deeds and words. When IMardonius takes him to
task for the extravagance of his boasts he insists that his
"deeds" themselves would "make,modegt" his “"words" (1l.i.349-50).
He uses language as if it were action: he claiﬁs for himself the
status of a "god" (1.1.140) and, god-like, he attempts to create
and destroy by his words alone. His uncreating word threatens to
destroy Panthea's name and her sense of who she is and leaves her
"a lost thing" (11.i1.221). However our faith, and Arbaces', in
the concrete force of his words is shaken as the play progresses.
The chorus gf citizens ludicrously reduces Arbaces' vision of
himself as a victorious hero blessing them with peace to that of

a shopkeeper returning from the country with 'peas for ... our

- money" (11.ii.149-50). This pun undermines not ﬁnly Arbaces'
achievement but also our uncritical faith in his use of words.
Arbaces too comes to see words as hopelessly untrustworthy. A4s he
seeks a way to make Panthea understand him "“by signs", without
speaking "a word" (11.iii.49-51), it seems that language has
suddenly beéome inadequate to express and control the extremes of
his own pain and desire. Finally, in a grotesque parody of his
sense that language has a gquasi=-divine creative and destructive

force, he feels that his love for Panthea is deteated not by her

unwillingness or by morality, but 'only by words', 'mere soﬁnds",
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\ 1
"perely voice" (1V.iv.118,113,126) 2,

In the final scene of the play words begin with this same
surp}ising force. "The very reverence of the name" father
prevents Arbaces striking Gobrius (V.iv.121), drane is outraged
that the king should treat Panthea so savagely and yet ‘call her
sister" (V.iv.139). Howe;er at the same time words are returning
to something like the uncharged status.they have outside the piay.
Arane insists'that the king's hyperboles are useless - "You spend
your words in vain" (V.iv.176). Finally Arbaces apologises to
his father for his "idle and unreverent words" (V.iv.289). 4s the
play returns the audience from the fictional milieu to their
place in the theatre it also returas us from the tragicomic world
where words grotesquely disteort and create action, to our own

world, where they often prove inadequate.

The play's happy ending is the final sign of the creative
power of words. The play repeats the word "king'" until it attains
a kind of mystic significance. The last scene parodies this in
the way Panthea is finally reintroduced as '"queen' (V.iv.269,349),
and in the way in which the word "queen", with-its built-in pun,
brings about Spaconia's happy ending too (V.ii.62). arbaces'
happy ending comes as. the result of a verbal redefinition, as ke
learns the true story of his birth. Bessus' happy ending parodies
this: in his quarrel with Bzcurius he redefines Lis own nature -
“Shall Bessus the valiant maintain what Bessus the coward 4id?"

(111.11.120)16.

The play, then, reaches its happy ending, abandoning the
threat posed by fiction and instead celebrating it, returning us
from a rarefied world of unlawful passion where words grotésquely

rear up as barriers or destroy ties of kinship. The play's
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central surprise is the equivalent of a dramatised pun, forcing
us to re-evaluate the whole of the preceding action and to react
both to the situation as it was and as it was imagined to be,
until at last fiction is dissipated. It forms a kind of parallel
fo the grotesque peace/peas pun which compels us to rejudge
Arbaces' achievement and his attitude to language. One of
Fletcher's most importanf achievements seems to me to be the use
of unréal situations to extend the emotional range of the plays:
these sitﬁations are used both to generate convincing emotion and
to create a comic disturbance of the play's tragic possibilities
by the revelation of their unreality. The audience is led out

of the play by the revelation of this comic context, by the play's
redefinition of its own genré by the use of surprise which
demaﬁds a re-e;aluation of action ana of the roles of.actor and -
audience, by the dissipatioh and the celebration of fiction, and
finally by the return of words to their normal undramatic.force
and function. Although Fletcher uses the formal play within the
play or the formal discarding of disguise as images of ending, he
obtains much the same results indirectly: his clear use of the
audience as central character in the final scene, and the clear
road leading the audience out of the play, proviaes a succe;sful
mediation between the world of the play and the wo¥ld of the

audience.

The audience and the tragicomic ending: conclusions

The last scene of The Malcontent and of A King and No King

accept with unusual clarity and explicitness that the dramatic

ending is necessarily a 'negation', The Malcontent by shedding

altogether its fictional form as '"the rest of idle actors idly
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part", A King by overturning our assumptions about the play, its
morélity, its use of language, and even where the dividing line
comes between actors and audience. Both, however, to adopt
Kermode's terminology, "transfigure" their material by means of
'this negation, not only by placing the fictional events in a new
context, but also by leading the audience out of the play and
creating a final tragicomic discord as the dissipated fiction is
confronted by the return of real life. Both plays finallj
recognise their own fictional nature; by abandoning the dramatic
framework or by criticising the concrete tragicomic use of

language. The ldalcontent provides more direct and conventional

images, the not-quite-murderous masque, the sloughing off of a
vertiginous series of disguises, and the abandonment of fiction.
The play opens by presenting its audience directly and eﬁds by
presenting directly an audience for the masque, and then by turning
to the audience in the theatre and describing the end of fiction.
A King is less direct in its images: it follows through a similar
treatment of the nature of fiction and of the audience, but it
lacks Marston's critical abandonment of fiction and the actors'
complete stepping out of the play. Marston's play is perhaps the
more serious intellectual attempt to deal with tﬁe problems of

the ending of fiction, but Fletcher's play investigates the same
field of ideas, although they rééaiﬁ'more clearly submerged in

the fictional story. Both plays, despite-their suggestions of
tragedy, have close links with comedy, with their happy endings,
although these are more clearly tinged with irony and, in the case
of Marston's play, curiously subdued: nonetheless they share the
comic images of reunion and reconciliation, the passage through’

- death, and the discovery of a personal identity. Both plays, with
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their tragicomic discords, their rich confusion of literal and
metaphorical, their colliding genre-definitions, and their
vinvestigation of the roles of actors and of audience, are particu-
larly successful in their mediation for the audience between the

world and the play.

At the moment I have established a background of
tragicomedy, the tragicomic ending, and its critical treatment of
the audience, which I shall shortly use to investigate the work
of Webster. However before doing this I wish to make a short
digression. I have so far omitted detailed discussion of one
important playwright of the period who was interested in tragi-~
comedy and in the nature of thé dramatic ending, and who wrote

"tragicomedies both of a Marstonian and of a Fletcherian kind -
Shakespeare. I wish to look particularly at Shakespeare's
descriptions of what happens as a play ends, and through this to

investigate‘the nature of the tragicomic happy ending.
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LOTES

Joe Lee Davie, The Sons of Ben (Detroit 1967) p.59.

References to The intivpodes are from the edition of anne
liaaker (1967).

T.3. Tomlinson, A Study of Elizabethan and Jacobean Tragedy

(1964) p.251.

Ralph Berry, The art of John Webster (1972) p.165. 4nd this

tendency to judge tragicomedy as if it were.tragedy is

present even in the inclusion of The lalcontent in a.H.

Gomme's collection Jacobean Tragedies (1969).

Clifford Leech, John iebster (1951) p.91 (¢f a Cure for a Cuckold).

Una Ellis-Fermor, The Jacobean Drama (1936) p.183, on the

subject of A4 Cure for a Cucikold. -

P.B. Murray, A Study of Join webster (The Kague 1969) p.21k,

on the subject of The Devil's Law=case.

Induction 1ls 95-7. &nd cf the play's ironic use of allusioans
to Hemlet. l.endoza's praise, and then disgraise of wouwen are
obvious ironic referen;es to Lhamlet - 1.v.38-40 especially
parodies Hamlet 1l.ii.300-309.

Northrop Frye, &4 Katural Perspective (NY 1965) pp. 83-4, where

he traces the "theme of death and revival" in Huch ado, 4ll's
Well, and the rouwances.

Love's Labours Lost (V.ii.918). Richard David (1951) relegates

this to a footnote as "a mere reader's comment on the play as
a wﬁole”, but nonetheless it‘seems necessary to round off the
scene, and its conviction in performance suggests its
author;ty.

Sce abo&e. chapter one p.27.

See, eg. Robert . Turner's edition of the play (1964) p.xuv.
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M.Ce Bradbrook, Themes and éonventions of Elizabethan

Tragedy (Cambridge 1935) pp. 247«8.

See above, chapter two pp. 67-70.

W.B. Yeats's poem "King and No King' singles out this aspect
of the play. The poét feels that a vow made by liaud ﬁad taken
on a disquieting concrete force which he contrasts with "The
hourly‘ﬁindness, the day's common speech' (1;14) and which he
compares with that of Fletcher's play.

Bessus' adventures with language, in fact, closely paréllel
thése of Arbaces. Early in the play he seems to feel that he
can create a military reputation simply by language. From

the beginning, however, he learns to distrust language - "A
plague of their eloquence; 'twill cost me many a beating"
(111.ii.34=5). Still later his allies the swordsmen define
their honour by verbal quibbles on "grant" and "must" (1V.iii.
95-106). Finally, having like Arbaces passed through trust and
distrust of language, Bessus finally, like his master, gains
his hapéy ending in a verbal definition: '"ien are but Men ..."

(veiii.83).
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CHAPTER FOUR

. "Too long for a play': Shakespeare's tragicomic endings.

At the end of All's Well that Ends iell, after the

unravelling 6f the fictions of the play, the solution of the riddle
"One that's dead is quick' (V.iii.297), Bertram's brief prémise to
love his new wife "ever, ever dearly' (V.iii.310), and the
curiously tentative statement of the happy ending, "All yet seems
well" (V.iii.326), the actor playing the King of France steps out
of his part to speax the epilogue. He announces that he is no
longer a king but "a beggar" (Epilogue 1.1), an actor, a meﬁber of
a profession classed with rogues and vagabonds. He turns to the
audience, making the conventional requesf for applause and £he con-
ventional statement of_the power of the audience to bring the play
to its happy ending. At the same time he suggests that as the

play ends the positions of audience and actors have been reversed.
Not only will the actors watch as the audience applauds, but the
audience are now to return from the theatre to resume their places .
as actors in their own lives: "Qurs be your patience then and yours

our parts' (1.5).

Shakespeare's interest in the mechanics of his craft, and
especially of the relationship of audience and play, permeates his
work. The play within the play, the image of the play, and puns on
play", "player', "stége", "scene", "shadow" and "audience" are

repeated throughout the plays1. Many of the plays contain direct
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discussion of central problems of theatrical experience. Hamlet,
for instance, discusses the politics of the theatrical companies
(11,1i.330-52), recommends "“nature' as the final judge of the play
and its performance (111.ii.20,23-4) and suggests the ambiguity of
the actor's ".and the audience's infolvement in what they know to

be a fiction. What's Hecuba to them or.they to Hecuba (11.ii.
552)? The discussion of the War of the Theatres when "“the poet
and‘the player went to cuffs" (11.ii.351) establishes drama as a
form created by conflicts and prepares for the coﬁflict of audience
and play as Claudius sees his‘own past acted out on the stage. AAs
actor=-playwright, Shakespeare's interest in his craft centres on
problems of presentation and of ways in which the faculties of
actors and playwright are not confined to the stage but escape into .
life outside it. He seems especially interested in the interaction
of audience and actor,. the nature of theatrical illusion, and what
happens as the illﬁsion ends at the end of the play: his final
scenes are particularly rich in images of play, actor and audience,

and in direct discussion of the nature of the fiction of the play.

Comedy with its movement from disorder to festivity,
"through release to clarification"a, seems particularly able to
include what would seem to be disparate elements, pain, fear, doubt
and frustration, without either destroying the comic framework or
underestimating the seriousness of the threat posed to it.
Northrop Frye, for instance, seesvcomedy as the most coumplete

dramatic form:

Tragedy is really implicit or uncompleted comedy....
‘ comedy

contains a potential tragedy within itself.

3

It is only a step from this kind of all-inclusive comedy to the
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determined juxtaposition of mixed tones in the tragicomedy of

Marston and of Beaumont and Fletcher: Even As You Like It, which

may seem so untroubled a play, predicts tragiéomedy in its use of
”counterstatements”4, its "synthesis of ... romance and anti-
romance"s. This principle of contrast and juxtaposition is suggested
by the play's multiplication of characters: it'contains not only
four pairs of iévers, two jeélous brothers, two satiric.
commentators, and two personae for Rosalind, but even two characters:
called Jaques and two Olivers. The beginning of the play juxtaposes
"the golden world" (1.1.109) and the '"working-day world" (l.iii.a12),
and throughout the play the paradigm of the old tale" (1.ii.105)

is repeatedly referred to to point out thg disturbing way in which
life deviates from the safe conventions of fiction6. Even the
characteristic Shakesperean device of contrasting symbolic
locations, the courtrand Arden, is not used simply. The relation-
ship between the two at first seems to be that of opposites, and
Arden does indeed provide an escape.éfom some of the problems of
life outside. Nonetheless some of the.problems of the working-day
world appear in Arden in exaggerated fofm. In particular life in
the forest seems governed by an oppressive sense gf the passage of
time. Time is constantly discussed by everyone, the wastage of

time involved in the holiday world (1l.vii.112), the relativeness

of time (111.ii.290-312), the relafionship of time to the lover (111.
ii.29#;9): Jaques' bitter vision of the seven ages of man apd the
passage of time (11.vii.139-66) and Téuchstone's grotesque version
of it in the suggestion that "from'hour_to hour we ripe and ripe/

- And then from hour to hour we rot and rot" (11.vii.27-28), are
simply extreme forms of an almost universal preoccupation. Arden

is not an escape from the facts of time and death, but rather a way
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of accepting themn.

The play's last scene, like ﬁhe play itself, synthesises
"counterstatements" and suggests a complete view of life in which
holiday.and working-day are each important parts. Like comedy in’
general this final scene moves from metaphorical to literal truth,
"froéTértificial toT;atural"7. In the conventional images of the
masque and the discarding of‘disguise fiction is banished in a
prediction of the ending of the pla&. Nonetheless the play not
only banishes but also celebrates fiction, and there ié a strong
undercurrent in thg opposite direction. While the play's fictions
give place to facts, some metaphors acquire a surprising lit;ral
interpretation. Rosalind's magician uncle (V.iv.32-3), the spirit
of the theatre whose home within the "circle of the forest" (V.iv.
34) suggesté the wooden O of the theatre, was simply a ;iction
invented bj her as an image of the power of fiction and her own
power over fiction: now he has become almost literally true fn the

uysterious presence of the "old religious man" (V.iv.154%) who con-

verts the wicked Duke and prepares for the happy ending.

Finally as fiction and fact, holiday and working;day,
satire and romance, are all absorbed into the happy ending, the
fiction of the play falls apart into its constituents. The two
satirical commentators Touchstone and Jagues who seem to represent
different éspects of the play's, and Rosalind's,tough scepticism
about tﬂe conventions ofvits own fiction and who have faced each
other across the play, depart in opposite directions. Touchstone,
participant and pefformer in the love-games, goes off with his
audience to a future of performing; Jaques the ex-libertine,
melancholy, satifical, cynical and sentimental, has stepped igto
something very like central place in the final part of the scene,

giving the benedictions but refusing to_recognise for himself the

1
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.suprémacy of the comic spirit. He seems to have moved into the
centre of the stage in part because he has become a delegate of-

the audience, critical and out of place in the festive conclusion
of the fiction, and as representative of the audience he goes off
in search of something new to look at, “"matter to be heard and
learn'd" (V.iv.179). From a grotesque emalgam of libertine and
satirist at the beginning of the play, "compacg of jars" (ll.vii.5),
Jaqﬁes has moved to become our representative, and he ends the play
in a centfal place, treated with the same mixture of ridicule and
affection with which we might view our own ambiguous position aé

audience.

Finally in the epilogue, straddling fiction and real life,
the actor playing Rosalind begins to put off his fictional disguise.
- "if I were a woman ..." (Epilogue 1.17) Rosalind stresses the
distinction between the actor and his part, and finally the differ-
énce between actors and.the audience on whose approval they depend.
The actor, a kind of hermaphrodite, male and female, persén and
persona, addresses the simpler, less ambiguous life of the audience,
and ushers in the ending of the fiction. Fiction and fact,

presenters and audience, part as the play ends.

As You Like It, then, coantains implicitly some of the

structures of tragicomedy in its discords, its 'counterstateaments",
its simultaneous cohfidence and scepticism. DNonetheless the play
reaches a festive conclusion where fiction is celebrated as well

as discarded, and where holiday and working-day recognise éach other
as the stuff of life. In other Shakesperean plays the approach to
tragicomedy is closer. The Jaques impulse becoumes more emphatic and
threateniné, danger is dealt with more convincingl&, the counter-~

statements are no longer synthesised in one character but tear the

play across, and fiction poses important threats to the reforming
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comic society. The so-called "dark comedies", where the
participants resist the tidy comic form which the plays attempt to
impose, and the romances, where joy and reconciliation face mocking
images of hate and futility untilAthg very ends of the plays, all
powerfully suggest the '"genuine dileﬁma of feeling"8 of tragicomedy.
I shall deal in fhis chapter with three plays where the happy
ending is profoundly shaped by this dilemma, three plays which
moreover seem particularly interested in describing and depiéting

the activity of the audience and what happens as a play ends -

Love's Labours Lost, Measure for Measure and The Tempest.

Love's Labours Lost and the image of the audience

One play in particular, Love's Labours Lost, gains some

of the poignancy of its bittersweet effect by its direct and
indirect discussion of what happens as the play ends. Although

not a tragicomedy in Fletcher's sensé, the ending of the play
approaches the tragicomic in a way that would certainly have been
understood by the publishers of Campasgeg. The play itself con-
trasts the game-playing and wit-combats of comedy with a surprising
mofal earnestness directed especially by the Prinéess of France and
Berowne against Navarre and his academe. The attempt to win "Fame"
(1.i.1) seems not omnly a deniél of the most intimate impulse but
also a threat to the ordered frame of society, ''a dangerous law

. against gentility" (1.1.527). Again ?he hunt, a conventional symbol
for 1ove10, becomes the framework for;a surprisingly serious mdral
discussion of how "glory grows guilty of detegted crimes" (1V.i.31).
The women, who introduce the world outside the ivory tower pf

academe, judge their perjured lovers in terms of "“deadly sin' (11.i.
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104) and 'detested crimes" (1V.i.31). HMoreover, the perjury of
the men makes it impossible for the women to distinguish between
seriousness and jest in their motives. The last scene must show
the esqapé from the perverse joys of the ivory tower, an expiation
of the men's “detested crimes" (1V.i.31), and a mixed tonality in

which earnestness and jest can at last be distinguished.

The last scene of thg play contrasts two dramatic entgr-‘
tainments both of which, in their own way, go disconcertingly
_wrong. The masque of Russians as an expression of love is
interpreted by the ladies simply as '"‘mocking merriment" (V.ii.139),
and the role-playing of the men is disrupted by the women's clear-
sighted ability to distinguish truth from falsehood and by their
obstinate refusal to respond to the men's metaphors. Again and
again the men's hyperbole is deflated by this insistence on literal
truth: Rosaline insists that men who have measured many miles must
know how many inches in one mile (V.ii.188-9), Berowne asks the
Princess for.”one sweet word" (V.ii.23%0) and is given ''Honey, and
milk, and sugar' (Vv.ii.231). The women, and the audience they
represent, are the ones who can distinguish the literal and the
metaphorical and who have power to control the performance. At the
same time this audience are themselves involved in acting out parts
as the women exchange identities. The men, considering themselves
as actors, face an audience who are not only resolute not to accept
their fictions but who, unknown to them, are parodying their acting
ability by themselves enacting fictional roles. As the epilogue to
All's iiell suggests, audience and actors blur and change places.
Inevitably in this maze of fictions and reality it %s the men who

come off worse, "dry-beaten with pure scoff (V.ii.263).

The men follow this up by reappearing in their own persons.
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The king's request that the Princess should give him "audience!
(V.i1.313) puns on the women's role in the dispersed entertainment.
The women too have discarded their disguises and confuse the men
completely b& fifst praising and then dispraising the masqﬁe, and
finally revealing that they had known the truth all along. Defeated,
Berowne foreswears fiction, ''speeches penned'" (V.ii.402) and
determines in future to use words in a simple referential sense.
This facile denial of verbal artifice, though, is not enough. The
ladies follow it by revealing their own enacted stratagem which
has forded thevmenAinto perjuring themselves again. Their
"merriment" (V.iii.k61) is dashed "like a Christmas comedy' (V.ii.
462). Even now that the men have given up fiction it persists in

dogging them, inverting their good intentions.

As the men, and the play, prepare to give up fiction, the
Pageant of the Nine VWorthies éppears as' a last-ditch demonstration
of the power and the ridiculousness of fiction. The courtiers
watch the entertainment as a show worse than “the king's and his
company" (V.ii.511): the implied theatrical pun admits the men's
earlier concern with the acting out of fictions. The men now join
the ladies as an audience for the pageant, the men boisterops and
mocking, undermining its conventions and insisting upon its purely
fictional nature, the women silent and sympathetic. The men's
reception of the play raises some important problems of theatrical
experience. The audience insist that it is they who create and
control the dramatic fiction by accepting and responding to it, as
the audience of ladies had previously‘insisted on their ability to
distinguish fact and fiction. It is they who allow the actor to
assume other identities = "We have given thee faces' (V.ii.614),

and they willfully point out that if they refuse to respond to the



fiction it remains simply so many unconvincing words - "I Pompey
am./You lie, you are not he'" (V.ii.543). The scene stresses the
creative power of the audience, and although the actors try to

insist on their own identities - "Your servant, and Costard" (V.ii.
567) - on balance it is the audience who win, insisting on the
silliness and implausibility of the fiction, and drawing the attention
of the audience in the theatre to the fictional nature of the whole

enactment.

As the scene progresses we are travelling farther and
farther from the ivory tower of academe, and even from the courtiefs'
conventional ex?ressions of love. The ultiﬁate facts of life and
death have already crept into the comic scene as Katherine discloses
that her sister had died of love (V.ii.14-15). Now Armado asks for
respect for the dead Hector - "The sweet war-man is dead and rotten;
«++ when he breathed, he was a man' (V.ii.653-5). However this
moment of poignancy is broken by Dumaine's obscene pun11, and again
by the implied pun in Costard's picking up Armado's word
"surmounted" and revealing Jaquenetta's pregnancy (V.ii.662-5). The
fiction hints at a juxtaposition of birth and death as Armado and
Costard fighé, but the danger dissolves into fooléry and a parody

of the romantic love relationship.

However the dissolution of fiction is not yet complete.
Marcade's news of the death of the Princess's father not only
interfupts the "merriment" (V.ii.705) of the pageant, but also dis-
rupts the comic framework of the play. Death is no longer ﬁart of
a classicalvpastAor an indeterminate future, but a fact of the
present. Tﬁis entrance of the messenger of death into the festive
setting is doubly poignant because it mirrors what is to happen as

the play ends. The pageant over, the demands and fears of real life
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reassert themselves, and the audience, although secure in its
ability to manoge the dramatic fiction, must face the less accomumo-
dating material of reality which is less willing to allow itself to

be shaped or controlled.

In the face of the news of death the lovers atteupt to
explain themselves. The comic framework is finally not sufficient,
since it led £he women to believe that the men's love only Qent as
far as ''pleasant jest" (V.ii.768). The breaking of the couic fabric
by the entrance of death paradoxically permits the love-relation-
ships to attain a new stability, and the lovers to come to a new
understanding. This, however, is nbt quite enough: the men must
still prove their faithfulness and their seriousness about the new
relationships. The tasks imposed on the men, to live ascetically
in a hermitage or to jest in a hospital, are a step away fronm
comedy, and even an implied criticism of the exuberance of comedy.
Especially in Berowne's case, the humourist must face the comnmitments
of the flesh, and the probability is that comedy will not survive it.
Rosaline's imposition of the final test of comedy also turns to a
graceful compliment to the audience: "A jest's prosperity lies in
the ear/ Of h%m that hears it, never in the tongue/Of him that makes
it" (V.i1i.849-51). The audience within the play has just had its
own authorify dashed: their control of the play is precarious, and
outside the play they have no control at éll. Now it is the audience
outside the play who are endowed with this shaping and countrolling
power, though even here the play's reservations about the power of

the audience moves across the footlights.

This turning to the audience. in the play's most poignant
moment leads into an explicit discussion of the difference between

conventional comic form and the convincing untidiness of the play as
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we have it. Jack hath not Jill: the comic pattern reumains
incomplete, and we are seeing neither "an old play' (V.ii.662) nér
"a comedy" (V.ii.864). Although we are promised a happy ending, it
~lies somewhere in the future, and "That's too long for a play"
(&.11.866): "Contrivance fails when confronted, unexpectedly, with

a superior reality"12.

The play opened with a desperate attempt to escape
""cormorant devoufing Time" (l.i.4) by sacrificing the life of the
body to the life of the mind. It ends by stepping back into time
in its recognition of the physical facts of birth, love and death,
and the seasonél songs in praise of spring and winter stregs this
new acceptance of time and the physical life. The last scene of
the play has presented an ambiguous view of the audience, powerful
within the limits of fiction but not so powerful outside them, con-
trolling and holding fogether the fictions of the play and giving
value to its jests, but at the same time as fragile themselves as
the fictional form. Now finally, with its comic framework in
shreds, the'play and its audience must separate, '"You that way: we
this way" (V.ii.918-19). TWhether or not this final line is
Shakespeare's, this powerful comment on the final,dissolutién of the
play is quité in keeping with a play so aware of the power, and the

final inadequﬁcies, of the play's fictional ‘form and of its audience.

Love's Labours Lost, then,‘interprets the happy ending as

a movement from fiction to reality, the destruction of the comic
form, and the promise of marriage and reconciliation somewhere
beyond the comic framework. The play contrasts the pretensions of
the men, their role-playiné and tﬂe fiction of the play itself, with
"a superior reality". The comic form is finally rejected in favour

of an unconventional form which can suggest the continuation of life
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beyond the end of the fiction, so that the disintegration of comedy
in the last moments produces a foru aﬁd tone verging on the tragi-
comic. Above all, the play is interested in its audience, in their
power and their powerlessness, and in what happens as a play ends,
as the grotesque pageant of comedy is interrupted by news from the
real world. The play dismisses léyers of fiction until it finally

rejects the comfortable comic form, and the shape of fiction itself.

"Such fantastic tricks': Measure for Measure and the image

of the playwright.

Measure for Measure, for a play which uses as central

images and motifs “'seeming" (11.iv.150), the divergence of fiction
and fact, aﬁd substitution, as Angelo takes the place of the Duke,
Mariana of isabella, or Ragozine of Claudio, makes curiously little
use of direct images of theatre andvaéfing13. Even the last scene,
where the Duke sets up and knocks down a sequence of tiny tragi-
comedies, nowhere uses the direct play images so frequent in
Shakespeare's comic conclusions. Nonetheless, tﬁe image of life as
acting, as directing and as observing seems to be implicit.in the
ambiguity of ‘the Duke's role as playwright, actor and director, in
:the formal scene of welcome and of trial which approximates the play
within the play, and in the incre#se of pressure from images of

substitution, and this theatrical undercurrent adds edge to the

play's uncomfortable tragicomic ending.

Of the so-called '"dark comedies', Measure for reasure with

its interest in sexual morality and in the reality of intentions
which do not issue in deeds, its avoidance of death at the last

«woment, and its painful scepticism about the absolutes it discusses,
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geems closest to a tragicomic form as it might have been understood
by Marston or Beaumont and Fletcher. Its dense bacxground'of
satirical reference, the uncertain control of the manipulator
Vincentio, and the ambiguity of its central characters bring it
.closest to Marstonian tragicomedy. The final scene with its subdued
tone, its fofmality, and the danger posed to it by the cbntinuation
of fiction, form a rather dark image of festivity, and a conclusion

which is only partially comic.

As mediator between the fiction of the play and the fact
of the life of the audience, the last scene is concerned with the
ripping off of disguise and the interpretation of metaphors. None-
theless, the return to reality in fhe play's terms is balanced by
the complex manipulation of fictions in which the Duke is involved.

If Love's Labours Lost is interested in the creative and destructive

power of the audience, leasure for ieasure provides a parodic

version of the power of the actor-playwright. The playwright con-
trols his people and gives them situations to react in, and so does
'Vincentie. The playwright deals with fictions: Vincentio acts the
part of the Friar, only giving it ué when Lucio forcibly unmasks
him, and lies to Claudio, to the Provost and to Igabella.A The
playwright constantly risks failure in imposing order on his
creations: the Duke's plans are repeatedly disrupted, even, as when
he tries to persuade Barnardine to die, disrupted in the direction
of grotesque comedy. Vincentio, indeed, is in an ambiguous positioﬁ:
although he has been forced to take on the forms of a world of
deceit the buke ﬁust produce the comic con&lusion in which false
appearanceé are banished and must mediate for the audience betwéen

fhé fictional world of the play and the renewal of everyday life.

At the beginning of the scene the muted formal celebration
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of the Duke's return is broken by Isabella's clamours for jugtiCe,

an image of discord before the final reimposition bf order. As
Isabella puts her case, the language suddenly becomes charged with
reminders of the past: eventé seem to be repeating theumselves so
that instead of preparing the audience fof the diéappearance of
illusion the play plunges us back into its fiction. Isabella
insists that "truth is truth/To th'end of the reckoning" (V.i;45-6),
as Lucio had previously stated that ”gracé is grace, despite of all
contfoversy" (1.ii.23=4). In particular there are echoes in
situation and words of Angelo's period of temptation, and éspecially
of Act 11 scene iv, where Isabella had begged for mercy for her
brother as she now begs for Jjustice on Angelo. Thus Isabella
repeats the central pun on Angelo's name = "You bid me Seek
redemption of the devil" (V.i.29) - and iﬁsists that Angelo is a
villain, "If he be less, he's nothing" (V.i.58), as previously
Angelo had insisted that Isabella should accep£ herself as a woman -

"if you be more, you're none' (1ll.iv.134).

As actor-manager the Duke has a particular penchant for
tragicomedy, for ;he last-minute escape from the depths to the
heights. ZEarlier he had concealed Claudio's safety in the hope of
making Isabella "heavenly comforts of despair" (1V.iii.106), and
had brought Barnardine almost to the block before dismissing him.
This -final scene is é network of small tragicomedies as angelo is
" condemned and reprieved, Isabella is given heavenly comforts and
Claudio appears alive, and Lucio too jests his way out of execuﬁion.
These tragicomedies, devised and directed by Vincentio, are acted
out by him, Isabella, Mafiana and the Pfovost, although their
undefstandingé of the si£uation differ enormously: the Duke's own

complete understanding gives a heavily ironic weight to the
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convincing suffering of the other participants, suffering which

could have been avoided.

-

lariana's riddle on her own status and the identity of
her husband (V.1.171-80, 184-7) is a powerful tragicomic image,
suggesting the ambiguous state of a world where knowledge and
thought, inteﬁtion and act, are wrenchea apart and riddling language
is the only way of expressing a complex reality. We might expect
the acceptance of paradox which the riddle implies to herald the
"end of fiction14. Instead, however, Vincentio steps back into the
dark corners of ambiguity and fiction, appearing again in his
Friar's habit. As Duke and Friar he identifies himself as a "looker-
on" (V.i.315) in Vienna, a representative not only of the ordering
power of playwright-director,'but also of the critical faculty of
the audience. The grave moral commentator faces Lucio the
amoralist, who has throughout the play suggested important reserva-
tions about the Duke's power and his wisdom. The friar-duke, poser
of tragicomedies, has attained an important half-truth in his
épprehension of sin and degradation. Nonetheless he can learn
invaluable lessons from Lucio{s defence of the natural human
appetite, his cﬁeerful affection>for Claudio and Isabella, and his
Barnardine-like refusal to see death as the solution to any human
problems. Angelo, who sees the death of Claudio and tﬁen his own
death as the only way of imposing pattern on the chaos of experience,
and the Duké, who half-heartedly plans thg deaths of Barnardine and
perhaps of Lucio, are subtly rebuked. The unwilling deviser of

tragedies and the amateur of tragicomedy face the anarchic spirit of

comedy and are changed by it.

Finally the web of fiction is broken, not by the Duke

himself but by Lucio, who ruins the grave and elevated tone of the
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scene the Duke has set up by forcibly removing the Friar's hood, a
fine comic moment charged with menace. The Duke has littie luck
with his amateur tragicomedies. His first attempt to save Claudio
almost leads to disaster becaﬁse he simply failed to understand the
intensity of Angelo's fear and guilt: now another tragicomic scene
is dissipated in grotesque comedy.' Lucio reac%s to the éppalliﬁg
discovery with the self-control of comedy: Angelo immediately and
without resistance accepts his own tragic apprehension of tﬁe events
of the play; Angelo says nothing of importance towards the end of
the scene except his two requests for death: even in the final
moients he seems unwilling to surrender himself to the happy ending.
Vincentio, however, is involvéd in posing another scene. He insists
on justice on Angelo, 'Measure stili for Measure' (V.i.409), a
demand which has a curious'unreality since both the Duke and the
audience know we are being called on to react to a fictional
situation. This scene ought to have been the first step on the road
from fiction to fact as Angelo's guilt is revealed: instead it
proves to be a step backwards. Mariana suddenly becomes aware of
_the pervasive unreality: "I hope you will not mock me with a
husbandh (V.i.4155. Vincentio, however, pinpoints Angelo as the
source of all fiction: it was he who mocked Mariana with a husband '

1

and ‘who is punished in the tragicomic scene of illusion and pretence.

Mariana, however, refuses to accept the scene as a
tragedy and finally Isabella, strained by the confusion of fiction
and reality, surrenders and begs for Angelo's life. The Duke how-
ever has not finished his dramatic scene, aithough when Isabella
passes his demanding test of her Christian virtues ayd her commitment -
"to comedy he does tone down the danger of the ééene by turaning to

"another fault" (V.i.454), that of the Provost. The scene is now
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ripe for the ending of fiction, and the Duke has Claudio brought in
and cémple£e§ the tragicomic scene by wholesale pardons. Even
Lucio, the representative oi the anarchic comic spirit, is flnally
pardoned in a grotesquely comic scene which parodies the tragicomedy

which it follows.

The play, then, ends in the comic images of pardon,
reconciliation and marriage, but they seem to be treated in a
particularly ironic way. The Dukg'forgives the unregenerate
Barnardine, the iconoclastic Lucio, the silent Angelo, and the ﬁan
as like almost to Claudio as himself" (V.i.487). &&m &= the sestsks
tisswe ﬂm x5 ok oeen Femesd. A kind of happy ending has
been achieved by the release from fiction, but there continue to be
discordant elements. Much of the tragicomic tension remains because
of what is not said. Angelo says nothing in the latter half of the
scene, besides twice asking for death, not a word to his new wife,
to the woman who begs for his life or the Duke who grants it.
Although he seems to accept the comic ending by the '"quickening"
(V.i.493) which Vincentio claims to see in his eyes, he gives no
sign of joying in it. A large and important part of this final
scene 1is not-put into words: Angelo's reprieve is not granted in
words but simply arises logically from the changed situafion, Claudio
s wsb auEme: aweé says nothing at all after his return to life. His
last words in the play are a casual description of Barnardine's
animal view. of life and death (1V.ii.61-3), and before that a weary
.accentance of death (111.i.170-1): like Angelo, he seems an-only

half—w1lllng participant in the reformlng comic society.

Especially striking and especially dangerous to the security
of the comic ending is the silence of Isabella. She apologises to

the Duke for not recognising him (Vei.363%-5), she agrees that her
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Christian faith consoles her for Claudio's loss (V.i.397), she
pleads for Angelo's life (V.i.441-452). She has no words for
Claudio for whom she has gone through so much - her last.words to
him in the play are "'Tis best thou'diest quickly" (111.i.52) -
nothing to Aggelo, and, especially puzzling, no response to the
Duke's repeated proposal of marriage. It is certainly true that
tragicomedy can explain to the eye rather than to the ear, and
Isabella Cap,‘and perhaps should, be shown on stage throwing herself
into Claudio's arms. Words, which have created all the tragicomic
confusions, are sowehow inadequate to express the happy ending:
Jocelyﬂ Powell, for instance, suggests that words'would ... detract"15
from Isabella's joy at this emotional momen£. Nonetheless the
thunderous silence which surrounds the Duke on all sides compromises
the comic endiﬁg and leaves it ﬁeterminedly unfinished. Isabella's
silence is difficult to show on stage as the result of inarticulate
joy, and recent productions have showed it charged with bewilder-
ment, resignation, resentment or even terror16. Barlier in the play
the Duke as director had seen himself as free from the passions

that move the people of his dramas: he is safely immune to the
dribbling dart of love™ (l.iii.2). Now, however, he has learned
-from Claudio, Lucio and Angelo that no man can esca@e it. His
proposal to Isabellé is an acceptance of his own human frailty, that
he is a fallible man and not a ''complete bosom" (l.iii.3). It is
also an attempt to enter the comic ending, to attain the all~
inclusiveness of comedy and complete the comic symmetry of
reconciliation and marriage. Isabella, however, refuses to accept
it in these terms. The final comic repatteraning which the Duke has
calculated lacks this tidiness of pattern, even verging on parody

of the completeness of the comic ending: of the four marriages that
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are made in this last act only that of Claudio and Juliet is
willingly accepted on both sides. In this final act, then,
Vincentlo's attempt to stage a comic scene results in a grotesque
parody of comic festivity, troubled by unspoken pain and regret.

The Duke moves to the centre of his posed scene to stand among his
puppets who sink into silence. The play sloughs off its fictional
form by its new distrust of language and ;ts pressing silences. a4t
the same time the audience is no_longgr called upon to feel strongly
with or for these silent people, and in the growing‘atmosphere of
disengagement it is as if the people of the play are already

stepping out of their parts.

If Vincentio as "looker-on'" (V.i.315) is in a minor way
representative of the audience as well as of the manipulating power
of the playwright-director, here in the final scene other partici-
pants in the comic ending, Claudio, Angelo, Isabella, Barnardine,
the Provost, have been reduced to the silent status of an audience.
In the last ﬁomgnts of the play audience and director return to the
palace where Vincentio is to give a fuller explénation of "what's
yet behind" (V.i.537). The ambiguous adferb seems to face backwards
and fo?wards in fime17: the double meaning unites‘past and future
as the play returns to a fecognition of its nature as fiction.
Deépite suggegtions throughout the scene that Vincentio and. others
may represent the audience, the actors in the fiction are now
entirely cut off from their audience in the theatre, people in a
fictional world receding into a fictional past or an unreal future,

an inescapable circle of fiction into which the audience in the

theatre could not, and is not invited to, enter.

In Love's Labours Lost the play ends'with a statement of

the ambiguous power of the audience and with the discarding of the
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conventlonal couic framework to replace it with the real untidiness

of experience. licasure for lieasure provides an astringent or even

parodic view of the ambiguous power of the playwright, whose
fictions are constantly being smashed by the participants in them

or by their ;bservers. The play presents a sequence of poéed
tragicomedies whose mixed tone is precarious, and the final scene
produces an ironic view of the images of the comic ending, wmarriage,
forgiveness and reconciliation. As is.charaoteristic of Shaxesperean
coumedy, the play moves from fiction to fact, from metaphor to

literal truth. Nonetheless the play ends, not like Love's Labours

Lost by stepping outside the fictional framework, but by pointing
out the threat posed by fictions in real life and by retreating
from the audience into fictional past or future. The play presents
an ironically comic conclusion shaped by significant silences, and
the audience in the theatre are prompted in their reactions by the
presentation of an audience on stage, so that the danger of tragedy
and a grotesque ironic vision of comedy blend into a convincingly

untidy and tentative account of human fallibility.

The Tempest and the image of the play.

If Love's Labours Lost gains some of its power from its
description of what happens as a play ends and its breaking up of

the comic form, and Measure for Measure by its ironic depiction of

the attempt to impose the conventional patterns of fiction on life,

The Tempest is among other things a discussion of the nature of

ending - of a play, of a career, of a life - and an attempt to
create a tragicomic forwm in which the ending will have a particular
importance as negation and as transfiguration. It presents, in

effect, the end of a story, the fifth act of a larger play whose
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outlines are suggested in Prospero's tale to Miranda in act 1.
The play takes the material of the last acté of Pericles or of The

yinter's Tale, separation and reconciliation and the fassage of

time, and expands it over five acts. The play has the lucidity
and smoothness of imagery of Shakesperian fifth acts and their
relative lack of direct character description. In the second act
of the play Antonio describes the-planned murder of Alonso as an

"act/Whereof the past is prologue' (1l.i.243-4). The Tempest is

the conclusion to the prologue of the past, and the past has a
special importance in the play: the play is interested in the con-

clusion of a story and in the nature of conclusions in general.

Where other Shakesperian comedies implicitly deal with the

changing relationship of audience and play, The Tempest explicitly

takss this as an important theme. Prospero throughout the play
occupies the position of director and désigner, who has planned and
managed the tragicomedy of tempest and wreck and the romantic

comedy of Ferdinand's falling in love with Miranda. While Vincentio
seemed to parody the dramatist's power "and confrol, Prospero
represents the most the playwright dan aChievé - pattern, self-
knowledge, the happy ending - but he remains mocked by the
intransigesnce of his materigl, by the gesolute refusal of Antonio
to join.the comic reshaping, and by the shadow cast by the “thing of
darxness" (V.i.275) Caliban. ‘Throughout the play "Art" acquires a
rich series of double-meanings, as Prosﬁero% magic power and the
faculty of dramatist and actor. The play is thronged by other
versions of - the faéulties of director, actor and audience. iriel

and his "quality" (1.ii.193) - itself a semi-technical term for the
acting profession - are ready to step into any fiction, appearing

in the masque of goddesses, as harpy, sea-nymph, dogs, or grotesque
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islanders. The darker side of the directing and acting ability is
reflected in Antonio and Caliban, both of whom are willing to set
up and participate in scenes of murder. Other characters present
the audience with images of themselves: Miranda listening to
Prospero's discription of the past, or suffering with those she sees
suffer, suggests the empathic susceptibility of the audience.
Ferdinand and Miranda watch the masque of goddesses, Alonso and fhe
lords watch the illusions of Ariel. Again, Sebastian and antonio,
sullenly silent or making bitterly reductive jokes, are the dark
side of the audience whose ”counterperformances"18 jeopardise the
secure comic qontrol. The play is shaped by its description and
evaluation of the roles of actor, Audience and'piaywright, and its

sense of the ambiguous positions of playwright-director and of

observers.

As The Tempest seems in a particularly direct way to be a

description of the fictional énding, the sense of an ending
pefvades the whole of the last two acts. 4ct 1V, indeed, has much
in common with the final scenes of other Shakesperean comedies and
romances. The masque of goddesses with its promise of triumph over
time, and Prospero's resonant acceptance of the dissolution of
fiction and of life, leaying not a rack behind, might be expected to
occur in a fifth act, forming a mediation for the audience between
the world and the play. The melting of the illusion of the masque,
the prediction of the end of the play and of the cosmic fiction of
human life,lhowever, are again repeated in Act V. It is as if the
play is extended beyond its conventional conclusion. The fiction

of the play has a wonderful resilience and strength which can
survive even its apparent ending.

When Pr05pefo first appears in Act V, he has regained the
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control of himself which slipped womentarily as the ending 6f the
masque of goddesses confronted him with the pressure of real life,
his danger from Caliban and the drunkards. Here in Act V he
prepares to stage the end of the play. Through Ariel he has
learned something of his own nature, that he is no “god of power"
(1.4i.10) but of the same world as his p?isoners, "one of their
kind" (V.i.23) subject to passion in the same way. In the early
part of the play Prospero has tended to control‘emotion tightly, to
tone down the strong empathic emotion of Miranda, for instance. in.
the last two acts; however, emotion floods back into fhe dry pools
of the play. EIarlier FProspero had only dissembled anger with
Ferdinand, felt irritation with Ariel and Caliban, or a deep but
not fully articulated tenderness for Miranda. . This increase in the
pressure of emotion signals the ending of fictioﬁ and prepares for
the festive conclusion and for the moﬁent when, in the epilogue,

the fiction and its emotions are put aside.

Throughout the last scene Prospero is concerned, as he is
throughout the play, in creating and ordering scenes illustrating
the defeat of vice and the triuaph -of virtue. Now, charming his
prisoners into his magic circle, he comments on thg characters of
each, forgiving all, even, if a little grudgingly, his "most
wicked" brother (V.i;130), énd entering again into the human com-
munity. Proépero organises the fiction; revealing as an emblem of
order the lovers playing chess, a wdrld‘in which falsehood exists
only in the éontext of the game and is tenderly accepted by Miranda.
Again the boundaries of fact and fiction waver as Alonso takes the
scene for "a vision" (V.i.176). 4nd, for an instant, the reforming
.comic society is expanded, almost able to reconcile its discordaat

elements, as Sebastian of all people recognises the happy ending as
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a "most high miracle" (V.i.177), and Miranda and Ferdinand enter
the "brave new world" (V.i.183) which only the‘worldly-wise Prospero :
- qualifies = "'Tis new to thee" (V.i,184). Only Antonio resolutely
himself alone, excludes himself from the reshaping society and
remains almost silent throughout the act, the intractable,
unsympathetic member of the audience who cannot enter the golden
world. How%ver, despite this silent mocking presence, the éternal

19

negative, "Creation's ou y the comic conclusion seems to have

been reached. Prospero insists that the past, which has held a
special status throughout the play, is no longer real or iumportant,
"a heaviness that's gone" (V.i.200) wﬂich no longer needs to be felt
or remembered. He turns‘his backvon the past and prepares for the

future, however sombre it might be, proclaiming the rather subdued

happy ehding - "Think of each thing well ..." (V.i.251).

*

From this point in fhe play Gonzalo, Miranda and
Ferdinand have no more lines, and the fiction seems‘to shrink into
something which is happening in the mind of Prospero. The scene
becomes a darkening circle about his central figure which predicts -
the death to which.he is to dedicate every third thought, and its
image, the end of the play. Cuttiné through these.gathering
shadows erupts the almost-murderous antimasque of Caliban, Trinculo,
and Stephano. Like the lords before then they enter in distraction,
a comic form of the previous %cene of threat and reconciliation.

The normal hierarchies return and wmisrule is overthrown: C;liban
recognises his 'god" as a drunkard (V.17296) and returns to |
Prospero determining to be "wise" aﬁd "seek for grace' (V.i.294-5),
so that not even the thing of darkness, :the lust and anarchy which
menace the comic ending, can be completely excluded frow its

repatterning. Like Prospero and Alonso, Caliban learns to
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place to order echoes Miranda's - "These be brave spirits indeed!"
(V.i.261), a sure sign of his inclusion in the comic ending.
However the return of the usual system of rule and association is
not entirély benevolent. Sebastian and Antonio renew their scorn-
ful belittling banter: the wonderful show is over, and they are
themselves again. Apart from them, however, the reforming society
has a strong and stable core: even Caliban is adopted as a part of
Prospero's own being, a part of the all-inclusive comic ending.
Finally Prospero prepares to step into an ambiguous future, where
Ferdinand and Miranda can complete their wedding celebrations, yet
where Pr0sp§ro's every third thought is tolbe his grave. This
future, however, like the visions of the past which shape the first
act, is curiously lacking in detail: Prospero as actor and
fictional character exists oﬁly on'his\bare island, and elsewhere

darkness engulfs him.

~ Finally the comic reconciliation with its miraculous joy
and regl imperfection is complete. The grotesqﬁe antimasque, which
might have led into dances, masque and music, leads instead to a
negation of the fiction of the play. frospero, left alone @ stage,
- now directly addresses the audience - "Please you, draw near"
(V.i.318). This epilogue continues with the theme of the relation-
ship of art and life, their cowparable fragility and yet their
ultimate sepa?ateness which Prospero explored in the speeches
beginning "Our revels mow are ended" (iV.i.148) and '"Ye elves of
hills..." (V.i.33). In the course of the epilogue. Prospero ceases
to be the fictional Duke.of Milan only but speaks also for the actor
who portrayed him and the playwright who directed ali his directing.

The actor, like PfOSpero himself, steps off the‘magic island and
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enters again into'the realm of time, so that the magician who has
abandoned the '"rough magic'" (V.i.50) of manipulation and control,
the actor without a part fo rlay, and the playwright whose fiction
is «t an end ail seem curiously vulnerable - "And my ending is

. despair ..." (Epilogue 1.15). The magic land of the play has con-
tracted into the stage, "this bare island' (Lpilogue 1.8), as the
play itself has contracted into the dual figure of Prospero. It
is now suggested that the audience has the same éhaping power over
him as Prospéro had over the people of the fiction: they are even
given a place in the story and are petiﬁioned to release Prospero
and the acfor-playwright from the "bands'" (Epilogue 1.9) of his
own fiction. 1In a play in which freedom hés been an important
theme = Ariel and Caliban both long for freedon, Ferdiﬁand wins
freedom by being a slave = the.inversion by which the actor-
playwright-magician begs the audience to set him ™free! (Epilogue

1.20) from the darkening fiction, has a special poignancy.

The comic reshaping of the play, then, is almost inclusive,
despite its gatherihg darkness, the mocking presence of Antonio,
and Prospero's sacrifice of his art and his vision of his own
'coming death. The very precariousness of the end;ng gives a greater
intensity to its more than common joy. Boisterous and dangerous
comedy, fear of death and of madnesé, and -the romantic comedy of
young love, a;e synthesised in a tragicomic form in which joy and
loss are perféctly balanced. Above all, the play's explicit
treatment of the dissolution of fiction and beyond it of human life,
and the leading of the audience out of the play as. Prospero becomes
actor and the play admits its fictional nature, perform one of the
most powerful mediations between audience and play that Shakespeare

wrote. " In a tragicomic inversion the controlling Prospero becomes
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a prisoner of fiction, and the audience is called upon to release
him, although behind this conventional deference to the power of
the audience is the shadow of the fragility of human life as well

ag its mirror, the ending fiction.

Conclusions

As was inevitable for a thoughtful artist interesfed
theoretically as well as practically in his art, Shakespeare
experimented with several kinds of mixed-genre plays. King Lear,
for ingtanQe, inverts Northrop Frye's belief that tragedy is
incomplete comedy by ironically presenting tragedy as completed
coﬁedy: Lear gnd Cordelia reunited almost achieve a happy ebding,
but this disintegrates into tragedy. Shakespeare's tragicomic
plays have a wide scope, including the clear comic surface of
Lyly's tragical comedy, the close texﬁure of satirical reference
of Marston's plays, or the riddling world of Fletcherian tragi-
comedy. The plays develop through discords, iromnic juxtaposition,

contrast and repefition. The Tempest especially constantly compares

unlike characters, Miranda and Caliban, Ferdinand and Caliban, and
suggests similarities between apparently unlike mdments; the almost-
t:agic«scene in which Antonio urges Sebastian on to murder his
brother by claiming to see a crown hanging over him (11.1.199-200),
is repéired in Gonzalo's joyous vision of a 'blessed crown" (V.i.
202) hanging over the young lovers and predicting their comic
ending.

Jacobean tragicomedy seems to be unlike tragedy in kind,
unlike comedé only in degree. The structure of comedy, that is to

say, lies at its heart, and is strongly suggested, but the plays
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qualify this comic ending, pass beyond it, or disrupt its fictional
ﬁature. Northrop Fryezo sees the camic structure couposed of a
period of preparation, a period of license and the confusion of
values, and finally Fhe period of festivity itself. Shakespeare's
tragicomic plays use this sequence but tilt it away from festivity;

Love's Labours Lost stresses the periods of preparation and of

license, and follows festivity with a darker image of a dangerous

world outside comedy. Measure for Measure treats festivity very

perfunctorily: disorder has been so strong and convincing as to
endanger the comic world. The Tempest balances the joy and the
precariousness of its festive ending, moving frém comic joy to a

~ putting aside of the whole fictional form. The plays provide
ironic, or at least subdued, definitions of comedy and move forward
to an acceftance of their own fictional nature. In the last
moments the fiction is negatea: the audience is led outside the
comic convention and returned to a real life nqt governed by the

safe rules of fiction. Love's Labours Lost and The Tempest

especially clearly lead their audience out of the fiction and out
of the play itself: the juxtaposition of comic convention and the

untidiness of real life form a last‘tfagicomic discord. Thé

Marstonian synthesis of Measure for Measure ironically defines
couriedy and eéds on a half-festive, half;sceptical acceptance of
fiction. Shakespeare's tragicomic plays use the "negation' of the
fictional ending to point out the supremacy of life over the fiction
of the play: their broad inclusiveness of festivity and scepticisa

uses and predicts the ambiguous tragicomic.worlds of Beaumont and

Flotcher and of Webster.
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CHAPTER FIVE

"My tragedy must have some idle mirth in't": John

Webster's tragedies and the language of comedy

In 1639 an unknown compiler, perhaps John Taylor the-
Water Poet1, took advantage of the contemporary taste for jest

books by publishing Conceits, Clinches, Flashes and whimsies, an

eclectic collection of funny stories, buns, striking conceits and
epigrams and tiny satirical sketches. Whoever the compiler was,

he seems to have a particular interest in plays and the theatre:
one anecdote,‘number 194, jests about the publiéations of the first
Shakespeare folios. Of the first five jests in the colleation,

all epigrams or elaborate metaphors, two seeun to be derived

directly from John iebster's The white Devil. The fourth jest,

"Lovers oathes are like marryners prayers ... is an accurate
qu;tation of Flamineo's deécription of his uneasy ;elationship with
Zanche, although the two similes develop in rather‘different waysa.
The fifth item, "Women are like dead bodies for surgeons to worke
upon, because they tell a man his imperfections', is a fairly close
remembrance of Monticelso's description of whores in the arraignment

sceneB. John iwebster, who is known to modern audiences almost

solely as the author of two great tragedies, The white Devil and

The Duchess of ialfi, seems to have been considered by his contem-

poraries also as a comic writer and a wit. Gawaliel Sradford has
4 .

suggested that Webster was '"no mean master of comedy” : this

insight applies not only to iiebster's early collaborative exercises
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in comedy, but also to his later tragedies and tragicomedies.

Beaumont and rletcher learned to write comedy and tragedy
by first writing tragicomedies. Webster on the other hand learned
to write tragicomedy by writing comedies and tragedies. His

tragicomedies The Devil's law-case, A Cure for a Cuckold, and

perhaps The Fair NMaid of the Inn, are among his latest works, while

his theatrical apprenticeship was served in collaborating on city
comedies and historical tragedies. IHowever Webster's interest in
mixed forms 1s obvious throughout his independent work and in his
later collaborations. In 1604 he contributed an induction to

Marston's The Malcontent which is both a lively piece of theatre

and a perceptive commentary on the nature of Harston's "bitter"

play (Ind. 42). In his epistolary introduction to The White Devil,
Webster mentions the "worthy composures" (1.38) of Beaumont and
Fletclier as works in whose light he would wish his own to be read.

2

If the play was written in about 16127, Webster must have been
involved in its slow and laborious composition during the period in
which Beaumont and Fletcher were experimenting with various kinds

of tragicomic form in The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1607), The

Faithful Shepherdess (1608), Philaster (1609) and A King and No

King (1611). For a playwright as interested as iWebster has proved
himself in mixed forms, these new and suddenly modish plays must
have given him a great deal ‘to think about. On the simplest level

The White Devil seems to have taken several hints for situations

from these early Beaumont and Fletcher plays: one might mention the
histrionic lovers' quarrel and reconciliation in 1V.ii or the

constant use of debate and discussion, or the tragiéomedy of

Flamineo's mock death in the final scene.

Webster's major plays. are explicit about their own mixed
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nature. The iwhite Devil excuses itself for being 'no true dramatic

poem" (To the Reader 1.13), not simple in its genre definition but,
like Florence's revenge, a "tragedy'" mixed with "idle mirth" so

that it might "pass" with audienoesv(lV.i.119-éO). The Duchess of

gé;ii uses comic and tragicomic elements so extensively that it has
been seen as a tragedy marred by ”comi§ and satiric confusion"6, a
"melodrama"7 or even a "Eomitragedy"g. This chapter and'subsequent
chapters will explore Webster's definition and discussion of his
own mixed'genres. I shall first examine ways in which the two
great tragedies "approximate ... tragicomic experience“g, how the
audience is led through the plays' equivocal descriptions of them-
selves, and how the endings of the plays preserve or reject the
tragicomic compromise. I shall then‘go on to explore the special
features of Webster‘é own tragicomédies and the ways in which their
audiences lead the audience 6ut of the play. First of all, however,
it will be ne#essary to say a few words about Jacobean tragedy and

its inclusion of comic incidents, anecdotes and language.

The inclusion of comedy in Jacobean tragedy

Northrop Frye sees comedy as a comp}eted form, a carrying
through to the end of a structure which tragedy breaks off and
deliberately leaves unfinished10: again; Aldous Huxley suggested
that ;::;;af is "the literature of the Whole Truth 1, Jacobean
tragedy often tries to overcome the limitations of its own partial-
ness by extending its ''pure art"12 to include comic anecdotes and
devices in its "expropriation of a‘numbér of devices traditionally
"associated with comedy"13: the porter scene in Macbeth; for
instance, provides a coﬁic vision of hell against which the play's

serious treatment of guilt and damnation is held. Many tragedies
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of the period introduce a coherent comic or tragicomic subplot: in

The Changeling, for example, the subplot shows the underneath of a

world gone mad and comuents on the 'changes" which are taking place
in the main plot14. Many tragedieés,.then, present a complex
ve;sion of experience by introducing comedy in an attempt to test
the stability and completeness of the fragic frameworxk, and to use

the mixture of genres as a way of expressing "“the Whole Truth'.

Comedy and tragedy can, however, interpenetrate even more
closely than in the form of plot and subplot, and tragedies can be
built on fundamental principles of irony and comedy. This is one
of the major achievements of the Jacobean period, but Marlowe in
particular anticipated it. All his plays, and especially Dr.

Faustus and The Jew of Malta, are built on an uneasy process of

alternate expansion and contraction, so that tragic horror is pro-

foundly modified by comic and tragicomic ironies. Dr. Faustus does

not simply have a comic subplot: the terror of Faustus' position

is scored across by comedy and farce, as Fau;tus and lephistophilis
disrupt a papal banquet, provide an audience for the grotesque
masque of the Seven Deadly Sins, or as Faustus eats a cart-ioad of
hay or cheats a horse-courser or stages a parody of Christ's
resurrection with the hélp of a false headl:'A In its disqﬁieting con-
tradictions between the cosmic. battle of good and evil and the
utterly trivial jokes in which Faustus is distracted, the play
suggests a series of almost tragicomic discords at the centre of
which is the double image of Faustus and Christ.  Throughout the
play Faustus is torn between reading life as tragedy or comedy.
Finally "in the world we prove real by dying in :i.t”’]5 tragedy wins
and the comic reactions are defeated - "Fools that will laugh on

earth must weep in hell" (V.ii.106). The play is a tragedy of the

loss of aim and the loss of dignity, which expresses itself
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substantially through Marlowe's hard, detached, and entirely

undignified comedy.

This playing off against each other of tragic and comic
cffects is also crucial to iarston's "seriously funtastical

tragedies (Antonio and Hellida, dedication "Io ... hobody", 1.6),

to The Atheist's Tragedy and The Revenper's Tfagedz, to the tragedies

of Middleton and to some of the tragedies of Shakespeare, all of
which "approximate ... tragicomic experience". Lven Hamlet makes

use of some "distinctively comic effecfs"16, and King Lear is

shaped by the cdmedy of the grotesque"17. The Revenger's Tragedy
develops in a complex series of ironic reversals, and is a.play
where the '"tragic view of life" is expressed through the '"methods

of farce"18. Finally Women Beware Women presents a world where

the naturalistic details of ordinary life, a chess game, a visit,

a wedding ceiebration, a ducal proéession eagerly watched by an old
woman and her daughter-in-law, who imagines the duke has looked ét
‘her, are loaded with pain and péssion. This play with its lack of
villains, its casual hypocrisies, its significant domestic detail,
its elaborate love-intrigues and bitter ironies suggests a '"mood
not too far removed from the spirit of comedy“19.4 Revenge tragedy
and comedy of manners face each other across the play: "Middleton

appears to be on the verge of creating a novel kind of drama that

20
occupies a middle ground between,come@y and tragedy" .

The whole movement of Jacobean drama seems to be toward a
mixed genre that might express "the ithole Truth". At about the
sahe time Marston and Beaumont and Fletcher established the
sceptical, ambiguous form of tragicqmedy as a popular and repeatable
dramatic kind, and Marlowe, Tourneur and Shakespeare devised a

complex and resilient form of tragedy which was strong enough to
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include and to defeat comedy and farce. The White Devil and The

Duchess of lialfi do not exist in a vacuum. They are not unigue in

their adimission of comic and tragicomic elements, but they do use
them with unusual coherence, and coumedy and tragicomedy are treated
not only as a threat which tragedy must face and overcome, but

also as a form of real reservation about the tragic absolutes and

as part of a rigorous critical double vision.

Tragicomedy in The ihite Devil and The Duchess of Malfi.

As a writer interested in mixed genres and beginning to
write independently in about 1612, there»were three models to which
Webster might have turned for structures by which the "“partial
truth" of tragedy might be extended. There was formal tragi-
comedy of the kind written by.Marston and Fletcher to which liebster
turned in the 1620s, tragicomedy based on comedy, with a structure
of discords and double vision, a critical distrust of its own

rhetoric, and a clése and explicit audience-play relationship.

There was the extended tragedy of King Lear or The Revenger's
Tragedy, a kind which Webster seems to allude to in his use of
grotesque physical horrors and of extreme ironic reversals.
Finally there was Tudor tragical comedy, tragicomedy based on
tragedy, often with a foreshortened ending and making use of a
rigorous description of its own mixed .naturev.w wee = e
IRwt of DNE.%r jwiews NG Yeermremho Smr vhe bemberthew exawecy B

whimh SF cesss P EEUe B o IEGU suwetSts ke meew Feewe G-

Webster, then, had a number of models for his own tragicomic
synthesis, a fact wanich may have enabled his plays to achieve their

unique richness and complexity in their integration gf the genres.
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In reading or in performance one of the most imuediately

striking aspects of the two plays is their juxtaposition of tones

.

within and between scenes. In The White Devil Flamineo and in

The Duchess of lialfi Bosola attack the passions of their masteré

and their ideals of achievement and order with satire, undermining
their tragic absolutes. At the first meeting of Brachiano and

' Vittoria their sensual, egocentric concept of love is challenged
by the possessive jealousy of Camillo, the hysterical moralising
of Cornelia, and the bawdy commenfary of Flauineo and Zanche. The
scene yegins in comedy, as Fiamineo éulis the ridiculous Camillo
with a series of dramatic double meanings really aimed at
Brachiano, and the.tone of the scene is repeatedly described as
"happy" (1.1i.6,10,16,205). The second half of the scene, however,
takes on the tones of tragedy, as Vittoria relates the 'dream'
(1.4i1.231) which will lead to two murders, and Cornelia delivers
the terrible curse that Vittoria shbuld, like Judas, betray the
man she kisses (1.ii.298). By the second scene, both a comic and a

tragic ending have been suggested. In the same way in The Duchess

of lNalfi the Duchess' commitment to love, self-fulfillment and
'self-sacrifice, and its expression in her pregnancy, is challenged
by Bosola's satirical descriptions of her and of éexuality in
general. Juxtaposition of tones, howevef, runs deeper than this
constant use »f satirical commentary, and even than the couparison
of pofentially comic and potentially tragic actions and motives.
Brachiano, for instance, is at least partly a comic charactgr. In
his first intérview with lionticelso, Florence and his wife his tone
is at first flippant and amused = "They are but crackers!! (11.1i.73).
He provides a punning ;nswer to Florence's accusation of impro-

priety with Vittoria - "Happily" (11.1.53).- as later in the same
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scene but in a bitterer vein he éives Isabella's excuse for her
visit to Rome, "Devotion" (11.i1.150), an unwelcome double meaning.
Brachiano is, at least at first, playing a comic scene, while
Isabella is acting out a "sad ... part“.(ll.i.245), an exercise
in pathetic tragedy which_even her brother irlorence can only
intérpret as comedy, a source of "exceilent laughter" (11.1.276).

The three have nothing in common, not even the kind of play in

which they see themselves taking part. Again in The Duchess of
gglii'the wooing sceﬁe seems to be basically comic, as a young
woman defies the weight of convention to marry the man she loves,
but.it is disturbed by ominous suggestions of death and madness,
by the discuésion of the will and Antonio's fear of ambition, the
"great man's madness" (l.i.420). ELven the image of the shroud and
of the sheets of the wedding bed coalesce (1.1.389). The play dis-
cusses the possibility of a tragedy which is founded on a comic
act. In the disintegrating world of the play, material which
comedy specifically affirms - the independence of love, fiction,
art, laughter - is seen to lead difectly to a tragic catastrophe.
Cause and effect are dislocated, as the play insists that tragedy

and comedy are each an essential part of its experience.

The two plays, then, create tragicomic discords by con-
trasting tragic and cowmic interpretations of action, by showing
comic commitment leading to tragedy or tragic passion modified by

comic detachment. DMore specifically, the two plays suggest

tragicomedy in their use of what seews to be a particularly tragi-

comic device, the use of ironic repetition in which the tragic

status of an incident is undercut or its comic status is wade

In The White Devil especially this is a major

increasingly uneasy.

. . . 21 .
structural device. Roma Gill finds the play "disjointed"™ ', rich
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in striking incidents but lacking in overall design. On the
contrary it seems to me that the play's scenes are close connected
by an elaborate and coherent system of parallels and repetitions,
so that any scene can easily and effectively recall its past or
sugggst its future. Certain patterns, visual or verbal, "figure in
action'" and '"figure in language"z2 are repeated again and again.
The ironic use of the kiss, for instance, runs throughout the
play. 4 convengional sign of love, it is used to register divorce
(11.1.192,253) and as a method of murder (11.i.301,11.ii.26-31):
finally to withhold the kiss which might poison becomes the final
sign of loveg(V.iii.26)23. Hardly an act,statement or image
exists in isolation. In the arraignment scene, for example,
Brachiano interrupts the court's ritualistic pieties by coming
uninvited and by providing himself with a "chair" (11l.ii.4) of his
own. In half comic defiance‘he spreads out on the floor "a rich
gown" (11ll.ii.4 SD) and sits on it. Even this comparatively trivial
act does not exist in isolation, howé%er. _The audience is
succinitly reminded of the first meeting of Brachiano and Vittoria,-
when Zanche spread out a 'carpet!" with cushions for the lovers
(1.ii.204 SD). By this apparently casual fepetition we are reminded,
at the beginning of Vittoria's trial, of the crimé of which she is
" accused. Webster was a notoriously slow worKker: one of the reasons
hewe been, .
for this i;Lthe extraordinary richness of his plays and his

meticulous care in providing this elaborate tragicomic web of echo,

repetition, parody, contrast and allusion.

Most striking of the tragicomic uses of repetition in The

White Devil is the way in which almost all the play's major

incidents are closely repeated and parodied. The arraignment of

Vittoria is closely followed by Brachiano's interrogation of her.
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Brachiano's declaration of divorce from Isabella is followed by a
repetition of the scene in which she enacts the part of the destroyer
of the marriage. She closely repeats Brachiano's words but her
agonised and half ridiculous hyperbole = "a thousand ears ... a
thousand lawyers' hands ..." (ll.i.28?-8)’tips the scene over into
parody. Again in the last scene Flamineo reverses this order of ‘a
serious followed by a parodic version of experience by acting out

a grotesque fiction of his own death, so that a farcical image of
finality and a tragic image face each other across the last scene.

The White Devil with its elaborate system of fepetition and

parody, its ironic contrasts between interpretations of experience,
and its coherent sense that any'in;ideng is intimately connected
with other incidents, fits the shifting values and the ironic
double-vision of tragicomedy into the tragic framework of aspira-
tion, failure and death. . The use of répetition reminds us
constahtly of the system of cause and effect behind the action. ihen
fragicomedy fails, it is often because it has neglected this simple

logic. The White Devil broadens the audience's response by suggest--

ing the logic of tragedy behind the events and the clashing tones of

tragicomedy, and is a coherent evocation of a disturbed and
disturbing world.

In The “hite Devil the play's system of internal fepetition

and parody forms links between seemingly unlike characters and

events: a single word, image or gesture suddenly takes on an

independent life and strikes a spark with the past. In The Duchess
of Malfi this system of repetition and parody is less elaborate and
less fragmented. A single incident is repeated and repeated
throughout the play: the Duchess' wooing of antonio. These
reflected images of the wooing scene, moreover, become increasingly

grotesque as the play progresses, so that the '"complex and
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debatable"aqvevent of the Duchess' secret marriage is examined and
re-examined throughout the play. In 11l.ii. Ferdinand, m;ddened
wiﬁh pain and jealousy, bursts into his sister's bedroom to confront
her and her husband, and the whole scene begins to take on-the
forms of the. earlier wooing scene. The phallic imagery in
Ferdinand's gift of the poniard grimly recalls the Duchess' playful
banter about the old tale in which a naked sword is placed between
the lovers to keep them chaste (1.1.500=1). The earlier scene is
also suggested in its images of the tomb and of funerary sculpture,
by the subsequent use of the "quietus" image (l.i.46k., 111.ii.
188), and by the basic stage-pattern of an interview watched by
others from concealment. At the end of the wooing scene, Antonio
was startled when.Cariola reveaied herself: here, badly frightened,
he turns on her and accuses her of betrayal. The whole scene is

an ironic reflection of the eérliér one with love replaced by hate
as its moti&ating force. It marks the undoing, at least |
temporarily, of some of the play's hard won lessons about love and
trust: not only does the terrified Antonio distrust Cariola, but
the Duchess even suggests, briefly, that Ferdinand came to her by

Antonio's "confederacy'" (111.1i.88).

The wooing scene is recalied more grimly in Act 1V and
especially in the scene of the Duchess' murder. The image of
funerary sculpture is repeated (1V.ii.33, 156-162), the Duchess
diséusses her "last will" (1V.ii.200), which was the pretext for
summoning Antonio to the wooing scene, she talks aéain of children
and Bosola's dirge which is also an epithalamium recalls the
ceremony of marriage itselfas. Even the masque of madmen seeus a

’ )

kind éf concrete presentation of some of the images of the wooing

scene, Antonio's fear that his "ambition" in marrying the Duchess
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was a kind of 'madness'" (1.1.240-), and Cariola's interpretation
of the Duchess' divided loyalties as a "fearful madness" (1.i.506).
In the first scene the Duchess raises Antonio from his knees -
This goodly roof of yours is too low built eoo (1oio416): in
1V.ii she kneels to register her own humility. The two scenes, in
fact, are closely linked, the laﬁér completing strands of imagery
in the former. The wooing scene is shown to contain madness and
death within its reassuring frame of sanity and normality, and by
its implicit comparison with what has gone before, the death scene
firmly marks her secret marriage as the cause of the Duchess'

murder, but also as a source of her strength.

Finally the wooing scene reappears in grotesquely comic
form in Julia's wooing of Bosola. Julia, who prizes love above
social conventiogs and whp d;es as a result of this commitment,

. provides a copy in miniature of the career of the Duchess, a
coarser and less disinterested version of the dead woman, ﬁho con-
tinues to suggest her values but also undercuts them by her fickle-
ness. As the Duchess flouted conventién to marry the man She loved,
Julia woos Bosola, and like the Duchess it is she who has to set

the man at his ease.  These key'scenes invthe play, then, are
developed as incréasingly grotesque distortions of a single act:

the Duchess' active commitment tb_}ife is repeated again and again
throughout the play, becoming more ex{reme_and meaningless as the
society of the play, deprived of the buchesé' healing presence,

falls apart into melancholy, apathy, madness and murder.

As tragicomic discords are suggested in the two plays by
repetition and comparison of incidents, similar connections between
apparenfly very unlike characters are also suggested. In The iwhite

Devil, for instance, Isabella, Cornelia, Vittoria and Zanche are
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all at some point in the play described as “Fury"aé. The jealous
and generous wife, the moralistic mother, the passionate, amoral
and ambitious lover and the lustful and short-sighted lMoor are all
fundamehtally the same kind of person, tough, emphatic and perhaps

predétory, and all are destroyed by the men who use them. In The

White Devil this system of parallels and comparison is repeatedly
used to undermine the tragic status of the noble characters. Whén
Brachiano's wooing of Vittoria in the second scene is directly
juxtaposed with Camillo's courting of his wife through his brother-
in~law, it seems that the effect is a simple contrast, the passion-
ate and impatient aristocrat against the aging and stupid citizen.
Even here, Flamineo's moékery of Camillo seeums to extend to
Brachiano, who is also ridiculed by‘his secretary's cool detachment.
As the play progresses,‘indeed, Camillo and Brachiano come to seem
increasingly alike. Like Caﬁillo, Brachiano seems to have "high
gifts of learning" (1l.i.30-- compare l.ii.135f but like Camillo he
is also a "fool' (1V.11.142). Both are described by the emblem of
the stag, a horned animal with violent sexual appetites (1l.i.9%4,
11.i.325). Both men are murdered during athletic exercises: in the
second scene Flamineo makes a bawdy jest about Camillo and "the
great barriers'" (1.ii.28-9) and for Brachiano his-barriers turn into
"unfortunate revels" (V.iii.8). The extended comparison deflates
Brachiano's pretensions to heroic status, and shows grotesque comedy

modifying even the play's theme of passionate love.

In The Duchess of Malfi the comparison of characters, like
that of incidents, is less fragmented'and more clearly organised.
Especially interesting are the unexpected links drawn between

e?

. Antonio and Bosola“’, . " the diffident husband and

the tormentor and satirist. Antonio first introduces Bosola and
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thus helps to control the audience's response to him (l.i.23-8, 74~
62), and he and Delio are on stage during Bosola's first interview
with the Cardinal: the two men are associated in Ferdinand's mind
at 1.1.228-9. Antonio who took the ring oftenest and who praises
noble horsemanship (l.i.14%-6) is linked with Bosola who holds the
provisorship of the horse and who gives the Duchess apricots
ripengd in horée-dung. As the play progresses the relationship of
the Duchess and Antonio is replaced a£ the centre of the play by
her more ambiguous relationship with Bosola. At the end of the
play it is Bosola who takes the part which should have been
Antonio's,bringing “coufort" (1V.i.137) to the Duchegs; rebuking
Ferdinand, begging the 'fair soul" (lV.ii7342) to return to life,
imagining himself haunted by the dead woman. The play shows the
effect of one woman's life upon th?ee menﬁ Ferdinand is driven mad,
Antonio's precarious sense_of self is almos? destroyed, and Bosola
manages to achieve some kind of new clarity of vision although, as

I 'shall show, this is.treated with profound irony and ambiguity.

Webstef's two tragedies, the#, suggest the methods of
tragicomedy in their ironic organisation, their use of discords,
ironic repetition and contrast. Again, the characterisation of the
plays seems influenced by that of tragicomedy. L.lu. Waith28 has
suggested that Fletcher brought tb’seventeenth century drama a new
kind of characterisation in which people were shown as multi-
faceted, lacking the firm explicitness of characterisation of earlier
plays. These characters are in a sense the‘opposite of flat
characters: they are always capablé of surprising us, as we expect
them to. We are not invited to share their consciousness in the
way that we share that of Shakespeare's tragic heroes: they speak

few soliloquies, and their internal life is suggested more obliquely
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in ironic divergences between the character as he seems to us and
as he seems to other characters in the play, as in the case of
Fhilaster. These self-absorbed, éelf-conscioﬁs characters suggest
the real triviality of experience, and it is the task of the
audience to evaluate and reconcile their convincingAinconsistencies.
Webster seems to héve adopted these discontinuous tragicomic

characters for his own purposes. In The White Devil almost all the

charaﬁters have this convincing inconsistency with which réal
people seem to behave. larcello and Cornelia, for instance, have
fine moral sensibilities, but they écquiesce in Vittoria's dubious
marriage when they can. profit from it. Monticelso, after advocating
revenge and murder, laboriously reaches ou£ for a system of moral
absolutes only to have this new commitment undermined by
circumstances, as Elorence bribes Lodovico in the name of the new
Pope. Almost every character in the play is.developed in terws of
antithesis: Isabella is hysterically jealous but capable of
unexpected generosity, Brachiano is a noble soldier and scholar
but also a "fool"ag. Vittoria especially shamelessly torments her
husband and suggests his wurder to her lover, but she defends

5"30 that the whole

herself with éuch "innocence-resembling boldnes
question of guilt and innocence becomes irrelevant: in this world
of shifting peéerspectives we are not judging moral absolutes but

only the quality of the performance. Finally as Brachiano dies he
sees her as a false'steward and as én aging woman who has betrayed
her husband, but also as "this good woman" (V.iii.417), a heroic
aspirer worthy ofl"infinite worlds",' Neither of these contradictory
views destroys the'other? the two exist side by side, and the
audience must accept both halves of the dramatic antithesis, and

that truth is subjective and that real people do not conform to the

character-types of art.
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InAThe White Devil this world of antithetical and

wavering characters drawn with "extreme objectivity" revolves round
an unwavering centre, Flamineo, the malcontent drawn with "extreme
inwardness"BT. One effect of the bewildering shape-shifting éf

the other characters is that we seem to see them and their actions
throuéh Flamineo's eyes. He stands between us and the action,
interpreting for us the gestures and the rhetoric of his fellow
actors, although we are never allowed to forget that his interpre-
tations are not uniformly trustworthy. Flamineo acts the part of
wavering and shifting character in his personae of '"politic mad-
man' (111.11.308) and his "varying of shapes" (1V.ii.246) but, uantil
the play's last moments, we always know when Flamineo is
dissembling. He is the only character who is given anything like a
soliloquy, almost the ;nly character who consistently and in detail
explains to us how he feels or why ﬁe is acting as he is. The
"inwardness" of the drawing of his character, his associations with
comedy and satire, his directing power and control and his restless
intelligence, all contribute to his perverse attractiveness. If
there is a degree of realism in the play's antithetical characters
as they suggest the way in which we apprehend othgrs, our‘
"inwardness'" with Flamineo permits us to perceive him in much the
same way as we appfehend our selves. We understand his feelings
and his intentions, although there remains an area of his conscious-
ness, as of our oWn, that we do not fully understand. He is thus
placed in a particularly close rélationship with the audience, a
relationship which, as I shall show, contributes to some of the

play's most distinctive tragicomic effects, especially in the final

act.

The White Devil, then, experiments with fitting
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Fletcherian tragicomic characters into a predominantly tragic
structure. The characterisation is objective and antithetical, with
a curious realism which reflects the way in which outside the
‘explicitness of art, we apprehend and judge ourselves and other

people. The Duchess of Malfi appears to be more clearly a linear

play, and:also seems to be '"a play about character"32 more simply

than The White Devil, perhaps a more Shakesperean play in which

action is clearly the product of character and of human choice. The

White Devil épproaches tragicomedy in the profound ambivalence of

its characters: in The Duchess of lNalfi the use of formal

"character&" to control and sharpen our response to and judgement
of the play's people produces a more solid, and a more uniformly
detached, sy;tem of characterisation. People repeatedly describe
the shape of other people's characters: Castruchio and Malateste
exist almost solely in éatirical denunbiations and Pescara in
laudatory description. The Cafdinal, Ferdinand and the Duchess are
clearly described at the beginning of the first act (1.i.152-204),‘
and Bosola and Ferdinand as welllas Malateste are described in
111.iii, a scene whose lack of physicél action prepares for the

violence to come. These "qharacters" produce an effect rather

unlike the shifting ambiguousness of The White Devil. The Duchess
is more simply a "good" character than Vittoria, a woman committed
to real human relationships, to love and life, whose motherhood is
a potent image which is set against the sterility of her society,

and against the insistence in The White Devil on Vittoria's child-

1essness§3. .She is a simple character trapped in an ambiguous

world, forced into elaborate forms of pretence,'masks and curtains"

(111.41.159), when her own impulses would have preferred frank and

generous demonstrations of feeling.
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Again, the use of 'characters'" is to produce a distance
between the audience and the people so described, a distance which
. is preserved for the rést of the play: even in the case of the
Duchess, Cariola, Bosola or Antonio are required as intermediaries.
Both plays, indeed, gegulate‘the audience-play relation by detaqh-

ing us from the events.described. In The White Devil we see events

filtered through the conscicusness o{ Flamineo, and our
iﬂterpretations are moulded by his exuberant séepticism, and by

the fact that weAare allowed to appreciate the double-vision of.the
play, seeing Brachiano's declaration of divorce as well as
Isabella's re-enactment of it. Flamineo's perverse vitality and
his explanations of action and feeling make him something like the
play's centre of sympathy as well‘gs the central consciousness. In

The Duchess of Malfi the Duchess is the centre of sympathy, but

the central consciousness is.provided_by an alternation of Antonio
and Bosola; Antonio starts the play with a special relatienship
ﬁith the audignce: like Lim, we aré newcomers to the court of Malfi,
and we appreciate his descriptions and his political generalisa-
tions. He is introduced first as an acute critic, then as an
athlete, "a good horseman'" (l.i.140), "an upright.treasurer“ (1.i.
372), "a complete man' (l.i.435). However, while the Duchéss'
marriage compietes her sense of her own identity, it seems almost
to destroy Antonio's, and as the play progresses his virtues are
significantly undermined and this special relationship with thé
audience is stretched and distorted. His acute judgement and his
athleticism are compromised bf his ":t‘ear;l and his passionate desire
for safety, both key words of hi; in the second half of the play34.
Even his status as "upriéht treasurer" is compromised as he is

forced to act out the fiction of being banished for embezzlement.
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As Antonio is gradually distanced from the audience -and
significantly reduced in stature his function as guide and »
~ director for the audience is taken over by Bosola. Antonio.is
divided by the conflict between his fear and his love, between his
ideal of "a fixed order" in society (1.i.6) and his crippling sense
of his own presumption in sinning agaihst this order by his
ﬁarriage. Bosola is as painfully divided between his own clarity
of moral vision and his inability to do what he sees to be right.
His incisive moral sense, his natural barometer for truth and
falsehood, and his natural sympathy with suffering have a grotesque
dark side in his inability to let moral insight dictate moral action,
his dependenée on his own control of.fiction, and his devestating
and painful satirical outbursts. Louis D. Gianetti in a perceptive
article discusses the function of Bosola's character, seeing it as
"an important physical 1ink".between audience and play, "a visual
metaphor ... a bridge by which the audience éan vicariously enter

the world of the play"~.

He stresses the prominence of Bosola in
any production of the play, the fact that he is so frequently on
stage even if only as a silent observer - '"Here is a major differ-

ence between text and production". 1In The White Devil a group of

discontinuous tragicomic characters is related to us by Flamineo,

who seems a simpler, more direct character. In The Duchess of

Malfi, a group of more conventionally conceived tragic characters
is related to us by two discontinuous and ambiguous commentators
Antonio and Bosola, who control the relationship of audience and
play and who change places in the course.of the play. The two

rlays provide‘different versions of the synthesis of tragedy and
tragicomedy, slightly different visions of a violent and untrust-

worthy worla, where tragedy and comedy become blurred and confused.
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The ihite Devil and The Duchess of Malfi, then, share

certain features of tragicomedy, the ironic use of repetition and
contrast, of unexpecfed links between e#ents and characters,
discontinuous characters who are related to the audience through
the intermediary of a commentator, the juxtaposition of clashing
tones and definitions. In the next two chapters I shall be looking
at contrasts between the plays and thgir individual features, other
wa&s in which the plays suggest tragicomedy, in their definition

of genres, their inclusion of miniaturé_comedies and tragicouedies,
and their treatment of the dramatic ending. First, however, I

want to say a few words about another way in which the plays move
away from tragedy, their use to an unexpected extent of the language

of comedy.

The White Devil, The Duchess of Malfi, and the vocabulary oi comedy.

When the ghost of his father has confirmed the suspicions
of Eamlet's prophetic soul and has revealed the trgth about his own
death and Claudius' guilt, one of Hamlet's sharpest apprehensions
is that of the divergence of appearance and realify, that Claudius
can "smile, and smile and be a villain" (l.v.115). In The
Changeling, after Beatrice-Joanna has finally bought Alsemero at a
price higher than even she had expected, Deflores watches her
wedding procession '"smiling" when the ghost of the murdered Alonso
"appears to Déflores in the midst of his smile" and "startles" hinm,
as the procession passes.over the stage ﬁin great solemnity" (1V.i.

initial SD). Finally in The Revenger's Tragedy Lussurioso attempts

‘to persuade Piato-Vindice to act as his pander to Castiza.

Lussurioso gloats that the girl's own brother Hippolito recomnended
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Piato to him - "We may laugh at the simple age within him" - and
Vindice, who perceives still deeper ramifications to the irony,

dutifully replies "Ha, ha, ha" (1.iii.q159ff.).

Laughter and the smile, it seems, have a peculiar status
in tragedy. The smile isolates the smiler - Claudius in his own
private world of deception keeps a tight smile on his face - and
' it may rebuke ﬁ;m, as Deflores is rebuked. It indicates'that two
different levels of consciousness conffont one another, as
Vindice's laughter isolates him and points out that his understand-
ing of the situation is superior to that of Lussurioso. The smile
or laugh may have a particularly predatory and sinister aspect,
marking a deliberate withholding of sympathy. In comedy, and
perhaps in drama in general, laughter usually has "the role of a
normative agent"36. Its function in tragedy, however, is often
more complex and disturbing. It may encapsulate tragic intimatiéns
of the sinister and threatening, of aggression, detachment and
isolation. At the same time it may also, with nostalgia or with
the sense of itself expressing a more ppofound truth, suggest a
genuinely comic world, the realm of "the Whole Truth" which tragedy

is not to enter. The White Devil and The Duchess of ialfi seem,

above all other Jacobean tragedies, to use significantly the
vocabulary of comedy in order to extend the tragedy, and to present

- potent rivals, victorious or defeated, to its "Partial Truth".

The White Devil uses the vocabulary of comedy extensively,

testing every stage of the tragic e;perience against the patterns
and vecabulary of comedy. The "paradoxical figure"37 of laughter
especially haunts the play. The words "laugh", "laughter" and
"laughing' occur thirteen times in the play, and in addition on

seven occasions laughter is specifically written into the s'tage
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'directions or nust be assumed to be happening on stage. The words
"merry'", "mirth", "jest" or "jests", "ridiculous" or “ridiculously",
"gullery', "simpers" and "suiling" are also prominent throughout

the play38. J.R. Mulryne sees the play as including "an ...
unmistakable current of humour" and suggests that one character,
Flagineo, "comes close to being simply an embodiment of this

o139

tempe . flamineovcerfainly uses more couedy-words than any
other single character - fourteen verbal references to laughter and
jést, three references used of him, as well as his numerous witty
anecdotes and conceits, jokes and satirical set-pieces. Perhaps
the inélusion of Flamineo suggests that kind of tragicouwedy which
Karl Guthke desc?ibes as that in which "an essentially comic

person ... finds himself in the world of tragedy and is overcome by
it"AO. However, hardly a character fails to use the vocabulary of
comedy - Lodovico and his henchmen have eleven references, Florence
four, Brachiano three, Camillo and Dr. Julio two, and Isabella,
Monticelso, Zanche, liarcello, Giovanni, a Courtier and Vittoria
herself one each. Significantly only Cornelia never directly uses
‘the language of comedy: she does not belong to the disturbed world
of the play. At the centre of the play, a significant part of its
"equilibrium of opposites"41, is the uneasy partnefship of a pre~
dominantly tragic heroine and a predominantly comic-satiric
‘malcontent. Linking them is Brachiapo, who -in the early part of
the play seems bent on imposing a comic interpretation on the pain

around hims: his flippancy in his first meeting with Isabella con-

trasts with her agony, and even in ‘the.arraignment scene he enters,

_treats the scene as a comedy, makes a few jokes, pettishly loses
his temper, and deserts Vittoria to fend for herself. here his

own passions are uninvolved, he sees nothing but comedy: it is all



168

too appropriate that the death-scene of this man, who was unable to
take suffering seriously, should be surrounded by disquieting
images of comedy, haunted by punsLh2 and by Brachiano's own laughter,

‘a horrible echo of the laughter of Isabella's murderers in 1l.ii.

As the biay's use of the language of comedy is not
restricted to any one character,_so it is not confined to any
single scene. The séene with most references is 11ll.iii with nine
diregt references; ZFlamineo and Lodovico temporarily join forces,
reducing the whole oppressive world around them to a satirical
vision of corruption and decay. In this disintegrating world words
like "girn" and "grieve" (111.i1ii.90,84) take on references to
laughter and comedy. Fiﬁally the new allies quarrel and part with
violence and with a comic interpretation of it - "I spake that
iaughing «ss This laughter scurvily becomes your face ... now I
laugh too" (111.4ii.112,122,124). A largely comic écene, this
separates two important-tragic scenes, the arraignment of Vittoria
and Florence's plotting of his revenge. A4s an interval apparentiy'
free from violence and danger it develops as a self-consciously
staged comic scene, sectioned off from its surroundings - "NMark
this strange encounter ...'" (111.iii.65). However even this comedy
with its comparative safety falls into the forms of grotesque
violence which.shape the play: the last chance to allow comedy to

decide the play's course fails, and from this point disaster seems

inevitable.

Apart from this last-ditch attempt to reassert comedy as
the play's norm, the language of comedy ié used most extensively in
the most obviously "tragic" scenes. ll.i,'ﬁhere Brachiano meets
Isabella and plots her murder, has five comedy-words, and the final

scene, where Flamineo chooses to "laugh" rather than to die
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Wywhining" (V.Qi.194-5), has three. Webster deliberately creates

a dichotomy between an event and the human reaction to it. DNMurder
is greeted by laughter, a tragedy of revenge must have '"some idle
mirth" (1V.1.119) in it, Lodovico's noble enemies "laugh" at his
"misery" (l.i.Z@), the Machiavel makes his enemies 'die laughing"
(V.1i1.196), and even Florence sees his sister's agény only as a
potential source of "excellent laughter' (1l.i.276). The White

Devil uses both tragedy and comedy to evoke a world without human

sympéthy, a world of self-centred self-seekers, where the ordinary
logic of existence is splintered and where pain is greeted by

laughter and jests form the prologue to murder.

The White Devil uses the vocabulary of‘comedy to allow

its tragedy to tell "the ihole Truth"; to relate it to the real
world, and to depict a breakdown in human‘experience in which
suffering and humiliation‘produce the comic response and comic
action leads to tragedy. Comedy and tragedy are not at odds. There
seems, indeed, little effective difference between the two: the
genres seem to be flattering bells‘that have one tune at weddings
and at funerals,Asince bdth spring from violence and pain, and the
‘most tragic scenes are on the whole also the most comic. In The

Duchess of iialfi, at least in the early part of the play, comedy

and tragedy are antithetical, significantly organised so that they
oppose each other: the play treats them as opposites rather than as

fundamentally the same, another sign of its apparently more con-

ventional organisation. In The White Devil there are foxty-three

direct uées of the vocabulary and gestures of comedy: in The Duchess

of Malfi there are thirty, so that the actual number of references
is significantly smaller, especially in the direct depiction of

laughter. In The White Devil the play is permeated with the
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language and structures of comedy: almost every character and scene

uses the comic vocabulary. In The Duchess of Malfi verbal and

structural suggestions of comedy are less evenly spread. They
clﬁster aroupd obviously comic centres, the court amusements in

1.i, Bosola's satirical monologues and his "jest".(ll.i.140) with
the apricots, the grotesque comedy in which the Cardinal is trapped
in V.v. DBy far the greatest number of comedy-words occur in £he
first act: the world of the play is iuuwediately established as one
in wﬂich laughter and jest are a normal part of life, a world of
people with a common ground who can share jokes and moral dis-
cussion and who have a common interest in moral and intellectual
judgements and a common medium for expressing them. However, unlike

The White Devil the play undermines its comic half by seeing it as

narrowly satirical, destructive and anarchic, as posing a threat

to the tragic experience rather tham contributing to it.

The first scene is at the centre of the play's discussion

of comedy and of its hostile definition of laughter. The play's

implicit judgements, simpler than those of The Wwhite Devil, depend
to some extent on.the placing of its people accqrding to their
battitude to comedy. Ferdinand is the leader of the faction which
supports satirical comedy. Throughout tﬁe play he is associated
with laughte¥ in its most hostile and reductive form: he "laughs/
Like a deadly cannon" (111l.iii.54-5). His devotion to laughter is
a sigh of his cruel aggressiveness - he declares himself ready to
"laugh' at Castruchio's fool, a duub idiot.(l.i.129) - and a trép
for the ﬁnwary. His "mirth, is merely outside'" (1.i.170), his
laughter is a means '"to 1Augh/All honesty out of fashion" (l.i.
171—2). He insists o; his own mastery of this grim and brutal

comedy, stagihg the horrible joke with the dead man's hand, and’
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writing punning letters to the Duchess . EKe insists that he is
lord over laughter, to raise or to still it at his own pleasure:
he makes bawdy jokes and then disclaims their bawdiness, or stills
the bawdy laughtér of his courtiers with an assertion of his own
absolute power over comedy - "Why do you laugh? Methinks you that
are courtiers should ... laugh when I lgugh, were the subject never
so witty" (1.i.122-5). Laughter is also an index of Ferdinand's
detachment from real human relationships. When he seeks the most
potent possible image for the way in which he feels that the

3
Duchess by marrying has excluded him from her love, he imagines
that he can "see her, laughing'" (11.v.38). This sense of disinte-
gration, the act of laughter divorced from/its comic context, sight
divorced from sound, implies thé pfofound dividedness of the world
of the play. When Ferdinand appears to reject laughter and satire,
"Pasquil's paper bullets" (lll.i.§9),'it is a sure sign that he is
dissembling. Of the seventeen references to laughter in the play,

il

six are made by Ferdinand and three by others about him.

Laughter as a guide to character is perhaps more important

than in The White Devil, where almost all the characters use the lang-

uage of couedy. Ferdinand and Bosola support reductive and satirical
laughter: in the final act the Cardinal is trappea in dangerous .
farce. bLven Antonio is touched by this violent comedy as he stages
what is intended as a cowic scene, tiptoeing away from his wife to
make her"angry"(1ll.ii.57).0n the whole the women oppose them.
Castruchio's "lady'" (l.1.131) Julia is imuwediately dissociated from
the male definition of comedyiwhereas Ferdinand is prepared to '"laugh"
at'the dumb idiot(l.i;129) she cannoﬁ "abide® him, "norw..to be in
merry company" (l.i.133). Julia the great woman of pleasure ig

perhaps rather humourless, like Vittoria. The Duchess, however, is
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associated with "wit, gaiety and tenderness“45: she tones down the-
language of comedy, removing the cruelty and threat iuplied in
Ferdinand's use of it and giving it a unique fewinine interpreta-
tion, imbuing Cariola and at times Antonio'with her gentle sense
of comedy.‘ She determines to malke her will "smiling' (1.i.378),
she accepts Bosola's "jest' with the apricots (11.i.140), she
stands up to and defeats his satirical attack on women, sexuality
and birth, she rejoices to be "so merry“bwith Antonio (111.v.53)
and determines to be "a little merry" (lV.ii.151) even with her
execufioners. Finally her death is posed as a contest between her
own confidence in the tragic and comic absolutes and the cruel
comedy of madness and despair which Férdinand attempts to impose
on her. The masque of madmen is intended to force her "to laugh"
(1V.ii.41) aS‘it'had for the Pope: the Duchess however can use
even this source of cruel ladghter for‘a positive purpose, to keep
her in her "right wits" (1V.ii.6). Having defeated these last
threats posed by satire, farce and melodrama, she can face death

asserting the values of tragic commitment and of wit and humour,

and we believe her.

The use of comedy and the vocabuiary of pomedy, then, is

rather different in The White Devil and The Duchess of kalfi. 1In
the later play it is used less extensively and with greater

hostility. In The White Devil we view the action largely through

the people who use cowmedy: in The Duchess of Malfi we are alienated

by them. The play stages a number of small comic scenes but these
are most often revealed as cruel, like the masque of madmen, or

destructive and reductive, like the scene in which the Cardinal's
elaborate precautions ironically bring asout his own death. In

The Duchess of Malfi attitudes to comedy mould our attitudes to the
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characters of the play and help to create a disintegrating society
which includes '"comic elements fraught with tragic overtones" and

"tragic elements that tend to laughter"qs. In The ¥hite Devil

almost every character uses comedy, and comedy and tragedy become

almost indistinguishable, Like The White Devil, The Duchess of

lialfi includes comic, tragicomic and farcical episodes, but again
they tend to be more muted than in the earlier tragedy. The comic
dialogues and anecdotes are all in a low key; like the dialogues of
everyday life, and have the rather crude flippancy or facefioushess
of real conversation. Moreover comic dialogue and anecdote tends
not to focus on the main charécters, as itvdoes so often in The

White. Devil, but rather on characters at the fringe of the action,

like Castruchio or lMalateste. In The White Devil satireitells

truths about the world of the play, and comedy is an intimate part
of the centrel experiences of the plaj, of the directing ambitions

of Flamineo, the passion of Brachiano, or the revenge of Florence

and Lodovico. In The Duchess of Malfi‘£wo kinds of comedy, the
masculine and feminine, satire and humour, clash across the play.
The Duchess manages to preserve for herself the absolutes of
trégedy and of comedy, but after her degth the simple genres fall
apart and the dramatic world dissolves into the forms of farce,

melodrama, and tragicomedy.

Tragicomedy in The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi: Gonclusions.

Webster's two independent tragedies, then, suggest the
forms and interests of tragicomedy with their significant juxta-
position.of tones, incidents and images, repetition, contrast,

unexpected links between characters. Especially interesting ;s the
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use in the plays of the vocaﬁulary of cg@edy in an atteumpt to
extend tragedy into a form telling "@he Vihole Truth". If "Tragedy
deals in absolute;“#7, then in these two plays iViebster is experi-
menting with the addition of comedy and'tragicomedy to produce a
quasi~tragic form closer to his own deferminedly non-absolutist
interpretation of experience, tragedy made with the wmaterials énd

even with the language of comedy and tragicomedy.

In the next two chaptérs I wish to examine more closely
the final scenes of these two plays iﬁ order to contiﬁue my investi-
gation of the plays' use of the vocabulary of coumedy, their use of
suggestions from various kinds of mixed play, and their playing off
against each other of their rich and equivocal generic definitions.
I shall be looking more specifically at the involvement of the
audience in the ending of the play, and the way in which the ending
mediates between the world and the play. I shall try to suggest
similarities and contrasts between the two plays which, although
companion pieces, do seem to have important diffefences which have

not been sufficiently investigated. Finally, the endings of these

two plays seem to be uniquely important, that of The White Devil
because of its explicit use of fictions, its complex mixture of the
genrés and its use of the images of audience and actors, and that of

The Duchess of lalfi because it is the point of the play which

diverges most strikingly from the play's apparently more conventional
framework. lMadeleine Doran describes three "specific‘meanings" of
tragicomedy, "a mixture of tragic and comic episodes, and of the
feelings appropriate to these', "a mixturé of social classes" and

"a combination of the serious action of tragedy with the happy end-
ing of comedy"48. In only the last of these dé Webster's two

tragedies fail to fit this definition of tragicomedy. In my
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investigation of their final scenes, I shall look more fully ét
their clashing genre definitions and at their equivocal identity

as tragicomedies with tragic endings.
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CHAPTER SIX

"But Tragicall in Issue!: Tragicomedy and The White Devil

. Webster's introduction to'ﬁis first independent tragedy

The White Devil admits that the play had been a box-office failure:

it.had been acted at the wrong time of year, at the wrong theatre,
where the '"uncapable multitude" (1.21) had failed to understand

the challenging ﬁew play and it had lackgd!ha full and understanding
auditory" (1;6). More-important, Viebster considers the criticism
that the play "is no true dramatic poem" (1.13)7. He aduits that
the play had dispensed with the classical form of tragedy with '"the
sententious Chorus .. the passionate and weighty Nuntius..;"

(1s. 19~20), but he seems to feel that it diverges from a con-
ventional tragic norm in more central ways. Above all, it lécks

the singlemindedness of tragedy with its vision of human nobility,
énd its earnest and lofty tone, "height of style, and gravity of
person' (1.18). \ebster insists, though, that he has remade the
tragié form "willingly, and not ignorantly" (1.15). We musf, I
think, take seriously Webster's claim to be writing a new and
unusual kind of tragedy, a tragedy which reaches its final statement

.

through the language and forms of comedy and tragicomedy.

Critics more recent than that first audience at the Red
Bull in 1612 have found Webster's ironic tragedy difficult, and
have been puzzled or repelled by the play's unconventional

principles of organisation, its use of:ironic repetition and
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juxtaposition, and especially by the extensive use of couwic and
tragicomic paraphrase of the central tragic incidents. T.B;._-
Tomlinson insists that the play fails because in it.Webster could
not relate satire and tragedy and that tragedy and comedy are -
yery much at qdds”a. Travis Bogard on the other hand suggests
that Webster was a great dramatist precisely because of his ability
to present a complex view of life by blending "the two all-but-

e"3

incompatible ... genres, tragedy and satir . In this chapter I

wish to investigate ways in which The White Devil orders its
clashing genres, and especially their place in the final act with
its mediation for the audience between fiction and the return to

/

real life.

As we might expect from the epistle "To the Reader" with
its interest in the audience and its place in the process of

re-enactment, The white Devil makes important use of the image of

the audience. Almost every incident, indeed, becomes loaded with
suggestions of fiction and of performance. "Plot", "act' and
Mauditory", "part' and "revels", are key Qords in the playu. The
first meeting of Vittoria and Brachiano is ironically reflected

in the tiny drama in which Flamineo gets rid of Cgmillo waile
pretending that everything he is doing is for his brother-in-law'é
benefit. Isabella parodies Brachiano's ceremony of divorce with
histrionic thoroughness. Even elsewhere, where there is no °
deliberate intention of parody, scenes are posed as enacted dramas
with performers and audience. The first scene of act two, for
instance, develops in a tissue of images from ceremony and enact-
ment. Florence uses Monticelso as his "orator" (1l.i.21) in his

interview with Brachiano, Brachiano sees the scene as a "triumph'

(11.i.82) in which he is the baited lion. Later Brachiano
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divorces Isabella in "“the latest ceremony" (11.i.193) of his love,
Isabella herself performs a "sad ... part" (11.i.225) and sees her

loss of Brachiano as "a whore's triumph" (11.i.240).

Even where conscious parody ér the language of theatri-
cality are absent, most incidents in thé play_are observed by an
audience. Brachiano and Vittoria watch Flamineo's gulling of |
Camillo, Flamineo and Zanche watch the love-making of Vittoria and
Brachiano, and Cornelia watches them watching. Even the murders
of Camillo and Isabella are seen in theatrical terms, dumb shows
presented to Brachiano. Thié-device not only limits any sympathy
we might have for the suffering victims, but it also places .
Brachiano, and the faculty of the audience, at the centre of the
play. We are never allowed to forget that what we are watching is
a play, or what our part in that play is. This constant presenta-
tion of audiences, with its.suggestion that what we are watching
is a theatrical fiction, creates a claustrophobic society in which
no act is private or can be divorced from its effect on others.

It also provides a partly hostile judgement on the observing
faculty of the~agdience, so that we in the theatre are implicéted
in the events'we are watching: Cornelia's hysterical involvement,
Flamineo's satirical and undermining commentary, or Brachiano's
aesthetic detachment in the face of murder, are really only’

extreme forms of our own reactions as audience.

Especially loaded with theatrical references is the
arraignment.scene: it is even sectioned off with a separate title
like a play within the play, a miniature drama which develops iﬁ
the interaction of performers and audience, the "auditory" (11ll.ii.
15) of ambassadors. The scene is rich in images of acting.

Monticelso accuses Vittoria of being a "counterfeit' (111.ii.75) .
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and suggeéts that her unsavoury career should have been “play'd at
th' stage" (111.ii.249). Vittoria, however, does not simply allow
these theatre references to be used against her. As the verdict
is given she stresses the fictive nature of the proceedings by her
uge of play-quotgtions. She quotes'from Sejanus - "You must have
patience/I>must first have vengeance” (J.ll-ii.Z?O)5 - claiming for
herself the high moral charécter, the noble blood, and the royal

husband of the virtuous Agrippina. She alludes to The Atheist's

Trapedy - "A rape,Aa rape .. fes you‘have ravished justice" (111l.
ii.274-5)6 - in order to claim the wit and the moral sense, at
least in essentials, of the wayward but attractive Sebastian. Both
quotations, however, turn against her. Like Agrippina, she is to
lose her noble husband, poisoned under mysterioﬁs circumstances.
And, like Sebastian, she is to be stabbed to death as a result of

her adultery.

The first four acts of The White Devil, then, present

colliding tomnes as the central events are modified by ironic
comumentary and repetition. MNoreover, potentially tragic events
are also modified by the play's self-coanscious theatricality as it
presents images of actors and audience, and urges us to judge its
fictional action and rhetoric. The world of the first four acts
is one where human dignity is precarious, and where pain and death
are greeted with laughter or ridicule rather than with tragic
emotions of pity or fear. The first scenes of the fiftﬁ act con-

tinue this view of a tragicomic world, but also move the play

towards tragedy.

Tragicomedy in Act Five, Scenes 1 to V of The White Devil

The White Devil falls clearly into two halves, like The
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Duchess of Malfi, with the fifth act detached from the earlier

part. In the first four acts Brachiano, Vittoria and Flamineo

fight a desperate battle against society and the forces of conven~-
tion: by the ofening of Act Five they appear to have achieved

their happy ending. The act begins with Flamineo rejoicing in the
marriage which has made him "happy" (V.1l.3), a word which recalls
the first meeting of the lovers where it was repeated and repeated7,
a scene whose ambiguous feeling was to result in both marriage

and murder. In the fifth act Flamineo's happiness, the "great
solemnity" (V.1.21) of the wedding celebrations, and Vittoria's

revels" (V.1.53) form an ironic prelude to madness and death.

The first half of the play obtains its detached and
analytic effect partly through ironic repetition. In the first
séenes of the final act the pressure f;om this ironic repetition
becomes greater as the play félls into'more grotesque and more pre-
carious tragicomic forms. Brachiano's murder at barriers recalls,
and punishes, the athletic death of Camillo, the poison which
attacks Brachiano's "politic:brains" (V.iii.163) recalls the
poiéon "deadlier than stibium" (11.i.285) which Flamineo promises
to compound for the murder of Isabella, Vittoria's cry that the
murder of her husband leaves her "lost for ever' (V.iii.35) recalls
Brachiano's sense that in his love for Vittoria he is '"quite lost"
(1.ii.3), and his fear that if she.refused him he would be "lost
eternally" (1.i1i.208). Finally the parody of extreme unction
staged by the "Franciscans' gfimly recalls Francisco's nasty

suggestion that Brachiano's confessor "with all's absolution (11.

1.69) would never be able to save his soul.

In the final act, too, the frequency of certain kinds of

imagery increases. Throughout the play Webster has used what might

’
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be called the imagery of relativity to point out that the situation
of the individual profoundly alters the way he sées the world, and
that the apprehension of good and evil is essentially subjective.
They that have the yellow jaundice think all objects that théy look
on to be yeliow (1.11.109-10): men at sea think land and trees and
shipé go the way they go (l.ii.156).‘ In the first four acts

iméges of relativity and of perception are central to the part of
Flamineo, the character who realises most clearly the subjective
nature of truth. In the fifth act he himself'is attacked by these
images‘of relativity. Florence, disguised as a Moor, itself an
emblem of the deceptiveness of the senses, ironical1y repeats
Flamineo's cynical view of great men, echoing the idiom of Flamineo
himself in order to lull him into a false sensé of security -
"Ships seem very great upon the river; which show very little upon
the seas" (V.i.118-19). A particulérlj significant image of
relativity is that of the sea voyage or sﬁipwreckg, which stresses
the basic flux and uncertainty of the world of the play: Vittoria,
dying, imagines her soul drifen, "like to a ship in a black storm"

(V.vi.248), to an unknown destination.

The play's relativity too is expressed in the way in
which apparently simple -evaluative words, ''noble", "holy", "charity",.
"goodness', "penitence", "pity", "honour", take on disquietingly
ironic connotations9. When, for instance, Cornelia interrqpts the
meeting of Brachiano and Vittoria, she insists that her daughter
and the Duke have lost their "honours" (1.ii.278) by their liaison.
Flamineo, worldly-wise, gives a more cypical interpretation to the
word., To him it is lacking in "honour" (1.ii.308) to send a Duke

home rebuked and without an entourage. In its final act the play

continues to make these ironic redefinitions but also, as I shall
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show, it attempts to make a more direct use of evaluative words.

The fifth act recalls tragicomedy in its use of ironic
repetition, of the imagery of relativity, and of the mechanism of
enactment. The first scenes of the final act also contain, liké
the eaflier part of the play,'enacted comedies, Zanche's wooing of
Mulinassar, or Flamineo's jesting with Giovanni's courtier. The-
act also contains the play's two inclﬁded tragicomedies. When
Flamineo has murdered his brother, the distracted Cornelia "runs
to Flamineo with her knife drawn and coming tB him lets it fall®
(V.ii.52 SD). This tiny incident takes on the form of a
Fletcherian tragicomedy which wants death, but brings Flamineo near
it. Finallj, as I shall show, Flamineo's mock enactment of his own
death also assumes the form of a tiny tragicomedy soon'to be cut

across by the real violence of the murderous "matachin" (V.vi.169).

"A Tragic Sound": Tragedy in the final act of The White Devil.

Although the final scenes of the play include tiny tragi-
comedies, a more important part of the effect is an attempt to make
a new and‘pﬁrer definition of tragedy, a definition which will not’
be too simple for the complex and diéturbing world of the play.

' When the first four acts use the words "tragedy" or "tragic', they
tend to be tinged with mockery or even with open ridicule, as if
the people of the play are too small for tragedy. In the second
aét, the two most obviously tragic incidents, the murders of
Isabella and Camillo, are distanced by being presented in dumb
show. The pathetic tragedy of Isabella, who generously prevents
her retinue from endangering thémselves by approaching her, is
ironically surrounded by references to comedy: her murderers, for

instance, "depart laughing" (11.ii.23 SD). The grotesque murder



187

of Camillo which follows directly is, equally ironically,

surrounded by more conventional tragic trappings: Marcello
“laments" (1l.ii.37 SD), and the magician stage-nanages the scene
with "louder music ... a tragic sound" (1l.ii.36-7). Comedy and
tragedy change places, and in the context of the grotesque murder
of Camillo the édjective "tragic'" is devalued. ithen Florence plans
his revenge, the only "tragedy" he can imagine as having any
validity in the shifting world of the play with its small scale is

one with "some idle mirth in't" (1V.i.119).

This i;onic view of tragedy colours the first four acts.
The fifth act, though, tries to improvise a kind of tragedy which
will be able tolstand in the slick, clever, detached, irsnic, small-
scale world of the play. The dying Brachiano,.who while he lived
was unable.to take seriously the sufférings'of others, comés to an
understanding of the tragic émotions‘of "pity" and "horror" (V.iii.
33-&). The scene becomes coloured by'ailusions to other tragedies,
Florence as Mulinassar seems to be playing the part of Othello, |
the mad Cornelia with her emblematic flowérs recalls Ophelia,
Brachiano with his "six grey rats' (Vv.iii.123), his confusion of
"deep sense with folly" (V.iii.75)Aand his sudden realisation about
his own misgovernment, seems to allude directly té the mad Lear.
For Brachiano, though, tragic understanding and tragic dignity are
precarious. The tragic hero is also a fool who dies distracted
and laughing, defeated by the comedy which he himself had insisted

on reading into the situations of others.

’ . . 0
Brachiano fails to preserve the "aff:.rmat:.on"1 of

tragedy, but Flamineo is more importantly moved on the journey
towards tragedy. His feeling that he is "falling to pieces'!

(Veiv.25) is caused by his sudden exposure to the ewotions of
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tragedy, so that his ironic detachment is no longer enough. He
becomes éware of the pressures of the tragic emotions in the
piteous sight" (V.iv.147) of the dead Marcello and the distracted
Cornelia, and the "terrible vision" (V.iv.149) of the ghost of
Brachiano. Flaminec continues to be aware of cruel comedy, the
wiles of the '"Machevillian" (V.iii.193) who “"makes you die laugh~
ing" (V.1ii.196), but he is also now aware of tragedy with its
"compassion" (V.iv.115) and terror. The final scene of the play
searches for a more certain tragic identity, human dignity secure
enough to withstand the critical strength of satire and comedy.
The last act is profoundly divided in tone: 'happy" (V.i.3) is
attacked by the repeated "sad" (V.iii.219, 222, 223, V.iv.50,126),
as comedy and tragedy face each other across the play. The final
scene of the play is to clarify thesé‘conflicting tones, té make
simpler and less.precarious definitions of tragedy, to free the
play from the dangers of fiction and pr;tence, and to return the

audience from the fictional world to their place in the theatre.

"The True Imitation of Life": fiction and reality in the last

scene of The White Devil.

The last scene of The White Devil opens with the same kind

of ironic double-vision which has Been s0 notable earlier in the
play. Flamineo enters to visit Vittoria "'bout worldly business“'
(V.vi.2), thouéh thirty lines later he has performed a complete
volte-face = "Pray thee good woman do nof trouble me/wWith this vain
worldly business'" (V.vi.31-2). The uneasy alliance of brother and
sister has entirely broken down, and they face each other acfoss

an unbridgeable void. Flamineo, who has just been exposed to the
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emotions of tragedy, and who has just discovered in himself
"compassion' (V.iv.115) and "conscience' (V.iv.121), is now pain-
fully divided between genres. Vittoria and Zanche suspect that he
is "drunk'" (V.vi.lk) or "distracted" (V.vi.22): to Vittoria, con-
trolled and dignified, the em&tions»of tragedy appear disordered

and insane.

Flamineo's allegiance to tragedy, though, is still
ambiguous. He continues to exercise a tragicomic control of
fiction and metaphor by introducing the pistols as "two case of
jewels" (V.vi.20). Flamineo's experimentation with the tragic
emotions drives Vittoria to readopting the kinds of pretence she
had exercised earlier in the play. She appeals to the alliaﬁce
which has already collapsed - '"Is not all mine, yours?" (V.vi.}d).
Her brother, however, rejects this bid\for sympathy and solidarity.
He has already changed his mind about the kind of tragedy in which
he sees himself involved. He has just suggested that he is an
actor in a tragedy of property, 'scenes of death and money" 11:
now he insists that the situation is that of a tragedy of passion,

and that Brachiano had commanded the death of the woman he loved.

The scene, then, increasingly takes on the forms of
tragedy, but early in the scene this is undermined by the deliberate
pretences in which Flamineo is involved, improvising tragedy in
order to see what happens. He laboriously builds up the tragic
situation by qudting the dying Brachiano12, and by paraphrasing
Vittoria's proud statement of indebendence from the trial scene ~
"I would not live at any man's entreaty/Nor die at any's bidding"
(Vovi.48-9)12,

As the scene disquietingly takes on the forus of tragedy,

Vittoria is forced to assume some of Flamineo's control of
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fictions as she "seem[ﬁ] to consent" (V.vi.73) to his scheme of
romantic suicide when her rhetoric fails. .Rejecting this rhetoric
as only '"feminine arguments' (V.vi.69), Flamineo uses a revealing
simile:
They move me
As some in pulpits move their auditory,
More with their exclamations than sense «...
(Vovi,70-2).

The relationship of actor and audience is superimposed on this
scene which is moving towards tragedy. We are ailotted our roles
as "auditory'" and urged to mark the "sense" as well as the
Nexclamations" of this final scene. HMoreover although Flamineo is
attempting to deny that he 1s moved by Vittoria's predicament, he
inifact.admits the opposite. Wé, like Flamineo, are moved by
Vittoria's pe;formance and "exclamations'" in spite of our ";ense"

and moral judgements. We are emotionally engaged, like rFlamineo

against our will, in the developing tragedy.

In this final scene the image of' perforuer and audience
ironically hints that Flamineo is acting out a fictive role, and
it suggests a similar course of action to Vittoria énd Zanche as a
way out of their dangerous situation. Vittoria enters whole-
heartedly into the'pretence with a heavily emotional speech which
is belied by her coldness at the beginning of the scene:

Behold Brachiano, I that while you liv'd
Did make a flaming altar of my heart

To sacrifice unto you; now am ready
To sacrifice heart and all.... ’

(V.vi.83-6).
The fiction of tragedy is poised to lead to the real thing.
The scene defines and reaches tragedy through parody of

tragedy. The scene broadens out to include a miniature tragi-

comedy, the play's most imporfanﬁ suggestion of Fletcherian
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tragicomedy. Flamineo gcts out his owﬁ death, involving us in the
"exclamations" but not the '"sense" of tragedy. He is brought
close to death but does not die, the second time in the act that
he is made the centre of a tiny tragicomedy of averted death. He
uses tragicomic surprise in the revelation that his apparent

death was in fact "a plot" (V.vi.150), and he provides a practical
demonstration of Fletcherian tragicomedy which finally rids the
play of its ironic slant towardé tragicomedy and makes the tragic

conclusion possible.

Flamineo's mock-death forms a p&werful tragicomic contrast
with his coming death. The tragicomic enactment of death pu£ifies
the tragic effect of the end of the play. The mock-death is
associcted with comic and grotesque visions of hell and purgatory
("0 Lucian fhy ridiculous purgatory ..." V.vi.107-112), pain
(Vovi.144 - "There's a pluwber laying pipes in my guts ...'")),
guilt ('"Remember/What villainies thou has acted".V.vi.130—1),
;egret ("Killed with a couple of braches!™ V.vi.135), and
disorientation ("The way's dark and horrid. I cannot see..."‘
V.vi.138). His real death ironically inverts these expeeted
assopiations with its images of heaven ("I will ¢arry my own
comuendations thither" V.vi.197), stoic forfitude in the face of
pain ("Search my wound deeper +.." V.vi.238) and sense that the
guilt of his life is somehow redeemed by the '“goodness" (V.vi.

'269) of his death. The sense of disorientation, though, is>no less
profound. The tragic and tragicomi§ resgoﬁses to the situation
face each other across the scene, couplicating our response to the
fiction of death, But making its reality surp?isingly simple, a '

victory of courage, control and wit.
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In my chapter on A Xing and No Kinpg I suggested that the

final tragicomic surprise shatters the established relationship
of audience and play. Flamineo's tragicomic surprise, the |
revelation that his death was simply a "plot" (V.vi.150) has a
similar function. Throughout the piay we have viewed its
incidents largely through Flamineo's eyes. He has had a particu-
"larly intimate relationship with the audience, confiding to us
his.plans, feelings and motives, and criticising for us the
rhetoric of the play. He has even stood for the audience, watch-
ing Brachiaﬁo's wooing of Vittoria or the grief of Cornelia. The
surprise implicit in his tragicomic "plot" (V.vi.150) shatters
this close relationship with the audience; We are no longer in
his confidence, no longer shariné his v;ew of the action, so that
the revelation of the "plot", a fine comic moment, marks our '
growing disengagement from Flamineo and the other charécters, a
disengagement which predicts the coming ending of the play. In
tragedy we might expect our relationship with the central
characters to grow more intense as their end approaches: here the
. growing disengagement of tragicomedy preciﬁitates the tragic
ending.

In The ‘White Devil a repeated pattern is that of a serious

action, Brachiano's wooing of Vittoria or his divorce of

Isatella, followed by its parody, a sign of the precariousness of
human dignity énd the complexity of the shifting play-world. Here
the pattern is revérsed, and the eﬁacted play with its perfectly
Fletcherian form provides a prelude to tragedy and a means of
‘ridding traéedy df intrusive elements of comedy and tragicomedy.

It provides the tragicowic ending which still seems almost possible -

for the play, but iﬁmediately contradicts it with Flamineo's
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attempt to revenge himself on Vittoria and the final entrance of
the murderers. Parody and tragedy change places, and we are

prepared for the tragic ending of the play.

Flamineo's consciously staged fiction of death develops
as a tiny play within a play. In comedy and tragicomedy the
included play most often appears in the final scene, and its
principal function is often £o mediate'for the audience between

the fiction and the workaday world. In The White Devil the

included play is treated rather differently. The enacted tragi-
comedy is confronted not by the return to real life, but by
tragedy in earnest with the entry of the ﬁur@erers. This givés
the final murderous action the status of the return to real life,
increasing its solidity and our sense of its finality. Tragi-
comedy is associatéd with fictibn, pretence, and parody: it is

tragedy which is seen as sharing the éolidity of real life.

The staged tragicomedy finally exorcises fiction and
comedy, purifies the final catastrophe by freeing it from intima-
tions of guilt, pain and damnation which it includes in grotesque-
ly comic terms, and it sums up the play's tragicomic elements. It
seems now that with‘the completion of Flamineo'g‘play within a
play, and of Vittoria's pretence of affectionate piety,;that

fiction as well as comedy has finally been abandoned.

Fiction, however, reappears almost immediately, this timé
to vanish completely. The murderers enter, "Churchmen turned
revellers" (V.vi.170) bringing "a masque/A matachin' (V.vi.169).
Throughout the play celebration has a disquieting habit of taking
on the forms of murder and deception: at the inauguration pf the

new Pope, Lodovico is confirmed in his murderous intentions, the



194

celebrations for Vittoria's wedding collapse into "unfortunate
revels" (V.iii.8). Here the murderous Masque of Churchmen
repeats the play's ironic suggestions that violence and celebra-
"tion ;re intimately involved, as the masque leads to murder. As
the uasquers "throw off their disguises" (V.vi. 172 SD) the play
finally abandons fiction. Their entry cuts across the boisterous
and amdral tragicomedy of the last scene, and tragicomedy gives

place to-tragedy for the last time.

Besides dismissing expected allusions to guilt, pain and
hell, Flamineo's parodic depiction of murder has a more direct |
effect on his actual death. It carries over a paradoxical sense
of control even into Flawmineo's final role as victim. He has
already asserted his splendid control even over death, with the
result that his murder creates the impression not of guilt-ridden
horror like Brachiano'g, or of eaéy pathoé like the madness of

14

Cornelia, but of control, "vitality" ', and the kind of
“affirmation"15 which we associate with the death of the Duchess of
Malfi. |

The murderers discard their disguises aﬁd Flamineo is
féced with the reality of murder. His cry, "False keys i' th!
court!" (V.vi.168), echoes his exclamation "Strike i' th' court!"
(V.1.186) when Cornelia's attack on Zanche sets off a trail of
catastrophes. The 'court" and the values of great men have failed .
altogether to give any real safety or:security. Flamineo ruefully
accepts his defeat: "Fate's a spaniel" (V.vi.177) that cannot be
beaten into.dbedience: violence is ultimately self-defeating.
Fortune the '"whore" (l.i.4), the controller of the wheel that is
actually an instrument of torture (11l.iii.94-6), has finally

won.
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Flamineo has not lost his resilient flippancy:

Let all that do ill, take this precedent:
Man may his fate foresee, but not prevent.
And of all axioms this shall win the prize:
'Tis better to be fortunate than wise.
: (¥.vi.179-82).
This flippancy, though, does not attack the tragic experience:
paradoxically it allows Flamineo to reach the kind of tragic
"knowledge' and "affirmation"16 which allow the heroine of
Webster's next tragedy to assert that even in the face of death
she remains '"'Duchess of lMalfi still" (Malfi 1V.ii.142). Flamineo
'has made the self-assessment so often associated with the tragic
conclusign: he admits that he is one of those 'that do il

(Vevie179). Unlike Brachiano, though, he is not crushed byia

sense of guilt. He remains resolutely himself.

As Flamineo achieves this tragic self-assertion, Vittoria
too is surr;unded by the tragic emotions, "pity" (V.vi.183) and
"fear" (V.vi.222). Zanche simply insists on her own courage - hI
shall ne'er look pale" (V.vi.230-1). For Flamineo and Vittoria
the effect is more complicated, and each reaches tragic self;
assertion at least partly through wit and black humour - "'Twas a

manly blow -/The next thou giv'st, murder some sucking infant,

/And then thou wilt be fumous ..." (V.vi.232-4).

The wit and control of the victims still‘dominateévthis
final séene. Lodovico recalls his last meeting with Flamineo -
"Sirrah you did strike me once ..." (V.vi.190), a meeting which
was. 'surrounded by persistent imagery of laughter. Flamineo echoes
fﬁis self-assertive, self-mocking laughter, almost the play's last
use of the language of comedy. Lodovico is nonplussed. "Dost

laugh?" (V.vi.194) he asks. For the second time in the scene
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Flamineco compares death with conception and birth17 - "jouldst
have me die; as I was born, in whining?" (V.vi.195). The images
of mad laughter which surrounded Brachiano's death helped to
destroy the precarious tragié effect: Flamineo, and to>a lesser .
extent Vittoria, express the £ragic "affirmation" with its control
and self-assertion partly in terms of purposive flippancy and the

image of laughter.

Lodovico and the other murderers are as interested in the
process of dying as their victims. Indeed they seem to have n§
individuality at all except that which they express through their
victims. By placing Lodovico, feally rather a minor character, at
the centre of this scene and by telliﬁg us so little about him
Webster ensures that it is his victims who continue to interest
and engage us. As Flamineo wishes the ghost of Brachiano to tell
him about life after death, Lodovico wishes to learn from his
victims about the physical and psychological processes of death.
"WYhat dost think on?" (V.vi.201) he asks Flamineo. Flamineo
| deliberately shuts off past and future: there are no more refer- |
ences now tg the play's past, which Flamineo has deliberately

abandoned: "I remember nothing" (V.vi.204).

As well as its fictional past, the play also retreaﬁs fronm
language. The whole play, indeed, has treated sceptically its
own rhetoric. The linguistic excesses of the lawyer inAthe trial
scene cast doubts on lonticelso's, and.on Vittoria's, less
grotesque rhetoric. Even in the final act Zanche's inten£ion to
speak to Mulinassar "in our own language" (V.i-96) suggests, for
a moment, fhat Florence's disguise might be discovered and

disaster averted, but again language fails and there is no further
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mention of the plan. In this final scene language seems to have
‘becoue altogether untrustworthy. In the face of the "long silence
(Vovi.203) of death words are meaningiess, "to prate were idle"
.(V.vi.204)- The past, mewories, and even the power of language .
are all reduced to 'nothing" (V.vi.204,205) when confronted by

the facts of death. Nothing matters outside the preseﬁt momenf.
Finally moral reservations, the desperate attempt to gain
security, and even "mag's own thoughts" (V.vi.206) are only
Winfinite véxation" (V.vi.205). Like the death of the Duchess of

Malfi, the centre of this scene is poised in slow motion with the

intensity and the control of tragedy. /

Flamineo abandons past and future,memory and speculatibn,
to concentrate on the present precarious moment. Vittoria is not
so0 willing to abandon the outside world and her achievement of
trégedy is more difficult. She £¥ies to savé herself by using'
her feminine wiles on the murderers, and only when this is
obviously futile doeskshe adopt the courage and witty defiance of
her brother. .Like Flamineo's, her death is surrounded by images
of disorientation - "My soul, like to a Ship in a black storm/Is
dfiven I know not whither ..." (V.vi.248-9). Unlike Flamineo,
though, she accepts the rather superficial moral judgements of
society, rejecting the values of the "court" (V.vi.261) and the
“great man" (V.vi.262) and accepting that 'my greatest sin lay in
‘my blood./Now my blood pays for't" (V.vi.240-1). Flamineo con-
tinues to probe and to question these moral judgements. He
finally accepts Vittoria and claims to Move" (V.vi.242) her, and
insists that "many glorious women" who had a reputation for
Ymasculine virtue" had in fact been "vicious" (V.vi.244-5):
Vittoéia's own Qibrant femininity at least had its integrity and

its lack of hypocrisy.

.
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Flamineo and Vittoria through their wit, courage and
self-awareness make the tragic "affirmation ... of the dignity of'
the human spirit"18 not achieved by the virtuous Leonora or
Marcello, or by the passionate Brachiano. Vittoria concentrates
on her own sense of sin. Flauineo refuses to explain himself by
any moral code. He concentrates on an understanding of his own
self.

I do not look
wWwho went before, nor who shall follow me:
Lo, at myself I will begin and end ...
. (V.evi.256-8).

The Duchess of Malfi dies reaching out towards heaven, Vittoria
tentatively accepts the validity of 4 morai code she had broken.
Flamineo rejects this conventional consolation. DMoral teaching
or divinevrevelation confuses rather than clarifies our view of
life ~ "While we look up to heaven, we confound/Knowledge with
knowledge: O I am in a mist" (V.vi.259-60). Flamineo's
affirmation is achieved not through discovering a meaning in pain
and suffering, but by accepting, eﬁtirelyiwithout illusion, that
there is no meaning. Suffering seems %o carry within it its own
affirmation. Seas "laugh" (V.vi.251) in.storms, and

We cease to grieve, cease to be Fortune's slaves,

Nay cease to die by dying

: (V.vi.252-3).

Flamineo unlike Vitéofia atteuwpts to remake thé horal absolutes.
He recognises himself as one of those who "do ill" (V.vi.179) and
admits that his life was '"a black charnel' (V.vi.270), but he also
suggests that the quality of his life was redeemed by the
"roodness" (V.vi.269) of his death. Finally the moral cliches of
society do not count: in this dangerous world without absolutes

‘the closest we can get to ''goodness' is wit, courage, control and

lack of illusion. Like the innocent Duchess of Malfi, qumineo
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the materialistic murderer preserves the status of a tragic hero

. . . ) . 1"
by insisting on his own '"goodness", courage, and awareness.

Finally, like the Duchess of Malfi, Flamineo turns
resolutely towards death, welcoming "rest" from the "busy trade
of life'" in a world 'where all seek pain by pain" (V.vi.273-4).
Like the Duchess, Flamineo defeats reductive images of comedy
and satire by using himself pointed _jests and puns to insist upon
his own power19. He lgments that he has caught "an everlasting

cold" (V.vi.271), and he puns on his own name to describe his

death as like "'"a spent taper" (V.vi.263). In The Duchess of Malfi

‘the Duchess reaches tragedy by opposing the reductive forces of

satire and tragicomedy. In The White Devil Flamineo achieves a
tragic affirmation at least partly through his criéical flippancy,

wit, and comedy.

However the play does not end with Flamineo's achievement
of tragedy by using the opposing genres of coumedy and tragicomedy.
A more conventional and reductive expression of justice is to
follow, a cooler, more detached, comment on the passions and
self-absorption of‘tragedy. Just as Lodovico surprised Vittoria
"ahd her brother, the murderers are-i; their turn surprised by the
representatives.of law and order. The English Aubassador, who
has previously erresented the audienc; and moderation, brings
about this final reordering and keeps back the young prince
Giovanni from the violent scene. For the third time in the play
the young prince is protected from violence and gorror: we are
reminded of the murder of Isabella, and of the murder of Brachiano,
two events which started the series of cause and effect which
leads to the tragic conclusion. Giovanni remains aloof and

uninvolved: .the play moves from the passionate individuality of
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tragedy to a more ordered, less dangerous, and less heroic world.

Like the dying Flamineo, the captured Lodovico asserts
his proud self-sufficiency and insists on the irrelevancy of
'society's moral judgements: what he has committed in a “most noble
deed" (V.vi.280). He insists that he had acted, indirectly, on
Giovanni's own authority, a disturbing undermining of the play's
final establishment of order. Giovanni as the voice of convention-
al morality refuses the implied blamej.insisting on his own right
and ability to dispense "justice" (V.vi.292). Lodovico though
refusgs to accept the validity of this justice. He refuses to
deny anything but glories in his "act" (V.vi.293), the "night-
piece" (V.vi.297) which was his "best" (V.vi.297), and which he

- hardly sees as a moral act at ali.

Flamineo welcomed "rest“ from a world of "pain" (V.vi.
274): Lodovico finds '"rest" (V.v1.296) even in the face of torture

and death, in his own anarchlc achlevement, the final assertion of

his own will. The White Devil presents a number of near-tragedies
in which the tragic e#perience is fragmented. Lodovico asserts
only a callous indifférence to the pain of others or to his own.
Isabella's death shows onlj her generous disinterest, Marcello's
only his predestined role as victim in a predatory world,
Brachiano's only mad terror andudespair. “In the play only Flamineo
and Vittoria precarlously hold on to tragedy, and after their

deaths tragic stability falls apart 1hto irony and oppre551ve con-

ventionality.

In a play in which order and hierarchy have themselves

been seen as threatening, where great men have been seen as
Wyiolent thunder" (l.i.11), as wolves (1.i.8), as devils (1V.ii.

59), and as a "whirlpool" (1V.ii.70), there is small comfort in
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the restoration of order. The young Giovanni, it is suggested,
may be one of these predatory great men in embryo: Flamineo had
suggested that his "long tallants ... will grow out in time"
(v.iv.8-9). Hi§ conventional appeal to "justice" (V.vi.292)
rings slightly hollow after Flamineo's redefiﬁition of the word
in the context of His planned murder of Vittoria (V.vi.175).
Flamineo's previous description of Giovanni's character,
Lodovico's assignment of blame to him and his refusal to accept
the young prinée's idea of justice, and Giovanni's use of dis-
credited moral cliches, all serve to gqualify irohically this
'restofation of order. In the face of death there is little to
choose between the murderer and adultress, the brutal stage-
manager of the bloody "night-piece', and the innocent ysung prince

whose idea of justice seems limited to forture and execution.

Conclusion

The final act of The White Devil stages a series of tiny

dramas, especially tragicomic dramas - Corneliafs attack on
Flaminéo, Flamineo's mock-death, the murderous Masque of Church-
men - tiny fictions which disturbingly turn into.fact. The
audience is precented with images of itself as Vittoria and Zanche
watch Flamineo's performance, or fhe three watch Lodovico's

masque. The audience, though, is intimately involved in the per-
formances, as Vittoria and Zanche run to tread on Flamineo, or

the masque turns on its audience. The audience in the theatre is
reminded of the fictional form of the who;e entertainment, but also
that it is, like real life, uncomfortably liable to implicate and

to turn against its audience. We cannot escape its disturbing
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vision by telling ourselves that it is only a fiction.

Webster's introduction to The White Devil stresses the

unconventional form of his tragedy, which he fears may be ''no
 true dramatic poem! (1.13). It uses more extensively than any of
Webster's other plays the language of comedy: most of its events
are surrounded by ironic commentary, parody, laughter, and imagés
of theatricality. The play establishes a series of double-
visions where death and laughter, tragedy and comedy, are brought
into the closest poésible proximity. The final scene opens with
this kind of fragicomic double-vision as Flamineo acts out a
grotesque fictiona} form of his own death.. This serves, however,
to purify his murder from these disturbing images of tragicdmedy
and to give his death the solidity and conviction of the return to
'Qeal life which follows thetend ofighe enacted fiction. The

first four and a half acts of the play use tragicomedy, but it is
“tragicall in issue"zo. In the final act the structures of
tragedy, with "pity" (V.vi.183) and “fear" (V.vi.222), self-
assertion and affirmation, spring out of the tragicomic context of
the play with its fragmented images of tragedy, the most comforting
thing: in a disturbing and uncomforté%le play. Ig the dangerous,
shifting world of the play, however, tragedy is precarious, and

the scene slips back into iromy and callous violence. In The

White Devil a difficult tragicomic world finally, after a number of

false starts, reaches tragedy. In Webster's next play The Duchess

of Malfi tragedy is again achieved, but the play is more

interested in the aftermath of tragedy and the failure of tragedy

in a ﬁorld without a centre.
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NOTES

Despite the fact thaf "To the Reader' is one of the most useful
documents for gauging Vebster's attitude to his own work, it
nonetheless alludes closely to Ben Jonson's apology for his
own unconventional and ironic trégedy Sejanus. Jonson for
instance writes:j "If it be objected, that what I publish is

no true Poéme; in the strict Lawes of Time. I confesse it:

as also in the want of a proper Chorus ...'" (""To the Readers"
ls 5ff).

T.B. Tomlinson, A& Study of Elizabethan and Jacobean Trégedy

(1964), p.229.

Travis Bogard, John Webster's Tragic Satire (NY 1955), p.5.

"Plot" - V.vi.150

MAct" at V.vi.294%, "acted" at 1l.i.31, V.vi.131.

"Auditory" at 111.ii.15, V.vi.70.

"perform" at 1l.i.225. |

"Part" at 11l.i.225.

"Revels" at 1.ii.80, V.i.53, V.iii.8..

Cf. Sejanus 1lV.1=-2 "You must hqye patience, royal Aggripina.
/I must have vengeance first."

Cf. The Atheist's Tragedy 1.iv.123-6 "A rape, a rape, a

rapel... why, what is't but a rape to force a wench/To marry?"

The White Devil 1.ii.6,ﬂo,16,205.

The White Devil l.ii.52-4, 156-9, 111.ii.82, V.i.176~9, etc.

"Noble! V.vi.120, lll.ii.54.A
"Merciful" l.i.57.

"Holy" 111l.ii.77.

“Charity" 111.ii.161,70.
“Goodness" V.vi.269.

"Justice” V.vi«175.
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"pPenitence" V.iii.252.
"pity" V.vi;183.
"Honour" 1l.ii.308.
"yirtue" 1.i.50.

Dorothea Krook, Elements of Tragedy (New Haven 1969), pp.8-9.

Subtitle to Edward Bond's Bingo (1974).

Noﬁ only by inventing what is presumably a fictional accoﬁnt
of Brachiano's manifesto, but also by callinhg Vittoria a
"good woman"'(v.vi.31 = of V.1ii.17).

Cf. WD 111.ii.138-9. “I scorn to hold my life/4At yours or
any man's entreaty..."

Robert Heilman, Tragedy and Melodrama: Versions of Experience

(Washington 1968), p.198.

Krook, op. cit.

Krook, op. cit.

Cf. V.vi.52=3 - Do you mean to die indeed? - With as much
pleasure/As e'er my father gat me'.

Krook, op..cit.

Cf. The Duchess of Malfi 1V.ii.226-7 - "I would fain put off

my last woman's fault,/I'd not be tedious to you."

John Ford, The Broken Heart (111.v.19).
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CHAPTER SEVEN

"More Art, then Deathes Cathedrall Palaces'':

the tragicomic unity of The Duchess of Malfi.

The failure of The White Devil seems to have caused

Webster to re-evaluate his own view of tragedy'and of its relation-
ship with other dramatic genres. The earlier'play’is centred on
ambiguous heroes, a witty murderer, an adulterer and adultress:
the later is focused on more obviously trééic characters; a kindly
woman who trusts-in the validity of her own passions, her madly

. jealous brother, a malcontent torn between his hopes of personal

advancement and his painfully clear moral vision. The White Devil
from the beginning introduces traéicomié incidents, discords, and
the modifying use of laughter: the later play seems to begin as

a trégedy of passion and keeps this obviously tragic framework up _
to the death of the Duchess, And oniy then confronts tragedy with
satire, tragicomedy, and a distorted view of the absolutes of

tragedy. Finally, while The White Devil uses comédy and tragi-

comedy to reach a tragic conclusion, The Duchess of Malfi juxta-

poses tragedy and its negation, a view of tbings which even the
ordered frame of tragedy cannot subdue, so that the Cardinal and

Ferdinand die surrounded by savage comedy.

When The Duchess of Malfi was written in about 1613,

attitudes towards tragedy were beginning to change: in play after
play of the period the affirmation of tragedy is treated sourly,
is diluted in satire and tragicomedy, or is rejected altogether.

This change seems to have been complete by 1681 when Nahum Tate
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staged his revised version of KLing Lear. Here tragedy is
abandoned altogether in favour of tragicomedy. The Fool, and
Leaf's more extreme visions of destruction and depravity, are cut,
Eagar and Cordelia are made lovers, the old king and Cordelia are
finally rescued, and a factitious moral ending is imported, "that
Pruth and Veftue shall at last succeed"1. Tate's excuse for this
rewriting shows how completely taste had turned against tragedy -
"0therwise I must’have uncumbered the Stége with dead Bodies,
which Conduct makes many tragedies conclude with unseésonable
Jests ..."2. Webster, while retaining the trégic framework of
aspiration, defeat and death, is awarevof the possibility of com-
promising the tragic ending with "ﬁnseasoﬁable Jests", and in igg

Duchess of Malfi this negation of tragedy becomes an essential part

of the tragic effect. Webster thus takes an important part in the
Jacobean reaction against tragedy, finding new ways of expressing
the tragic emotions of pity and terror ;nd yef exploiting the
pointed irony of "Jests" at the tragic conclusion: It is largely
its ironic version of tragedy which has caused critics so much
uncertainty about the unity of the play. William Archer found it
"broken-backed"j, J«R. Mulryne writes of the "agreed failure' of
the play's fifth act#, and Ian Scott-Kilvert finds it an "anti-
climax" which is "fatal to the unity of the play"’: other critics
have described it as a play whosé tragic integrity is destroyed

' - | :
by "“comic and satiric confusion' , or even as a “com1tragedy"7.

"Sportive action! and "action indeed': Malfi and the unity of

judgement.

Despite its obvious comic and satiric elements, the first

four acts of The Duchess of Malfi suggest a kind of tragedy more




207

orthodox in form than the tragicomic doub;e-takes of The White
Devil. One of the factors which contributes most strikingly to
this tragic framework is the play's comparatiyé unity of judgement.
EQen the Duchess' second marriage is surrounded by ambiguity only
because of the way it is judged by her imperfect society, and more
subtly because Antonio never quite lives up to the demands which
the reiationship makﬁKon him. Otherwise the relationship seems
simply strong ana valuable, and the Duchess' motherhood is a
potent symbol in the play's sterile society. Her fruitful defiance
of fixed ord;r perfects her, and the fact that she is forced into
.assuming '"masks and curtains’ (lll.ii.159) seemé to be considered
not as a moral flaw in the marital relationship, but rather a

function of the corrupt society in which she is trapped.

An important part of the play's unity of judgement lies
in its definition of action. "Action" is a vitally important word

in The Duchess of lMalfi, and especialiy in the first act, which

includes complex discussion of action and inaction. The word
itself is a rich and ambiguous one which Webster uses punningly
throughout the play: Louis D. Gianetti has pointed out that "the
concepts of 'action' and 'actor' are multifold in the play"s. In
the first scene, inactivity is felt as an important threat to the
framework of society. Antonio realises that Bosola's discontent
is due to "want of action" (1.i.80), and the same is true of
Ferdinand, whose boredom and unchannelled energy add terrihle -
intensity to his murderous rage against'his sister. In the first
act Ferdlnand defines his own role in the crucial antithesis of
"sportlve action" and "action 1ndeed" (1.4.91). Throughout the
play "sportive action', games of horsemanship at which Antonio

excels but which are simply games, is set against "action indeed",
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that commitment to real action and experience which the Duchess
so triumphantly and disastrously follows and which Ferdinand so

9

entirely lacks”.

Antonio's opening characters of the Aragonian brethren
and the Duchess also turn on a juxtaposition of real and sportive
action. The Cardinal seems to be a man of action - "tennis,
dance/Court ladies «.. single combat «.." (L.i.154-5), but these
prove to be superficial, "form" only (1.i.156), masking the
frigid inactivity of his "inward charécter" of "melancholy
'churchman” (1.1.157). Ferdinand seems not to be a.man of action:
he seems to "sleep o' th' bench" (1.i.174), but this is simply a
camoﬁflage to entrap the unwary. However although this appearénce
of inactivity is deceétive, he is curiously detached from ordinary
experience. He lives vicariously: "He speaks with others'
tongues, ané hears men's suits/With others' ears..." (1.i.173=4).
He is distanced from real experience, trapéed in sportive actioﬁ,
playiné games of oneupmanship with his courtiers and indulging in
aggressive laughter. He is especially distanced from sexuality.
The Cardinal has a nistress: Ferdinand makes bawdy jokes and then
disclaims their bawdiness. His confrontation with direct sexual
experience when he le;rns of his sister's marriage and motherhood
terrifies and disgusts him, filling him with blind anger, "a
kiﬁd of pity" (11.v.27) and a perverse sense of guilt. However
even in the grip of this powerful emotion he is unable to act: he
"sleep[%]" (ll;v.?6) for at least two years, and when in the
boudoir scene he has the opportunity to discover the identity of
his sister's lover he.réfgses to take it. Finally when the Duchess

is in his power he falls back on ''sportive action", hiring other

men to torment and kill her, determining to have her '"plagu'd in
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'EEE" (1V.i.111) and arranging her tg;ture with unreal stage

ﬁrops. "presentations ... fram'd in wax" (1V.i.112). Deséite his
.claim to want “action indeed", Ferdinénd's most intense emotions
and most characteristic deeds are surrounded by images of pretence

and fiction.

Ferdinand who both desires and fears real experience
reacts violently and ambiguously to the death of his sister. He
feels a éﬁdden shattering sense of identity with the Duchess =-
"She and I were twins ..." (1V.ii.267), and he retreats from this
direct experience into blaming Bosola, suggesting a fictional
happy ending (1V.ii.273-8) and falling back on blafan?ly fictional
explanations of his action, his hope to gain "én infinite mass of
" treasure' (1V.ii.285) by her death. He insists on seeing even
the death of the Duchess as a kind of fiction - "as we observe in
tragedies/That a good actof many timés is curs'd/For playing a
villain's part ..." (1V.1i.268-90). Finally he retreats into
sterile repetition of the past, commanding Bosola 'Never look
upon me‘mofe" (1v.ii.317), as he had'previoﬁsly told his sister
"I will never see you more"_(lll.ii.136). AThis confrontation of
Ferdinand with real feeling and real comwitment, "action indeed!
| might have been rede@ptivei however it drives him into madness,
50 that sportive action becomes all that he is capable of. In his

distraction he imagines himself a wolf and a soldier in battle,
both ironic images of "action indeed" which .slip over into
threaténinglunreality;

The Cardinal too shrinks f;om action indeed to sportive
action: even his'commitment'to acfiop in becoming‘a soldier is

undercut by being expressed only in dumb show s0 that it too appears

as a form of sporfiye action. He dies as '"a little point, a kind
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of nothing" (V.v.79), his murder a direct result of a grotesque
comedy which he himself sets up. Lven Antonio is divided between
real and vicarious experience. He praises “noble action" (1l.i.

- 146), but his attempts at real action are either too late, like
his wish that Ferdinand would return in the béudoir scene, or
disastrous miscalculations, like his final attempt to con%ront

the Cardinal. It is at "sportive action", games, enacted cémedies

or private jokes, that he excels.

0f ‘all the play's characters only the Duchess, and more
ambiguously Bosola, ﬁave or develop a qommitment to "action
indeed". Early in the play she chooses to comnit herself to
"almost impossible actions" (L.i.346) by wooing Antonio: later she
argues that man's virtue lies not in his rénk but in his "own
actions" (111.v.120). She rejects various kinds of sportive
action, "vain ceremony" (l.i.456)3 the "masks and curtains" (111.
1i1.159) which her comuitment to real action ironically compels
her to assume. Her wooing of Antonio, and her motherhood, are
the play's most forceful images of "éption indeed".in a sterile
society wasting itself in games and cruel jokes. Eve; in the
scenes of her torture and murder her vibrant singlemindedness
enables her to insist on her commitment to rgal experience and fo
defeat the images of fiction, "sportive action', with which

Ferdinand attacks her.

"To behold my tracedy": tragedy in the first four acts &f

The Duchess of Malfi.

The Duchess of Malfi differs from Webster's earlier

ironic tragedy in the coherence of its morsl judgements, its
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conplex discussion of real and vicarious action, and a more
hostile treatment of fiction and of comedy. The play's first four
acts also invoke the authority of tragedy more directly. ks

early as the end of the first act, Cariola defines the play as a
tragedy:. to her, the Duchessiwooing of her steward seems a
“fearfui madness" which deserves "pity" (1.1.506). Tragic pity
(and terror also shape the tender scene of wooing, which is already
heavy with ominous suggestions of death and madness. As the play
progfesses, the tragic emotions become more pressing and
inescapable. In Act 1V the Duchess' torment is poised as a formal
"tragedy" (1V.ii.8, 36,288), scripted by Ferdinand, enacted by
Bosola and éentreing on.the Duchess, and developiné in the
Aristotelian combination.of "pity" (lV{i.88, 90, 95, 138, 1V.ii

)10

34, 259, 273, 347 and "terror" (1V.ii.189).

Even this tragic centre.of the play is menaced by bitter
comedy and by images of fiction wbich the Duchess must oppose with
her own tragic consciousness and her sense of her own identity.
Bosola's disguises, Ferdinand's eéuivocating'vow, Cariola's
deéperate attempt to escape death'by the use of fictions, the
"feign'd statues" of Antonio and his son (1V.ii.351), the '"tedious
theatre" (1V.i.&4), the "“good actor' playing a Wyillain's part"
(1vV.ii.289-90), all these create a pervasive sense of unreality
which can only be defeated by the Duchess' acceptance of tragedy’
and her refusal to compromise her sense of self, so intimately
connected with her relationship wi£h her husband and children. As
well as '"sportive action" and the figurative mode, the death of
the Duchess resists the scene's bitter coumedy and tragicomedy,‘
the grotesque masque of madmen, Ferdinand;s grim comedy with the

dead man's hand. This latter scene is filled with bawdy and
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?na/thrgatening double-meanings, and is an enacted comedy which
seemé to turn into an enacted tragedy with the appearance of the
nsad spectacle" (1V.i.57) of the suppésedly murdered antonio:

4oﬁr view of the scene, and the view of the Duchess, teeter dis-
~quietingly between fact and fiction. As well as the temporarily
unceftain moyement between fact and fiction, the even tragic
current is also disturbed by the suggestion of earlier scenes11-
These recollection§ of a‘happy past, with its fictional sugéestions
of a happy éuture,'form a poignant counterpart to this scene of
torment and séparation: the central incident is surrounded by

suggestions of married happiness and of the death of loved ones,

both of which turn out to be fictional.

In the fourth act the Duchess is posed at the centre of
this self-conscious tragedy, both tragic heroine and the butt of
Ferdinand's grim practical joke, surrounded b& images of theatfe,
satire, and comedy. Although she preserves her own, and our,
sense of her as avtragic heroine, she has an ambiguous relation-
ship to some of the absolutes which we might expect tragedy to
affirm. She chooses not to ﬁpray" but rather to 'curse the stars",
aﬁd the world into '"chaos" (1V.i.95-9). Throughoutlthe play the
Duchesé has appeared as spokesman for fruitful disorder by
rejecting "vain ceremony" (1.i.456), the traditional role of the
nobility, and the traditionally passive role of women: she is con-
trasted with Antonio whose conventional admiration for "fixed
order" (1.i.6) is only abandoned as he dies. Here for a moment
the Duchess'.acceptance of fruitful @isorder aluost slips over
into the will towards general destruction, but finally she dies in
"oﬁediénce" and -humility (lv;ii.169), insisting on her own aware-

ness and undérstanding, "well awake' (1V.ii.22k).
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The menacing sense of theatricality and the power of
satirical coumedy are most fullj expressed in the masque of madmen.
The masque underlines the strangenesé of the audience's experience
of tragedy, the ambiguous status of an entertainment derived from
watching the sufferings of others. This second scene of the
Duchess' torment opens almost in the language of satirical tragi-

comedy with a "hideous noise" (1lV.ii.1) similar to that which

introduces Malevole in Marston's The Malcontent: the Duchess'

" ability to use discord positively enables her to use this bitter
comedy to keep her "in her right wits" (1V.ii.6). The grotesque
masque shares some of the functions of Flauwineo's mock-death in

The White Devil. Both introduce a tragicomic disturbance of the

tragic current, both externalise and exorcise certain anti-tfagic
impulses, sa that Flamineo's real death is freed from ideas of
pgiﬂ, guilt and damnation, and the Duﬁhess is freed from madness
ahd is detached from the world of the play around her, which is

becoming ever more grotesque.

At the samevtime the masdue détaches us as audience from
the play-wprld by presenting this distorted version of it, so
that a change in the audience-play relationship which is to be
complete by the fifth act is already beginning. The masque and
its characters provide a distorted image of the worid of the play,
and some of the madmen reflect quite accurately some of the
play's central characters12. The Third Madman (1V.ii.80-1, 91-2,
96-7, 104) cleariy recalls the Cardinal, the corrupt sensual
A churchman: the fourth, the mad doctor, seems to represent
Ferdinand, who imagined himself as a physician treating the
"intemperate agues' (1V.i.142) of the Duchess, who sent her the

grim masque as a oure" (1V.ii.43), and who finally needs a doctor
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himself and admits that "physicians are like kings' (V.1i.66).
Perhaps the Second Madman (77-9, perhaps discussed in 101-3) is

a distorted version of Bosola, the man who '"shows the tombs'
(1V.i1.102) and indulges in scurrilous and misogynistic stories
of "the glass-house' (1V.ii.77 - cf 11.ii.7). The masque, then,
as well as presenting an attack on the Duchess! tragic commitment
by the forces of satire also gentinely helps to keep her in her
right wits by asserting her essential sanity in the face of the

grotesque madness of her opponents, Férdinand, thé Cardinal and

Bosola.

The ending of the masque with its discordant music,
dialogue in which no communication is Qade, and its ever more
extreme vision of physical and spiritual degradation, predicts the
end of horrors and the end of the play itself: the Duchess'
assumption, and completion, of the role-of audience, direcfs us
and prepares us for the ending of our capacity as observers. This
image of ending is immediately followed bynthe reappearance of
fiction in Bosola's disguise as an old man and his édoPtion of
various shifting identities: fiction, rejected by the Duchess,
reappears now and after her death to menace the society she leaves
behind. The relationship of the supporters of real and of sportive
action, of victim and tormentor, at this point in the play is
complex. Intimate links of unexpected strength are drawn between
. the two, so that Bosola appears as ally as well as enemy, helping
the Duchess fo make her final .affirmation as well as tempting hef
to abandon it. The Duchess at first believed that the disguised
Bosola was "mad too" (1V.ii.114), as Cariola had previously seen
her as "like a madman" (1V.ii.17): similarly she compares her

suffering to that of "the tann'd galley-slave" (1V.ii.28), and we
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recall that Bosola had served a sentence in the galleys for a
murder commissioned by the Cardinal (1.i.71-3). Bosola resembles
the Duchess, as he reseumbles Antonio, and the scene provi&es him
as well as the tormented woman with a momentous decisiom which,

as I shall suggest, he meets only partially.

Bosola's grimly satiric and reductive view of life, then,
enables the Duchess to make her own tragic affirmation. She'
opposes Bosola's superficial definitions of her and attempts to
define herself through questions - "Dost know me? ... Who am I2¢s.
Am I not thy Duchess?" (1V.ii.121-3, 134). The structure of thé
scene, with‘its tissue of question and answer and its colliding
definitions, recalls the wooing scene, and with this firm
reminder of her commitment to real expeérience she refuses to
accept Bosola's picture of an aging, profligate woman as at all
appropriate to her. Like the wooing scene, the scene culminates

in the Duchess' acceptance of her own womanhood, and her insistence

on her own power - "I am Duchess of Malfi still" (1v.ii.q42) 2.

Although menaced by fiction and satire, the Duchess
achieves a tragic integrity, insisting on hgr own identity even
as she dies. At the same time she is a tragic heroine, using
suffering to achieve a new insight into the value of life, and
the heroine of a tragical comedy, like ReB.'s Virginia, achieving
a spiritual victory and escaping from tragedy into a heavenly
afterlife14. After her death the posed tragedy disintegrates, and
tragedy is parodied in the high-spirited fight for life of
Cariola. She creates a tissue of fictions = "I am quick with
child" (1V.ii.254) - which Bosola clear-siéhtedly recognises as
fictions. Like her mistress, Cariola is driven into subterfuge,

taking shameful ways to avoid shame: unlike her mistress, she
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cannot free‘herself from fiction as she dies, and the only kind of

love and motherhood she can claim for herself exist in fiction

only.

The tpagic effect of the death of the Duchess is modified
. not only Dby the unexpected continuation of the play beyond
tragedy, but also by the events which immediately follow it. The
return from fragedy is illustraped in several small invers£ons or
parodies of tragedy, beginning with the murder of Cariola.
Throughout this penultimate act a.complex system of enacted dramas
with their audiences has been created: Ferdinand watches Bosola
watching the Duchess watching the madmen. / The masque of madmen
detaches us as audience from the play-world, and after the death
of the Duchess we move further away from the other characters of
the play so that we view them in a new detached and objsctive way.
.The fourth act is a bewildering alternation of detachment and
painful invulvem;nt: our involvement with the Duchess is increased
vby temperarily seéing her adopt our own role as audience. After
this we become increasinély detached and withdrawn from the play's
characters, until we can give full weight to the play'svironic and

ambiguous conclusion.

At the‘murder of the Ducﬁess, only Ferdinand retains the
status of delegate of the audience, so0 thgt we are forced to see
even our own position as observers as complex and ambivalent. His
reaction to the death of his sister is a perversion of the tragic
catharsis experienced by the audience. He first denies (1V.ii.
259) and then accepts (1V.ii.273) the validity of tragic "pity",
sees the event as one of "horror" (1V.ii.311,314) and interprets
the whole as a "tragedy" (1V.ii.288). However for Ferdinand pity

and horror are not purged: they are violently awakened, and he
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rushes out "distracted" (1V.ii.336). This inversion of catharsis
brings Ferdinand to the reverse of tragic knowledge: he tries to

throw all the blame on Bosola, to imagine a fictional happy ending,

and to retreat into obviously false motives and images of fiction.

At this point, with Ferdinand rejecting and Bosola
struggliﬁg with tragic understanding, in another inversion of
tragedy the Duchess revives for a moment. This almost reduces what
has gone before into an enacted tragiddmedy of averted danger, but
this structure is fragmented, and.the revivai is momentary only.
For Bosola, this rich confusion of tragedy and tragicomedy poses
insolubie problemsz even the tragic emotions are confused, as it
seems that "pity would destroy pity" (1V.ii.347). Finally Bosola
too is faced with divided loyélties to fact and fig¢tion, and he
pfesents the dying Duchess with a curious blend of truth and
" falsehood, a half-real, half-unreal picture of Antonio alive and
peacefully reconciled with the brothers. Bosola's confrontation
with tragic knowledge leaves him still prepared to use fictionms,
and however kindly his motives this deliberate falsehood suggests
that Bosola's dependence on fiction and pretence is to shape his

actions even now that he has rejected "painted honour" (V.ii.336).

As Ferdinand retreats from tragic knowledge, Bosola
accepts it in modified form, throwing off his disguise. This
assumption of tragic knowledge, like his commitment to the values
rgprésented by the dead Duchess, is complex and ambiguous. His
cﬁange of direction is achieved only when he is convinced that he
has lost his chance for reward, so that it has a marked under-
current of selfishness and personal spite, a change in attitude
which does not seem to affect much the way he acts but only the

people who are his friends and enemies. This new tragic knowledge,
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too, does not prevent his using fictions. To see Bosola's move

to the Duchess side only in terms of'"a profound change", a ﬁew
comuitment "to doing what he knows is morally right"15 seems to me
to oversimplify. It is a strange kind of conversion which is

only second'choice to material advancement, and which leads to much
the same kind of murder and betraygl as were committed by his
unregenerate self. Moreover the "profound change' in Bosola is

not wholly for the good: it expresseé itself not only in a
discovery of his own "guilty conscience" (1V.ii.356) reminiscent

of that of the Cardinal, but also in a significant dimming of his
clear moral insight. Before this he -has always showed ciear moral
understanding even when this was rigorously exciuded from his
actions. From this point he no longer stands in a special
relationship to the audience, he is less self-critical, and we can
accept his evaluations less'readily.‘\His vow, for instance, to
give the body of the Duchess to "some good women" ilV.ii.}?a)is made
apparently without irony, although he has_jdst parficipated in

the murder of the play's £wo good women. Bosola, as he himself
would have been the first to realise earlier in the play; returns

- as arrant knave as he set forth, because he carried himself always

along with him.

The fourth act of The Duchess of Malfi, then, presents a

tragedy in which a good woman reaches tragic knowledge and
affirmation, conquers the reductive satiric interpretation of her
life and achieves self-definition and even victory in the face of
death, like the heroine of a tragical comedy. This tragic centre,
however, is surrounded by a masque which provides a groteéquely
‘distorted view of the play itself, a parody of the tragic moment

as Cariola refuses tragic knowledge and affirmation and Ferdinand
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tragic catharsis, a miniature tragicomedy as the Duchess
momentarily revives and a stagéd comedy, a grim practicai joke as
Ferdinand leaves the Duchess a dead man's hand and revéals the
effigy of Antonio., The act tries to suggest as richly as possible
the variety of human reactions to disaster without compromising
the centrality of the Duchess' positive statement. For the stroﬁg
few there is thé possibility of geng}ne tragedy or the tragi-
.éomedonf spiritual victory: for the majority there is only
uncertainty, ambiguity, or the rejection of the difficult
absolutes of tragedy. A4s the act ends, Bosola steps into the place
of the main - indeed now almost the 6nly - mediator between the
audience and the play, although we must be careful about accepting
any of his evaluations of his own actions. There is never any
doubt about the Duchess' courage and éssential innocence, and the
fact that victory is hers: £he play's central ambiguities lie
rather in the effect of her love and death on those around her.
The Duchess' tragic knowledge and'affirmation are contrasted with
Bosola's ambiguous conversion and the strange combination of truth
~and falsehood with which he faces the dying Duchess, and also with
Ferdiﬁand’s madness, the opposite of tragic knowledge. Finally
the scene self-consciously'stages a tragedy and suggests éhe |
ambiguous status of tragedy as entertainment and the precariousness
of the tragic catharsis. After this scene with its partial
realignment .of fiction and rea;ity and its definition of tragedy,
it is- the task of the last act to examine what comes after
tragedy, the disintegration 6f a world ﬁhich rejects tragic know-
ledge, to put forward a more ironic and subdued view of tragic
affirmation, and to mediate for the audience between fiction and

the return to real life, a task which is particularly complex
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pecause of the difficulty of‘distinguishing'the two in the world
of the play, and because of the hostile treatument of fiction in the

play itself.

"Mirth and killing': Act V of The Duchess of Halfi and tragicomedy.

Act 1V of The Duchess of lMalfi defines for the audience

their role in a complex drama by a -careful definition of genre,
by the image of ihe masque, and by présenting various characters
behaving as audience and then abandoning this role. Iwmages of
eﬁding pervade this act which forms the play's tragic conclusion.
Act V completes its wmediation with‘a return from tragedy, a view
of a world like our own where the tragic absolutes cannot be
sustained and where its characters, uqlike the Duchess, are
defeated by self-deception, self-pity, melancholy and madness.
Dorothea XKrook sees tragedy as an interlocking sequence of four
units, "the act of shame or horror', the "suffering'" which thié
causes, the '"knowledge" generated by this suffering, and the
"affirmation or reaffirmation of the dignity of the human spirit"
which.this knowledge produces16. If this is a valid scheue of

tragedy, The Duchess of Malfi appears to use the tragic framework

in a uniquely sceptical and ironic way17. In Act lV,-the death

of the Duchess forms a genuinely tragic centre: the end of the

act, and Act V, however, provide a series of inversions of the
tragic scheme, in which almost every point is made to appear
dubious or is negated. After the death of the Duchess, the

corrupt and self-centred world around her cannot sustaln the tragic
absolutes and falls apart into madness, despair, and tragicomedy.

The first three acts present an ambiguous view of the tragic "act
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of shame or horror", Act 1V juxtaposes genuine tragic "knowledge'

with knowledge of a more ambiguous kind. Act V, as Travis Bogard
8 .

points out ', completes the satiric half of the play: it also

ends the play on an ambiguous view of affirmation or reaffirmation. -

Act V is in many ways profoundly different from the play
which has gone before: the play has Arranged tragedy as the peak,
| the highest in artistic form and in moral achievement, from whic£
the final act charts a decline. Even the language changes in the
fifth act: the last part of Act 1V and Act V itself are full of
negatives, "“silence" (LV.ii.5, V.iv.83), "never" (V.v.90), "no"
(V.v.108), "not-being" (1V.1i.301), and especially "nothing"
(1V.1.138, 1V.ii.15, V.ii.33,39,54,231,330,347, V.v.59,79,118),
which echoes through the last acti: after the affirmation of the‘
Duchess' life and death the society she leaves behind her seems
negative and sterile. Again in the final act the play's images
of comedy and tragicomedy become more extreme and grotesque.
Ferdinand's madness is made the occasion for crude farcical
comedy as the Doctor "puts off his four Cloaks one after another!
(Vv.ii.69 SD)19. The “"fatal judgement".(v.ii.85) which falls on
Ferdinand, the leading exponent in the play of satirical comedy,
is that he becomes4frozen into this one posture, a gomic madman
afraid of his own shadow. Again, Julia's wooing of Bosola begins
as an enacted tragicomedy with a pistol and ends as tragedy in

earnest, a less exuberant version of Flamineo's tragicowmedy in the

last act of The \vhite Devil.

Act V, then, is deliberately held apart from the play's
first four acts by a change in vocabulary and by an increase in
pressure from comic and tragicomic incidents, and also in a change

in some of the characters and in the perspective in which they
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were placed. 'We as audience are held at an increasing distance
from the characters, until we can view even the last words of

the play with critical objectivity. It becoues iess and lesé

easy to accept what the characters tell us at face value, more

and more difficult to view them with sympafhy and involvement.
Those characters who have stood as deleggtes of the audience,
Bosola, Antonio, the Duchess, have either disappeared from the
play or have had this special relationship distorted by the failure
of their judgement or self-criticism. The murder of the Duchess
and her resolute assertién of he;.own identity seemé.to have
impaired the semnse of self even of.éhose ruthless eéoists.
Ferdinand and the Cardinal. The two brothefs who expressed their
sense of self in murder lose it, Ferdinand by madness, the Cardinal
.retreating into himself, "puzzled" that his self-sufficiency is
troubled by guilt. Antonio‘especially, until his Aeath, seems to
have shrunk in stature. His character has fallen apart: Bosola
has taken over his clear-sighted érasp of characfer and Delio his
stubborn iptegrity. Only his less attractive, less aCtive,
characteristics remain, trepidatiqn, helplessness, indecision,
poor judgement, desire for "any safety" (V.i.§§). His death is
almost a relief to him, freeing him from fear and his conventional
awe of the "fixed order" (1.i.6) of the courtly life: he, like

Ferdinand and the Cardinal, is destroyed by the death of the

Duchess.

Although this last act is held apart from the rest'of the
play by this change in the perspective of its characters and its
ch;nging audience-play relationship, it is tightly connected by
plot as well as by théme. The final act might have been a second

tragedy arising from the '"act of shame or horror'" of the Duchess'
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murder: however,'tragic structures are suggested now only to be
ncgated, inverted or parodied, or accepted only in a limited sense.
Brooding over this series of‘anti-tragedies is the contrasting

" presence of the Duchess. In a significant ~ almost, indeed, in

a literal - sense the dead Duchess haunts ﬁhis‘final act, a
constant reminder of a better way of living. Afﬁer what ;eems to
be the death of the Duchess, she "haunts'" Bosola, perhaps e?en |
appearing as he seems to see her "there, there!" (V.ii.356). She
is heard in the echo scene, and perhaps is seen, "a face folded

in sorrow'" (V.iii.45). She is, of course, constantly talked

about throughout the last act, and is metaphorically present in
the echoes and summaries of the past with which the ending of the
vlay is permeatedzo. When she appears three times after her
apparent death, it seems as if she and the life force which she
represents are prbof againsf death. The tragic affirmation pro-
vided by the death of the Duchess confronts the sceptical world
left behind her: the tragicomic discords created.by this antithesis

profoundly modify the whole tragic éffect.

As a whole the play has been hostile towards fictions: as
shameful ways to avoid shame and as sportive action they threaten
the Duchess' comuitment to real life and to real relationships.
Act 1V appears to includec an abandonment of fiction with the end
of the masque and Bosola's rejection of disguise. Even this,
howevér, is.an ambiguous abandonment, as Bosola faces the dying
Duchess with fictional images of reconciliation. In Act V
fictions become increasingly threatening and difficult to control
aﬁd even to recognise. Bosola creates  fictional motives to
deceive Julia. The Cardinal explains Ferdinand's madness by a

fictional version of what actually happened, the story of the



224 | '

ominous haunting of the family by a woman killed by her own
kinsmen "for her riches " (V.ii.94). The Cardinal especially is
the centre ofvfiction in this last‘act, as he lays "fair marble

- colours" on his "rotten purposes" (V.ii.297-8). In order to
dispose of the body of Julia safely, he designs an elaborate
fiction - "When he's‘asleep, myself will rise, aﬁd feign/Some of
his mad tricks .../And feign myself in danger o.." (V.iv.14=16).
For the rest of the play the Cardinal hardly ever escapes these
disturbing suggestions of fiction and unreality. In this post-
tragic world the Duchess' commitmént to direct experience has
been lost, and fiction begins to prey on itself: the Cardinal is
doomed by his own uncritical trust in fiction and comedy. The
play's distrust of fiction urges us as audience to be objective

even about the fictional form of the play itself.

Even Bésola's conversion to real action and the values
represented by the Duchess is deeply undermined by his continued
dependence on fictions. His attitude_to fiction in.this final
act is complex. He uses fictions with the Cardinal and with
-Julia, but also - and this is a new development - with himself.
He claims "Penitence'" (V.ii.348) and uncritically claims to be
justified iﬁ taking part in "a most just revenge" (V.ii.343),
without apparently realising the irény of revenging a crime which
he himself committed: this is underlingd by the ironic divergence
between his intention of joining with Antonio and his accidental
murder of his would-be ally. Moreover the Duchess' tragedy is
followed by -a number of distorted versions of it which become
incfeasingly foréign to the spirit of tragedj: 6ariola resists
and lies, Julia dies with total aghosticism and a refusal to

evaluate her own life. The Duchess' murder is carefully posed,
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staged almost in slow-motion, to allow her time to make her final
affirmation. Antonio, however, is kilied almost casually. The
shattering irony of this scene casts doubt n;t only on Bosola;s
conversion but on the whole possibilitj of just action in the
confuséd post=-tragic world. Bosola, who had tried to commit
himself to duchessly "action indeed", finds himself inescapably
trapped in fictions: the mufdercf‘Antonio is simply "“Such a '
ﬁistake as I havg often seen/In a play..." (V.v.95-6). Antonio's
death allows the murdered man a degree of knowledge and affirma-
tion, but it is of so suﬁdued a kind as to appear almost a éarody
of the infensity of the Duchess'. Like the Duchess, Antonio

" welcomes death as an end of fictions: and échievés a kind of self-
definition, but it is a weary kind of definition which consists so
largely in fegret for his past deeds and th; admission that
throughout the play his judéement had been faulty. At the begin-'
ning of the play he praised the "fixed order" (l.i.6) of the
Frencﬁ cogrti now he dies with profound distrust of the ambiguous
"order" imposed by great men, wishing that his son might "fly

the courts of princes" (Vv.iv.72).

Antonio dying finally abandons fiction, and Bosola too
from this point ceases consciously to use fictions. Like Flamineo,
he refuses to look who went before or who will follow him.
Specifically he rejects fiction asiimitation - "I will not imitate
things glorious,/No more than base: I'll be mine own example"
(V.iv.81-2). From now on Bosola is totally defendent on himself
attempting, not always successfully, to improvise emotion and
morality in this treacherous world.where even the absolutes of

tragedy appear only in grotesquely distorted form.

As Antonio asserts in limited form his own individuality
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and achieves a limited kind of knowledge and affirmation, the
Cardinél and Ferdinand lose their sense of self in the lagt
moments of the play. This. antithesis of the assértion made by

the Duchess and the denial 6f individuality hints at the paradox
involved in the dramatic process of impersonation where actor and
persona form a double figu:e, and this prepares for the resolu-
tion of the paradox as the play ends. The Cardinal's death is
surrounded by threatening images of fiction and of couedy, as

the courtiers interpret his cries simply as 'counterfeiting"
(v.ev.20) and imagine ﬁow the Cardinal will "laugh' at them (V.v.
33). ThiS‘aeath provides an.exact jﬁdgement in its inversion of
the t:agic process: sﬁffering is sur;ounded by comedy, knowledge
brings bnly despair, and instead of affirming his own identify the
Cardinal is reduced to " a little point, a kind of nothing" (V.v.
79) who wishes only to loseAhis sense of self and be "laid by,

agd never thought of" (V.v.90). The death of the Cardinal medi-
ates for the audience between the play and real life by providing
a grotesque mirrdr-image of tragedy with its positives reversed,
and by preparing them for the mément when £he play itself becomes -

only "a kind of nothing".

The death of Ferdinand follows the same pattern as that
of his brother and is also surrounded by comeéy and fiction
instead of dissipating them in the positives of tragedy. Ferdinand's
madne;s is another opposite of tragic knowledge and the assertion
qf individual idéntity: he imagines himself a soldier in a battle
"which turns into a comment on the break-up of Fhe family - "My
brother fight upon the adverse party?! gv.v.52). Like the cold
and controlled Cardinal,'the violent ferdinand also becoues "a

kind of nothing" in the face of death. FHach reaches some kind of
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sense of individual responsibility in their last moments of life,

but this seeunms curiously impersonal,vand ig expressed in difficult
iwages which seem irrelevant to the violent setting in which they

~are placed - "sorrow is held the eldest child of sin" (V.v.55),

"Like diamonds, we are cut with our own dust" (V.v.73).

The death of the Duchess is posed as a formal tragedy,‘
slow and measured, allowing her to defeét fiction and couedy and
to Qake a final affirmation. 1In the final act, however, the
included incidents move further from the paradoxical célm of
formal tragedy. Antonio's death is casual, ironic and muddled,
.and the affirmation it allows him to make is limited. The
Cardinal and Ferdinand are destroyed as individuals by fiction and
comedy, and they reach the ofposite of tragic knowledge and
affirmation. Finally the scene reaches the farthest stage from
tragedy in the death of Bosola. Flaumineo recognised some '"good-
ness" (WD V.vi.269) in his death, the last of thé play's many
ironic inversions of value terms. Bosola believes that it can do
him "no harm ... to die/In so good a'quarrel eeo? (V.v.97-100).

His play howevef bhas not, like The White Devil, established this

kind of moral inversion as a valid way of sumning up a perverse
and divided world. Bosola's statement seems less convincing, an
unocritical slhifting of roupunsibillfy which is the opposite of
tragic kpowledge. His sense of his own rightness is profoundly
undermined by the accidental murder of Antonio and the casual
murder of the servant, by the strong stress placed on his grudging
sense of being '"neglected! (V.v.87), and by images of uncertainty
and of fiction - "in a mist" (V.v.94), "in a play" (V.v.96).
Bos§la's claim of the status of Qustified avenger is also cut

across by the simple, and accurate, éummiqg up his career by
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Malateste - "Thou wretched thing of blood ..." (V.v.92)21.

The final irony of thé play is the untrustworthiness of
the last words of both Bosola and Deiio: the affirmation of the-
dcath of the Duchess is dissipated in easy pessimism and
incomprehension. Flamineo's critical agnosticism in the face of
death suwms up the whole effect of ‘his play. Bosola's does not:
the whole preceding action of the play unites to undermine his
narrow and conventional stoic sentiménts; He insists that men
are only "dead walls or vaulted graves,/That ruin'd yields no
echo' (V.v.97-8): we are forced to question this reductive view
of human life by remembering that we.have’just héard the Duchess!
grave returning an echo in a literal sense. Again, Bosola speaks
of the "deep pit of darkness" in which mankind lives, "womanish |
and fearful" (V.v.101-2). The Arcadia quotation22 seems to have
beeﬁ alteréd specifically to allow the word “womanish" its
iﬁevitable double meaning, not only "cowardly", but also '"female,
like the Duchess'". The la&ter connotation gqualifies the whole
sentiment, suggesting that a world which produced the Duchess and
was modified by her values must be more than a pit of darkness.
Bosola's two ﬁost negative definitions of human life, then; are
negated by their context, but this ambiguous and indirect
affiruation is the only one uffered by the hoﬁest final act of
the play. Finally Bosola urges "worthy minds" not to fear death
in the service of 'what is just" (V.v.103-4). This final attempt
at affirmation,’however, is qualified at the.last moment by the
 sudden insight that he himself is not one of these worthy minds
whose death allows tragic affirmation or tragicomic spiritual

victory - "line is another voyage" (V.v.105).

Bosola's death, 1ike those of Antonio and the Arragonian
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brethren, provides an ironic inversion of tragedy with ambiguous
knowledge and affirmation. The whole scene, too, takes on the
shape of these ironic versions of trﬁgedy: even Delio's last
lines, which are presented as a final summary and affirmation, are
ironically undercut. Delio attemptg to redefine greatness and to
sum up the play's»suggestions that greatness lies not in birth

and power but in moral excellence. The piay's "egreat men" (V.v.
118) Ferdinand and the Cardinal have lost their identity as
completely as footprints melting with the snow. U[en are truly
"great" only when they are "lords of ‘truth" (V.v.119): "Integrity
of life" alone, a complete and moral life, leads.to immortal
"fame" (V.v.120). The Duchess, like the heroine of a tragical
comedy,.is assured of "fame" because of the intensity of her'life
ana her goodness. However if Webster‘intended his audience to be
awaré of the source of his quotation it could only add disquiet-
iﬁg ironies to what seems a conventional summing .up. Horace's
well-known ode which begins '"Integer vitae...'" (Odes 1, xxii)
praises Fhe man of perfegt purity and innocence of life: his
goodness protects him even from physical danger, for even the wolf
will not attack the virtuous manaj. In Wébster's play, however,
the Duchess' "integrity of life" does not protect her, or her
husband and children, from Ferdinand the wolf; Webster turns
aside from the tragicomic insistence that truth and virtue shall
at last succeed. The play approxiﬁates tragicomic experience not
by toning down the tragedy of the Duchess, but by placing it in a.
'contéxt of untragic and antitragic response. Even the play's
last lines which seem to offer "reaffirmation" tura out to be
complex and ambiguous. The Duchess' tr;gedy is poised at the

summit of a descending scale, and the play returns from this
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height to the confusions, deceptions and uncertainty of tone‘of

our real life.

Conclusions:- tragicomedy, the audience,and The Duchess of -ialfi.

The last act of a tragicomedy usually mediates for the
audience between the world of the play and the working-day world

by including a sequence of images of the ilay and its ending,

fiction and its abandonment. The last act of The White Devil
stages ending dramas and the ending of fictioh, Flamineo's mock
death, the murderous masque, and the fina; yielding of fiction to
agnostic fact: a rigorously detailéd medi;tion is created by |
this sequence of images. A similar sequence runs through Act 1V

" of The Duchess of llalfi, with the ending masque, the rejection:

of disguise and the abandonment of the role of audience by the
Duchess and by Ferdinand. In Act V, hgwever, the movement is

lesg detailed and more tentative. No character any longer
represents the audience, and no character, not even Delio or
Bosola, stands for the whole truth to which the play can return us
from its fictions. The growing disengagement of audience and
characters not oﬁly forces us to consider objectively the play's
ironic treatment of tragic knowledge and affirmation and insists
on the special importance of our involvement in the tragedy of the .
Duchess, but also prepares us for OurAtotal disengagement at the
end of the fiction. The last act does not confront us directly
with iwmages of the ending of the play or of the activity of the
audience: these images centred rather on the torture and death
of the Duchess. The 'divided catastrophe"au of the play allows

its conclusioﬂ to provide a deliberately imperfect mediation
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between fiction and real life, an ewblem of the uncertainty of
the play itself. The clear images of ending in ict 1V are held
against less perfect images in Act V, as the tragedy of the
Duchess is contrasted with the muddled or ambiguous deaths of
Antbnio, Bosola and the Arragonian brethren: the play ends on an

unresolved discord.

The vhite Devil approached tragicomedy in its support of

the languagg of comedy, its tragicomic double-vision, its

included comedies and tragicomedies, and the detailed mediation
between fiction and fact which the end provides. Indeed it
occasionally recalls in detail the structures of Fletcherian
tragicomedy: Flamineo's mock-death, and Cornelia's abortive atfack
on her son, have the status of miniature tragicomedies. The

Duchess of lialfi resembles the earlier play to some extent,

although its treatment of comedy, for instance, is more critical.

However The D&chess of lalfi rather recalls an earlier kind of

tragicomedy, the "tragicall comedie' of Apius and Virginia where
tragicomedy is .defined as a kind of tragedy distanced or fore-
shortenéd, and the play continues beyond tragedy to place the
tragic experience in a wider perspective. For the first four
acts Malfi seems to have a more obviously tragic framework in its
: Dorsthees Kreok's
unity of judgement and its use of #dwe four stages of tragedy:
even in the fifth act the kind of mediation it offers the audience,
the direct juxtapoéition of fiction and real life, seems more
characteristically tragic than that of the earlier play. However,
the most important éingle aspect of’ihe play's mediation for the
audience between the ending fiction aﬂd returning fact is its

detailed definition of its own genre and its analytic view of

tragedy. The play juxtaposes an authentic tragedy in the fourth



232

act with a detached treatment of suffering, and an ambiguous
treatment of knowledge and affirmation in the fifth: -indeed the

end of the fourth act, and the fifth; pose some of the central
problems of tragedy, providing alternate views of tragic catharsis,
tragic involvement, tragic pleasure, and the stages of the tragic
experience.

Luecke found the play confused by its comic, satiric and
tragicomic.elementsast it seems to me that these are posed
significantly to define tragedy carefully and objectively, and to
place the tragic experience of a heroic indiyidual in the
perspective of an anti-heroié society. The tragedy of.Act 1V is
made more and not less moving and positive by the ironic séries
of inverted tragedies which in Act V leads the audience outvof
the.play. Finally, Fletcher's definition of tragicomedy made
clear the kind of play he was not writing, that which mixed 'mirth
and killing“ and which included familiarAelements of real‘life,

.

26
real festivity, "laughing together", and real violence . This

is exactly the kind of play Webster is writing in The Duchess of

lKalfi, a play in which tragedy is placed in a wide; context: the
tragic affirmation defeats comedy and satire but is refused by an un-
heroic soéiety which rejects the tragic valugs of .the Duchess, |
willfully misunderstands them, fails to live up to them, or fatally

misinterprets them. In The Duchess of ialfi by the admixture of

comedy, traglcomedy and ironic inversions of the central

experience, tragedy has learned to tell "the Whole Truth" 7
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action and inaction is that of sleep. It is used especially
of Ferdinand - 1.i.174%, 11.v.76, 111.i.21 etc. The Duchess,
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upon vebster" (MLR 43 1947), p.290.

E.g. Bosola's dirge turns into a comment on the ceremony of
marriage, the signing of her '"perfect peace' (1V.1ii.185)

recalls her giving Antonio his "Quietus est" (1.1i.46k4), and
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her discussion of her "last will" (1V.ii.200) recalls the

pretext for which she summons Antonio to the wooing sﬁene
(1.1.376).

See J.S. Sastri, "Webster's lMasque of Maduen: An Examination

(Indian Journal of English Studies 3, 1962) pp.33-43.

Although I do not agree with him in all details, he is
certainly right in insisting that the masque has specific
relevance to its context as coument on the people in the play.
Ccf. 1‘1.457-8, 1.1.469-70 - and Cariola's comment on the
Duchess' division betwéen power and womanhood at 1l.i.504-6.
The play's use of the religious framework is ambiguous. On
the whole the Duchess and her husband seem to reject the
forms of organised religion - ¢f 1.i.487,491 - and Antonio at
least seems to have a reputation for atheism - V.ii.133-5.
The lovers seem to be doomed partly because of their "jesting
with religion" in escaping under cover of a pilgrimage
(lll.ii.347): The death of the Duchess seems to mark her
reconciliation with Christian teaching (cf 111.v.80-1), and
she certainly dies thinking of heaven (1V.ii.230-34).

However this religious theme is rather understated and in the

"last act is almost completely discarded.
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Ms Krook's attitude to The Duchess of Malfi appears souewhat

inconsistent. On p.117 she mentions the play, along with

"Oedipus Rex‘and Kinp Lear, Pﬁédre and Berenice, Doctor

Faustus ..." as works with "a tragic vision of ... depth and

intensity, ... comprehensiveness and coherence «os'! dater,
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however, without mentioning Malfi, she suggests that "where
the shamefullness of the initial act ... which precipitates
the main suffering is in doubt, there all the other elements
«ee« of the tragic fable are correspondingly put in doubt".
(p.98). Her reasons for questioniﬁg the tragic status of

Ibsen's plays (p.98) and of Antony and Cleopatra (p.188)

however would seem equally applicable to The Duchess of lialfi.
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anticlimactic cluttering of the stage with corpses ... The
heroic story has been told. But the fatiric story ... has

not been completed.

The stage-direction is found only in Q4 (1708), but it is

certainly in keeping with the spirit of the scene and may

record a genuine tradifion of sfége business.

B.g. "action" is echoed from the first act at V.v.10,

Bosola's discovery that the Cardinal's greatness was only

 Moutward" (V.v.42) echoes Antonio's character im Act 1, etc.

It is difficult to know whether this assessment of Bosola is
placed in question by being spoken by Malateste, who has

been ridiculed throughout the play on the rare occasions on

‘which he wasvmentioned (111eie41-3, 111.,iii.9-34). One would

have felt more comfortablejif'this were given to Pescara -

or is the point that Bosola'é self-delusion is so blatant
that even the coward and fool Malateste recognises iﬁ?
Arcadia, v (Wks, 11.177): "in such a shadow, or rather pit of
dirkenes, the wormish mankinde lives +.."

Horace, Odes l. xxii -

namgue me silva lupus in Sabina

dum meam canto Lalagen et ultra

terminum curis vagor expeditis
fugit inermem.
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CHAPTER BIGHT

"Grace ... in Action": the tragicomic ending offahe Devil's Law-case

When in about 1662 Sir Wi;iiam Davenant refurbished the

Shakespeare-Fletcher tragicomedy The Two Noble Kinsmen, he found

much in it which continued to appeai to the taste of the
Restoration - a plot which solves the apparently insoluble

problem of two men in love with one woman; the pathos of a mad
scene, some rustic humour, and high prihciples, high passions, and
high romance. What Davenant's The Rivals chose to omit, however,
is illuminating. The earlier play is*shorn of its elaborate
ritual and its complex definition and discussion of manhooa and
womanhood. Especially significant is Davenant's remoulding of the
tragicomic ending. - The gaflier play ends with two marriages,
neither of which is welcomed or even ﬁnderstood by the female
‘partner, with the death of one of the kinsmen and the narrow
escape from deéth of the other, and with a ﬁision of the cosmic
ironi that "we should things desire which do cost us/The loss of
our desire" (V.iv.109~110). In The Rivals Davenant cuts through
this tissue of ironies. In its finai scene Celania the gaoler's
daughtef wiﬁs Philander whom she loves and he accepts that he is.
bound to her in "honour" although he still owes "affection' to |
Princess Heraclia1. Heraclia herself accepts Philander's rival

Theocles and the kinsmen are reconciled. Davenant's play is not

a perversion of The Two Noble Kinsmen: the very creation of the

gaoler's daughter suggests a happy and symuetrical ending which
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the play, however, refuses to allow. Davenant's rplay, although.
fluent and coherent, is crude in its insistence on painless and

conventional symmetry. TIn The Devil's Law-case theée two views .

of tragicomedy face each other across the play: it finally chooses
an honest and disturbing untidiness, although it seems that many
of its critics would have preferred it to be a Websterian version

of The Rivals. -

The White Devil reaches its tragic affirmation by using

the language and structures of comedy and tragicomedy: The

Duchess of Malfi présents tragedy and then significantly dissi-

pates it in a series of tiny comedies and tragicomedies.  After

The Duchess of Malfi Webster seems to have turned almost entirely

to tragicomedya. The Devil's Law-case, the earliest of his tragi-

comedies and the only one of single authorship, is a powerful,
bitter, difficult play moulded by clashing definitions and by

" tragicomic discords, a play which uses Marstonian and Fletcherian
tragicomedy to create a world-picturé very much like that of the
tragedies and to question man's control over his own destiny and

the validity of the, tragic view of life.

Elizabeth Brennan has sugéested that tragicomedy as a
dramatic fo}m "was usually quite heavily weighted towards |
tragedy"3. Although, as I have suggested, Jacobéan tragicomedy
~resembles comedy in its structure,‘the material which fills out
.this structure can vary very widely in tone and colouring: in The

Devil's Law-case tragedy provides a particularly challenging

opposition. Paradoxically the play uses the language of comedy
less extensively than Webster's éarlier tragedies. 'Merry" and
"M aughter" are most frequently used, and significantly the word

"comical! appears twice, apparently the only usage in VWebster's
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playSv and in both cases it is used to describe the ending of the .
playq= the play seems despite its sombreness, to insist on its

own comic identity. The vocabulary of comedy is dispersed fairly
evenly throughout the play. Unlike the earlier tragedies,
hbwevera there is é tendency to introduce peripheral comic scenes

of low tension, scenes not involving the central characters

especially closely. In The white Devil Vittoria's trial is intro-

duced by a comic-satiric scene in which Flamineo jests with the

lawyers: in The Devil's Law-case a comic scene introduces the

trial, but it is a sceﬁe in which the lawyers jest among them->
selves and fepeat unfunny old jokes and Leonora, although present,
is almost silent. The play'tends to ‘disperse its obviously comic
elements in jokes and funny stories rather than to relate thenm
direc£ly to the.dangerous incidents of the main plot: the result
is to create a comic background for the near-tragic incidents of

despair, madness, and attempted murder. .

On the whole in The Devil's Law-case the men, and

especially Romelio, support comedy and the women tragedy: the
conflict of the sexes and the conflict of the genres are comple-
mentary aspects of the uncertain and dangerous world of the play.
Almost every scene where Romelio meets Jolenta is rich in clashing
definitions of genre. In l.ii Romelio tries to compel Jolenta

to accept his comic image, marriage with Ercole, while she insists
on tragic images - "the tomb-maker/To take measure of my coffinﬁ
(1.ii.2-3). Act'111 scene iii especially seems central to the
"play's definition of the relationship between the warring genres.
Jolenta appears with the trappings of tragedy - "in mourning" ‘

with "two tapers, a death's head, a book" (111.iii.initial SD).

Romelio, however, jokes flippahtly about his involvement with
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Angiole}la and feigns to find Jolenta's bitter retort "pleasant"
(111.iii.42). Blindly complacent within his own satirical
vision, Romelio urges his sister to "smile" (111.iii.4157) at the
imperfections of human life, and he completely rejects her
attempt to improvise tragedy by urging him to kill her because
she is already pregnant by Contarino. From her own tragic view
of life Jolenta accepts comic relief from her own pain, agreeing
to pretend to be the mother of Romelio's bastard to "beguile!
some of her "sorrow'" (11ll.iii.156). However it seems at last
that comedy is simply a mocking device to exacerbate her own
agony: her éorrow is "fantastical, hiding behind‘the surface of
comedy, "a pied fool's coat" (111.i1i.181-3). The usual defini-
tions of genre are reversed, and it is trggedy which seems to
offer consolétion, while comedy is "bitter" (111.iii.165),

threatening and anguished.

In-111.iii, after facing one of the play's representa-
tives of tragedy, Romelio then faces the other. Leonora, ageiﬁg,
p;ssionate, terrified of the passage of time, willing to hurt
because she is herself hurt, is drawn with an intensity and
simplicity of feeling which are almost tr;gic. Romelio's Blind-
ness to her pain is as disturbing as his insensitivity to
Jolenta's, and his ignorance forms a half-comic contrast with the
audience's more complete understanding of the situation. He is
prepared to "smile" (111.iii.221) ét his own lie about Jolenta's
Preganancy, while Leonora is horrified, wounded, and *very sick"
(111.i1i.225) at the neﬁs of his murder of Contarino. Her speech
of distraction (111.iii.232-76) develops tragic themes of madness,
unrequitedvlove, age, deception and despair, hell and the devil,

and has a terrible conviction in the dark world of the play. It
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seems to her that comedy is no longer possible: her love for
Contarino was her last chance, her “last merriment 'fore winter"
(111.iii.250). ©Now, entirely pointed towards tragedy, she

meditates on revenge.

In The Devil's lLaw-case tragedy and comedy clash across

the first four acts. The play constantly exploits ironic
divergences between the views of the'action of various charactérs,
of Jqlenta who wishes for tragedy but is forced into bitter
comedy, of Leonora who accepts tragedy, and of Romelio who, despite
his exercise'in revenge tragedy as he tries to murder Cont%rino,
is orientated towards comedy and satire. The incompleteness of
the understanding of each of these characters suggests the
inadequacy of the simple genres they support fo frame and expresé
the complex world of the play. Leonora, the old woman in love
with the young man, might have been a simpler comic’ figure, é
Jacobean Lady Wishfort, but the comic role is surrounded by con-
vincing pain and fear. Webster is adopting

the joke of making romantic love ridiculous by applying it
to undesired middle-aged women (5)

but at the same time he is inverting this inversion by aligning

our sympathies with the suffering woman  so that she is never
allowed to appear simply ridiculous. Similarly Romelio, witty,
unscrupulous, acquisitive and murderous might have been a tragic
malcontent, but his own comic understanding of the world profoundly
modifies this role. The play sets out to complicate comic and
tragic.stereotypes, and to complicate simple genre definitions as
an honest way of depicting the shifting, ambiguous world of the-
action: the audience is led through the web of colliding definitions

"by the play's unusually clear and direct discussions of fiction, of

the genres, and of the nature of language.
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"Grace... in Action”: visual and verbal in The Devil's Law-case.

A great part of the grace of this (I confess)
lay in action; yet can no action ever be gracious,
where the decency of the language, and ingenious
structure of the scene, arrive not to make up a
perfect harmony. :

(To the Judicious Reader ls. 14-17).

The introductory epistle to The Devil's Law-case is

significantly addressed "To the Judicious Reader" and, like the
introductory epistle to Jonson's Sejanus, it tries to define ways
in which the play read mightv be different in effect from the play
seen. Webster seems to feel that the gulf between word and

enacted presentation created special problems for The Devil's

Law-case, and he stresses that the "perfect harmony" of the play
is at least partly dependent onv;fswétaging, its '""grace ee. in
action". This explicit concern for tbe piay as enactment
suggests that Webster allows spectacle to carry impo;tént weight
which becomes obscured when the play is considered simply as
words on a page. Indeed in the play, and especially in the fihai.
act, many central events are presented visuélly rather than
verbally. In this chapter I shall consider the balance Webster
achieves between language and show, and the significance in its

tragicomic context of the play's curious silence and its visual

emphasis.

#Action' is an important word in The Devil's Llaw-case,

as it was in The Duchess of ialfi. In the earlier play 'action"
was presented as a sign of commitment to a real world and a
refusal to take part in the self-defeating guames of the Afagonian

brethren and their dependents. In The Devil's Law-case Romelio

praises action in_ the same.kind 6f terms that were used in Malfi
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- "The chiefest action for a man of great spirit/Is never to be
out.of action" (i.i.55—6>. The ,play is interested in the theme

of "action'", and at the same time presents this theme largely in
terms of '"action": the play is critically interested in the ways
in which action succeeds or fails. Although Romelio praises
"action", as the play progresses the word comes to take on more
equivocal connotations. The "act" of BErcole's killing of
Contarino (1l.iv.5), and that of Romelio's attempt at murder
(111.ii.120,138) both go awry: the play sets up tragic situations,

but in the play, @as in the fifth act of The Duchess of Malfi,

tragedy i§ beyond the grasp of its characters. They are incapable
of decision or of meaningful action, and any attempt to assért
their own powér ovef "action" recoils on them. Contarino and
Ercole fail to kill each qtper, Leonora fails to convict her son
of bastardy, Jolenta fails in her attempt to marry Contarino.

More grotesquely, Romelio's attempt to create tragedy by disguis-
ing himself as a liarlovian hero-villain directly precipitafes

the happy ending: the woﬁnd he gives Contapino actually leads to
the sick man's recoverye. In the world of the play intention

and result, appearance and reality, are dislocated. In the final
act the Capuchin praises the way in which God can ironically
"invert man's firmest purpose" (V.v.14). However in the first
four acts this system of ironic invé}sion_seems more the result of
anarchic accident and hﬁman failure than of a clear divine
oLeration.i The play's dislocation of.éause and effect is entirely -
characteristic of tragicomedy. The genres becoue distorted and
misleading; the attempt to produce tragedy léads directly to the
tragicomic ending. Human decisiveness, the simpl; system of‘genre

classification, and action itself, all scem in danger of being
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ironically undermined in the world of the play.

If the precariousness of action is an important tragi-
comic themwe of the play, the failure of language is as central

and as characteristic of tragicomedy. In The Devil's Law-case,

as in Fletcherian tragicomedy, language proves deceptive,
metaphors are misunderstood, the literal and metaphorical are
confused, and the.attempt to use language as action goes éisas-
trously wrong. Although Romelio praises "action', the world at
least of the women of the play is one where words have replaced

action, an inversion of the situation in The Duchess of Malfi.

Leonora admits that she and Winifred have.spent their lives "with
falking nothing and doing less'" (111.iii.375) and admits that she
has given her servanf "good words, but no deeds" (lll.iii.3?9)}

" indeed one of the things Contarino first praises about the older
woman is her "langﬁage"'(l.i.109). Despite her trust in words, .
however, Leonora is particularly apt to misunderstand and misuse
them. She entirely misunderstands Contarino's willfully difficult
metaphorical demand for "your picture" (1.1.135), for instance:

he intends an indirect hint at his iove for Jolenta, but Leonora

interprets this quite literally as a token of his esteem for her.

Leonora's commitment to words prevents her from penetrat-
ing beyond the surface of things. One of the most significant
emblem:used by her and of her is that of the picture, a mark of
her understanding of appearances but not what lies behind them.
Her literal interpretation of Contarino's metaphorical request
for her "picture' leads her into a lengthy speech about the
painting of portraits, and later she coméares herself to "one of
our best picture-makers'"(111l.3i.252). Her dependence on language

leads her into an attempt to discredit Rowelio in which the only
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case she can méke is made through words and with the help of a
picture, both of which fail her. She has kept the portrait of
Crispiano for forty yéars, and yet in the trial scene she does
not even recognise the man himself. Leondra is attached to the
. surface of thihgs, a woman of language rather than action, who
is constantly deceived about the relationship between metaphor
and literal truth. The iﬁage of«thglpicture used by and of
Léonora is one of the play'é most important links between verbal

and visual.

Language in the play, then, appears deceptive, and any
attemp%&to use it as if it were a kind of action as are made by

Arbaces in A Xing and No King prove disastrous. The play sets

up a sytem of deflating commeantary on the rhetoric of tragedy:
Romelio's declaration. of his own reckless courage, for instance,
is seen as nothing ﬁore than “very good words" (1V.i1i.88).  The -
"play repeatedly uses puns, verbal riddles'and equivocations in an
attempt to define ways in which language deceives, and value-
words, like '"honour" or “manly"7 are characteristically giveh an
‘ironic weight. But perhaps the most important repeated motif '
which illustrates the equivocal nature of language is that of the
oath or curse. Leonora swears to curse Jolenta should she marry
Contarino (l.ii.92-5). Later Jolenta, believing Romelio's
slander, swears not to marry Contarino (lii.ii.150;3), and
Contarino, the third apex of this strange triangular relationship,
is‘deceived by Jolenta's riddling letter and also swears never to
marry her (V.ii.40). 1In these three cases words take on a
disquieting physical force, creating real and impassible barriers
to the union. Elsewhere, though, as in the religious vows of
Angiolella and Leonora, words can simpljvbe put aside. Language

can function as a kind of action, 'solid and ferceful, or it can
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function as '"merely voice" (AK and NoK IViiv.126) . It is

impossible to predict and impossible to control.

'The first hélf of the play finds "action'" deceptive

but language eﬁen more so. In a play which distrusts language

so completely the playwright in the final act tests action against
language in an attempt to discover which.is the least illusive.
The end»of the play is présented very largely in terms of "action,
of masque, duel, procession and "dumb pageant" (V.iv.4130), and
the connecting speeches are brief, perfunctory and external.
Viebster, usually a playwright who rg}ies very much on verbal
méthods of expression, seems to be seeking in this final éct to
find é means of expression which does not rest go heavily'oh

words without descending to "haphazard oracular grunts"B.

The Devil's law~case is profoundly intefested in the
interraction between metaphor and li?efal truth, in the relation-
ship between reality and the various fictional forms in which this
reality can be representgd and expressed. ihereas Léonora is
associated with the failwe of language and the image of pai'ntiné,
Romelio is associated with the failure of action and the imagelof
the pléy. In his attempt to murder Contérino, his disguise as a

Jew and his list of the enormities of which he is capable seem to

‘wllude to the character of Barabas in Marlowe's The Jew of Multag.

Here Romelio's most obvious attemﬁf at action goes bédly wrong
and is significantly undermined by suggestions of fiction - "I
could play with my own shadow ..;".(111.11.2). Even in the trial
.scene, where Romelio is almbst the only character not actively
engaged in outrageous lies, Contilupo;insists on the pretence

and unreality associated with Romelio's career: he is "A giant

in a May-game, that within/Is nothing but a porter ..." gv.ii.

129-30). Cwnhiwfo usesr  Hadg imogpe 6 descuineg Romelic's bastardy ”‘3’““’““'3
he is wrong cbout bus, Clhoivgh vight b C‘SSOC“‘L‘-' Rome Lo wih fichon omd

rm\—mw .
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The fi?st four acts of The Devil's Law-case, then,

establish clashing genre definitions, and dislocate the dramatic
logic so that a tragicomic world is created where causes and
effects seem distorted and out of proportion. The play also sets
up competing elements of action and lénguage in an attempt to
find a means of expression by whlch can be discussed the play s
amblgultles and the equivocal nature of metaphor and of the
theatrical form itself. The final act brings into particularly
sharp focus the gulf between action and languége and the

precariousness of metaphor.

/

""The leading of the plot!: predicéion and surprise in

The Devil's Law-case.

Act Five of The Devil's Law=case has not been given the

detailed study as a tragicomic ending which it seems to me to
deserve. Almost invariably the few critics who have considered
the play at all have praised the power and intensity of the trial
scene but condemned the ending as "insipid"?o. Madeleine Doran's

description of the play's ending is typical.

A complicated plot of rivalries in love, duels and
disappearances leads up to a fine trial scene in
which the conscienceless Leonora's revengful
intentions against her own son are exposed and
thwarted. But Webster does not let the findings of
the trial govern the outcome of the play. He winds
it up with a solution of affairs directly athwart
every sympathy he Las created, all sense of justice,
and what might be, called the "Leaulub” of the
: plot. Instead of the double ending one expects from
- such a plot, with the virtuous rewarded and the
abductors and traducers at least. shamed if not
punished, there is an obviously contrived and
anticlimactic "happy'' ending.: Everyone gets a mate:
- even Leonora is rewarded with the man she has
tried to take away from her own daughter, and the
unoffending daughter has her second and less

favoured suitor fobbed off on her.
: ~ 11
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One is reminded of Dr. Johmnson's "indignation'" at the pardoning

of Angelo in Measure for Measure12. In stressing that the tragi-

comic ending is "obviously contrived" it seems to me that Miss
Doran fails to notice the way in which the play deliberately -
inverts the.comic hierarchies by making not Jolenta but Leonora
the centre of sympathy and the pivot of the plot. The play
ironically suggests co?ventional genre-structures only to break
them down, So that Webster deliberately undermines and finally

denies the "leading" of his plot.

ngster certainly sﬁggests, sketchily and indirectiy,
the '"double ending one expects from éﬁch a plot". Leonora, the
Qhafacter who really complicates the comic planning and who,
disturbingly and unconventionally, becomgs the play's centre of
sympathy, might have been mgrried‘off to Crispiano: she has kept
his picture for forty years and selects him as a fictional lover,
and this might have been used to illustrate some feeling for him.
That he is allowed to disappear almost siiently suggests a
deliﬁerate anticlimax, a aeliberate discord. More plausibly,
Leonora might have withdrawn altogether from £he marriage stakes,
like tﬁe Queen of Corinth in the Flefchér-Massinger tragicomedy
which bears her name. Again, Ercoie is described in the intro-
ductory list of éharacters, though not in the play itself, as a
‘ Knight of Malta,'a member of an order which, as Elizabeth Brennan
has pointe@ out, was bound by a monast;c vow13. It may be that
Webster originally intended to have these two complicating
characters withdraw to leave Jolenta and Contarino free to resume
their relationship. KErcole's naume, én Italianised version of
"Hercules'", would recall the hero whé chose virtue rather than

pleasuré, and perhaps we are warned to expect the same decision in

the play14.
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Howev?r'although Webster by'implication suggests this

| tidy, undisturbed and undisturbing ending, he packs the play with
feeling which works against any such siﬁple conclusion. The play
systematically places bar after bar in the way of the expected
ending. ZLeonora is not a woman who can simply, tidily, deny the
validity of her own passions, and Crispiano is too shadowy a
charactef to be able to eﬁgage her. .Agaih, as I have suggested,
apparently casual promises suddenly develop an érbitrary,

‘ (st2 eboce, p- 24 b))
terrifying force which keeps Jolenta and Contarino aparfy. Above
all,.the play repeatedly suggests reservations about Contarino
as a suitable husbanﬁ for Jolenta. hé doubts her fidelity even
wheﬁ no serious problem can have arisen (1.i.196-8). He is
extravagant-(l.;i.62-5), thoughtless and unreliable, engaging in
the duel with Ercole even when he has pfomised Jolenta not to do
so. Indeed Romelio's suggestion fhat'he loves Jolenta for her
person and Leonora for her money (111.iii.133-6) is not disproved

by the play. The '"leading of the plot" in.the first four acts of

The Devil's Law~case suggests comic and tragic conventions but

the play systematically obstructs them and qﬁestions their
validity. Webster finally refuses to impose_the expected patterns

on the convincing emotions and vivid undertainty which the play

has created. Its fifth act, like that of The Duchess of ialfi,

moves towards a new tragicomic form.

The first four acts of the play, then, make equivocal
andvunresolved definitions of genre. The audiénce's attention is
focused - by these ambiguous defipitions, and also by the play's
ambiguous presentdfion of the essential elements of dramatic
performance, action and_language.. The first four acts suggesf

an ending too simple and two-dimensional for the play we are given.
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Indeed the use of play imagery in the first four acts, when it is
/

not used simply to describe fiction and pretence, is very much

PR

concerned with the ending of plays. Romello s "yeditation"

about the meaninglessness of human life contains the insistence
that'%he last act be the best i'th'play" (11.iii.112). Later
6ﬁ$=ﬂ#a adds a disquieting question about the failure of the
“theatrical form - "And are not bad plays/The worse for their
length?" (111.iii.6-7). Webstef's interest here in the nature of
the eramatic ending catches our attention and directs us to look

carefully at the ending which the play gives us.

Again the first four acts of the rlay allow fiction and
fact to blur and distort.’ Lies‘apd disguises, deceptive
metaphors and elaborate fictions are a leéding motif of the play:
Romelio's Jewish disguise,-Leonopa;s detailed and circumstantial
account of Romelio's bastardising, Jolenta's false claim to be
pregnant, the disguises used by Contarino and Ercole, as well
as the play imagery, all suggest the difficulty of distinguishing
truth from falsehood, literal from metaphorical. But the |
situation is not even as sieple as this. In an attempt to per-
suade Jolenta to re-adopt a fiction she has herself abandoned and
to pretend to be the mother of Angiolella's child, Romelio
invents what he himself describes as a "most unnatural falsehood"
(111.111.88), "direct falsehood" (111.iii.130), claiming that
Leonora really wants Contarino for herself. Tpis "direct false-
hood", however, turns‘out.fo be true and to govern the action of
the play. In this deceptive tragicomic world lies ironically tura
into truth in thereame disturbing way as truth turans into liest
The final act of the play., must reeolve its clashing genre-

definitions, and reconcile and distinguish truth and falsehood.



Especially difficult, the last act of a play which is so critical
about fictions must make some final statement about its own

fictional nature.

"This dumb pageant: preparations for the tragicomic ending.

Act V Scene 1 continues to estéblish.the.tissue of
opposites which the play creates and resolves in this final act.
Jolenta who has pretended to be pregnant and Angiolella who is
pregnant join forces in fhe play's attempt to distinguish fiction
and reality. Angiolella accepts her position seriously and
quietly: Jolenta is haunted by a sense of the bitter comea& of
her situation, laughing (V.i.14) and urging Angiolella to "laugh"
(vei.21). Comedy seems.to.be made from the same materials as
tragedy, fear, deception and insecurity. Comedy is placed
" squarely alongside the account of the quarrel, a duel in which
Jolenta has a "sweetheart” (V.i.29)‘;gainst her brother. Ercole
has silently been accepted as Jolenta's 'sweetheart'': her own
confusion between fact and fiction has blurred over even‘this
inconsistency. Finally the two women, the hysterical Jolenta and
the calm ex-nun simply try to get away ffom the impending duel,

a final attempt to escape tragedy.

In V.ii the play's attempt to replace language bﬁ.éction
is especially prominent. The play is becoming increasingly
visual: the conflict is presented in visual terms as Ercole and
Contarino enter M“coming in friars' habits" (V.ii. 13 SD). This
visual centre to the scene introduce§ the equivocating letteri
which Jolenta sent to Efcole, punningly claihing that Romelio haa.
fathered her shame, and which is one qf the play's'most potent

images of the'way.that language deceives. &s he had done in his
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request for Leonora's '""picture", Contéfino cannot distinguish
the clashing literal and metaphorical interpretations of
.Jolenta's letter. Jolenta's blurring of'the two partly marks
her own confusion and disorientation, but it is also a test
aimed by ber at Zrcole: he, unlike Contarino, is.finally able to
see past the metaphor to the real woman, and accept her for

herself.

This scene, as well as continuing.the act's. movement
from verbal to visual, also begins the final examination of
theatrical cénventions. The audience interprets the motif-of
the incestuous brother as the red herring it ié, a conventional
device which bhas no place in the convincing tragicomic world;
and would only be aécepted by a man like Contarino who himself
lives so much on the level of convention. The scene emphasises
the unlikelihood of some of the:conventional theatrical poses
before making the final unconventional repétterning. Why does
Contarino remain in disguise? He asks himself the question (V.ii.
15-20) but provides no satisfactory answer: he thrives on con-
cealing himself behind metaphor, unwilling to face or to adopt
.direct literal trﬁth. The final écenes ironically undercut some
aspects of theatricality. Throughdut the scene, and throughout
the act, we are increasingly distanced from the people of the
play: here we are forced to look critically at their theatrical
poses and conventions. A4s the play moves towards its end,
"action" takes over, so that we watch spectacle and display rafher
than beching involved with the people behind the spectacle. 'The
play begins to return us to our seats in the theatre by its
insistence that drama is composed of dubious metaphorical

language, of strange poses, and of visual action which, inevitably,

we can only view from the outside.



V.iii again presents clashiﬁg genre definitions and
takes important steps away from fictionvtowards the revelation.:
of truth. The Surgeon, Winifred's admifer, now reveals the truth
about Contariﬁo. This revelation, however, cannot be made
simply, but requires a whole mass of backing-up from images of
fiction apd theatr;cality: in order to reveal the truth the
Surgeon takes on Romelio's rejected Jewish disguise. The genres
continue to clash. Jolenta seems "a little méd" (v.iii.29) like
a tragic heroine, but it is hinted that the revelation of the |
neomical event" (V.iii.29) will restore her sanity. Comédy and
tragedy collide, and paradoxically it seems that the truth can
only be told by means of a complicated fiction. Throughout'thié—
last act,.as in the introductorymEpistle to the Reader, confi-'
dence and.scepticism about fiction‘;; a way of télling thé truth

face each other, another aspect of the uncertainty of the world

of the play.

V.iv begins in an aimless, low-pitched qomié scene
which is cut across by the entrance of Romelio "very melancholy"
(V.iv.39 SD). The Capuchin attempts to compel him to adopt a
Christian, and in this context that seems to mean a tragic, view
of life, urging him to "meditate of death" (V.iv.54). Romelio,
though, refuses to respond. He adopts the cool bravado of a
Flamineo - "I will be mine own piiot" (V.iv.52), and he
insistently refuses to think about death -‘"I took out that
-lesson/When I once lay sick of'an ague +eo" (V.ive55-6). Romelio
does not deny tragic understanding, but he does place it some-
where. in the past: the play_éeems to w» present a post-trag;c

world, like that of the last act of The Duchess of Ikalfi. Tones

dnd definitions clash, Romelio's desire\to laugh' (V.iv.63) and

.
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the Capuchiﬁ's insistence upon death, Romelio's ideal of the

Whonest man' and the Capuchin's of a "good Christian" (V.iv.67,
66). Romelio's half-comic Websterian bravado and the Capuchin!g
solid Christian assumptions simply form an antithesis: neither

is specifically affirmed by the play.

Again the scene is cut acroés by action, a "duumb
pageant" (V.iv.130) in which Leonora enters "with two coffins
borne by her servants, and two winding-sheets stuck with flowers,
presents one to her sbn, and the other to Julio" (V.iv.109 SD)
Tragedy and the threat of tragedy are distanbed and controlled
by being prgsented simply in visual, and in musical, terms; This
disquieting suggestion of tragedy might have precipitated |
tragic understanding and the telling of the truth. Romelio,
however, simply retreats into another fiction, a claim to

penitence which allows him to conceal his real intentions. The |

Capuchin after Leonora's tragic "pageant"ytries, like the Duke in

-

Measure for Measure, to reassert comfortably and easily the

tragicomic form:-

And now that I have made you fit for death,
And brought you even as low as is the grave,

I will raise you up 8gain eecceccsscsrecccse
s es s s ss0resesss e turn this intended duel

To a triumph. .
(V.oiv.143-7).

The Capuchin's attempt to make heavenly comforts of despair,
however, goes disquietingly wrong, like every attempt to impose
rigid genre strucfures throughout the play. Thé would-be stage
manager, author of the would-be tragicomedy, is humiliatingly

locked up with Leonora in a tower, while Julio makes snide

remarks about the Capuchin's relationship with the older woman.

Now that fiction has made a‘significant,come-back in the

4
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world of the play, Julio reports the imprisoned Capuchin's claim
that Contarino is_"living" (V.iv.165). Romelio, however, will-
fully misinterprets this verbal escape-clause - “he means that

~ he would have Contarino's living/Bestowed upon his monastery ..."
(V.iv.166-7)A It is still impossible to distinguish the different
meanings of a word. The final scene opens in this context of

the intractability of language, of uncertain genre-classifica-
tions, and of pervasive irony: Romelio seems to be bringiné
.destruction on himself by using fictions and misunderstanding
language, and heaven inverts man's firmest purpose. The final
scene must show the result of these ironies,-must reconcile
clashing genre-definitions, and must compiete the play's movenment

from fiction to fact, and its discussion of fiction.

WPhese so comical events'": the audience and the tragicomic ending.

The final scene of The Devil's Law-case reopens on this world

which mistrusts language and theatrical conventions, which is moving
from fiction to uncompromising fact, and which seems determined to
propel itself toward tragedy. Throughout 'the scene we as audience
are placed very much on the outside of the action, observing its
pageantry and its visual, unverbal precision -'thé ianguage of
ceremony even moves out of English into French. The lists are set
up, first the judées and then the competitors enter ceremoniousiy
and the duel is fought. The scene interprets theatricality as
being almost solely concerned with actlon. words seem 1naaequ¢te
and are very sketchily used. Romelio suddenly cuts across the
rigid ceremonial forms: "Stay, I do not well know whither I am

going «.." (v.vi.9). The Machiavel's trust in "action" collapses :
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it is not enough simply to act out thesé'external forms. The
_"security" which has been pinpointed as Romelio's major faultL
(esge 11.iv.167) can no longer sustain him in the world of the
ﬁlay where neither action nor language is trustworthy. P.B.-
HMurray sees Romelio's hesitation‘gs a sign of the workings of
divine grace15, D.C. Gunby as "unconvincing" but "a miracle!
nonetheless16. however any such Christian interpretation is
carefully undersfated by Webster, except as it marks Romelio's
return to sociéty and predicts the happy ending. Ironically the
scene's very insistence an-"action" has undermined Romelio's
faith in action. He suddenly realises thgt death is very near,
and the man who has consistently denied t¥agedy is forced to
admit its possibility - "I may be dead ere he comes o.M (V.vi.
f15). Ihis speech seems to mark Romelio's achievement of what in
another play might have been tragic dknowledge": heré however it
is perfunctory and ambiguous, and we view it entirely from the
outside. This final scene mediates for the audience between the
fiction and the ending of the fiction by giving us increasingly
partial explanations of the motives of the'peopie of the play and
even of its events. The play falls apart intoAspectacle and into
short speeches and sketchy explanations. The formal shape of the
staged fiction finally seems inadequate, and we are forced to
judge its péople as we judge people in real life, from the outside;

and on ﬁartial evidence.

The scene, then, introduces tragic motifs and a brief
acceptance of tragedy.- The duel, however, isagain interrupted by
the entrance of Leonora with her-good news, and in a tragicouic
discord the possibility of tragedy is cut across by the comic

ending. Leonora, previously a supporter of tragedy, now appears
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on the side of comedy, reconciliation and renewal.'The statement
about "Contarino is living" (V.iv.166) which Romelio had 7
previously, pervérsely, misinterpreted, is now revealed as simpie
literal truth as. Contarino casts off his disguise. isetaphor gives
~way to literal truth, fiction to fact, as the audience is prepared

for the ending of the fictional nature of the play.

The movement away from fiction.and from tragedy,
though, is mnot compléte with the banishing of disguise. iiadeleine
Dor;n found that the ending contradicted the "leading'" of the
plot in the way that Contarino accepts Leonora. Jolenta, being -
out of sight, seems to be out of mind: in a play which judées 50
gubstantially in terms of action this wowan who has for some time
had no action to perform is relegated to a minor plaée. Lucas17
found it difficult even to determine what was happening here, but
if seems to be another example of the play's growing tendency
to explain to the eye rather than to the ear: on stage its pattern-
ing would be perfectly clear, and would seém less abrupt and
understated. Action and language are becoming ever more separate:
the complex riddling language of the first encounter of Contarino
and Leonora has been replaced by aluost no language at all.
However, although the process of staging would dispose of some of
. the difficulties of this endiny, the reforming relationship is
nonetheless to some extent an_equivocal one. Leonora suddenly
"Claims to be nearer" (V.vi.25) to Contarino than a casual friend
and he steps into the place of her recoén;sed lover, claiming to
have '"vowed" (V.vi.26) his life to her. In a society which
treats words both so lightly‘and s0 segiously this vow inevitably
has an.ambiguous status. The reforuing relationships are
surrounded by question marks: Conggrino has spent much of the play

flattering the older woman to her face and criticising her behind



259

. her back, and Romelio's accusation that Contarino loves her "for her
money" (111.iii.136) is never answered. In this relationship at least
the play's énding gives a sceptical redefinition of comedy; making
the relationship so abrupt and lacking in vefbal explaﬁation and s0
rooted in fiction and pretence. Nonetheless the play's convincing
depiction of Leonora's importunate passion giveé the relationship an
emotional depth which renders it a happy ending despite its

unresolved ambiguities.

‘In this final scene Rowelio's fugitive perception of
tfagedy is interrupted by this modified acceptance of comedy.
The play pro;ides a happy ending of a kind, but it is an ironic
happy ending. Webster interpreis the comiélehding simply as one
which gives &ll the characters what they want and leaves them to
vhatever kind of future these fulfilled desires bring. The play's
-increasingly exclusive interest in‘its qwn dramatic framework is |
illustrated by the fact that no future is suggested beyond this
fictional ending. The ending also inverts‘some of the usual cbmic
motifs and emblems. The marriage thé% is predicted here.is not a
conventional one, nor does the play allow us to accept if uncriti-
‘cally. Northrop Frye18 sees one aspect of coumedy as a form of the
Oedipus conflict, where an old man and a young man, often father and
son, contend for the love of the same woman. This pattern, basic
to Roman comedy and common in Jacobean city comedy, almost invari-
ably‘ends'in victory for the young man. Webster, though, turns
this comic pattern upside down: mother and daugter fight for
the same man, and the older woman wins. The tragicomic world of
the play fails to live up to any ideals ér to fit into any
conventional framework: we are ;ot allowed to assume that
youth is the key to success or that passion is the preserve of the

young. Webster insists that our generic expectations are crude

and conventional by juxtaposing tragedy and couedy, and by
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distancing us from the events of the play by expressing the

complex and discordant ending visually rather than verbally.

Potential tragedy and Romelio's momentary percegtion
of tragedy dissolves into this ironic restatement of the comic
ending as Leonora and Contarino are united and even Romelio

accepts the comic ending - “If I do not/Dream, I am happy too
(V.vi.26-?)i Fiction and wmetaphor seem to have been abandoned,
and it seems as if the play has begun the fairly‘simple process

of returning the audience to their seats in the theatre.

However the centre of this last scene, the play's mosf
elaborate and iwpressive image of the ahandoﬁment of fiction and
the reconciliation of fact and wetaphor is still to come. Like
the almost tragic duel and the comic repatterning, it is '
expressed primarily in visual terms. A masque-like procession

enters,

Angiolella veiled and Jolenta, her face coloured like a .
Moor, the two surgeons, one of them like a Jew. :
(Vevi.28 sD)

Critics have on the whole failed to examine very clésely this
final image of theatricality: P.B. Murray insists that it is a
"rather gratuitoué statement" of the play's 'theme' of false
appearances "19, Gunnar Bosklund sees it simply as a way of
bringing about Jolenta's moral reinstatementzo.v However it seems

to me that the masque is more complex than this and deserves
aetailed consideration. |

The play's apparent abandonment of fiction, is followed
by the reappearance of disguise: in the shifting trégicomic world
little is stable or permanent.' The masque even repeats precisely
some of the play's images of fiction, providing that double-vision

so characteristic of tfagicomedy. Leonora entered the trial
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scene to erect her lumpressive structure of fiction "with a black
veil over her" (iV.ii.43 SD): now it is Angiolella who is

veiled. Leonora in her "dumb pageant" (V.iv.130) brought images
of death, "winding-sheets stuck with flowers" (V.iv.109 SD):
Jolenta now brings.good news and the wovement towards reconcilia-
' tion. Contarino and Ercole entered to-'fight the duel dressed"in
friars' habits'" (V.ii.13 SD): now Angiolella and Jolenta are
dressed as nuns. Romelio, who has finally abandoned fiction,
finds himself facing his own Jewish disguise'ggione of the
surgeons: the disguise behind which he attempted murder is now
're-used to bring the good news of the comic conclusion. In the
final scene of Firandello's Enrico 1V the older man, now cured of
his delusion, faces an actor playing‘his own younger self, and
the Marquesa and her daughter, each dressed as Matilda, also face
each other. Past and present, fact énd fiction, are juxtaposed
and first confused and then differentiated in much the same way

as in The Devil's Law-case.  In Webster's play,however, the

repgtition and th; retreat into fictibn'ﬂeads not to disaster but
to the play's-soleun happy ending. Visually Jolenta's masque
recalls earlier images of hostility and disharmony which are now
to be dismissed, and the happy ending is predicted by her own-
tacit willingness to accept a second-best role in the reforming

comic society.

For the seventeenth century the masque almost always
carried the idea of harmony and reconciliation: tragié writers
exploited it as a murderous device at least in part because of
the ironic prediction of unity and the happy ending which it pro-
vided. Again the masque alloweq“audience participation: the’

masquers selected members of this audigncp to dance with or to
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murder. Here Jolenta's wasque unites the people on stage as an
audience sharing the same society gnd the same assuumptions. A4At.
the sawe time, however, the éudience in the theatre is distanced
and detached: we.cannot participate in the reforming society but
‘can simply watch fictional people enacting a dramatic fiction.

In the fiﬁal act the masque reminds us forcibly of the fictional
nature of the whole, and its implications of harmony and
reconciliation reduce the chaotic action of the rest of the play to
the status of an anti-masque, as does the entry of Coupass'

wedding procession in A Cure for a Cuckold.

The ioor is so common a feature ip the iconography'of
nasques and similaf entertainments that "it seems that the theme
was ... without any specific meaning"21. The famous biographical
portrait of Sir Henry Unton in the National Portrait Gallery shows
a masque presented for his wedding in 1580. The p}ocession con-
sists of classical gods - Mercury and Diana can be distinguished -
and of torch-bearing Cupids, alternately black and white. On one
level, then, the use of the image of the Moor seems simply to be
a way of making large and striking visual gontrasts, of announcing
a particular kind of entertainment, and of promising’festivity.
Hany of the usual attributes of the Moor and of blackness -
ﬁgliness, lust, policy, violence22 - seem to be suspended in these
visual presentations in the masque. The play's scepticism about
generalisations is demonstrated here in Webster's .inversion of the
traditional symbolism in using the lMoor imaée to represent
acceptance, purity, and Mtrue beauty" (V,vi.49)23. We cannot judge
"true beauty" simply from the surface, and we must di§trust rigid

and falsifying conventions.
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Hence vain show: I only care
To preserve my soul most fair,
Never mind the outward skin

But the jewel that's within ...

The Moor-image, then, may simply promise festivity:
but Jolenta's disguise is a more complex éymbolic expression of
many strands of meaning in the play, and it performs more
elaborate functions than simply setting her apart visually and
promising a happy ending. Previously Jolenta had been very much
a pawn in the bitter struggle between Leonora and Romelio. Now
at last,.by séaging her own Qecisive fiction, she is able to
engage our sympathies as a woman capable of choice. The uwasque is
‘her equivalent of Romelio's duel or of Leonora's law-case, though
it lacks their danger and the threat of tragedy. The masque
insists that Jolenta too is capable of "action'" and is not simply
the play's passive victim. She is brought back into the centre of
the play and is allowed to express, like»ﬁer mother and brother,
her sense of the conflict of appearance and reality by means of

visual M"action'.

Again, Eldred Jones haé'poiﬁted out that for the
J;cobeans there was an "almost autdﬁatic éssociatioﬁ of Moors with
sexuality"?h. By assuming this disguiée Jolgnta insists on her
own ability to use "action!, but also on her own sexual identity.
Previously her definitions of womanhood and sexuality were tinged
with negative elements of fiction and pretence: she accepts
Romelio's lies about Contarino and Leonora, she pfetends to be
pregnant, she punningly lays claim to ap incestuous relationship
with her brother. The early part of the play bandies about a

modish misogyny, seeing women and womanhood threatening the stable

framework of society. Here Jolenta and Leonora bring good news

and images of reconciliation, suggesting a more complex definition



. of womanhood as pacifying as well as predatory, and creating a
precarious synthesis of Jolenta's mildness and Leonora's

passionate energy.

Jolenta's Moor-disguise also, of course, provides a
dramatised metaphorAfor her "blackened! reputation so that the
masque provides another confusion of metaphorical and literal
‘truth before making the final separation as the play ends.
~Jolenta's speech pinpoints the theme of the conflict of
appearance and reality, urging us in stylised couplets not to be
blinded by appearances. Thé.play has distrustgd language, -
disguise, rigid genre-forms, and even theatricality itself, and
we have just seen the abandonment of-disguise, and of 1anguage,
by Romelio and Contarino. Jolenta's metaphorical accepfance‘of
disguise, however, reinstates the play as a fictional form in
which it is nonetheless possible to tell the truth. Jolenta
rejects "Vain.show" (v.vi.38), which prepares us for the ending §f
the show which is the play, but-nonefheless she and;the play in
disguise as a p&tent reminder of the power of fiction. It is
impossible for us to escape the diéquieting implications of the
play by reading into its own férm its expressed scepticism about
the use of fictions. rThe play ends, as it.begins in the intro-
ductory letter, with a balance between scepficism and confideﬁce at
its own fictional form. Jolenta's masque allows a complex visual
account of the nature of fiction and the tragicomic ending:
Jolenta, rejecting ﬁvain show" and yet accepting that truth can.
be expressed through disguise and me;aphor, ends the play‘with

'

this equivocal view of its nature as fiction.

' The juxtaposition of the white and black nuns in the
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masqué inevitably suggests a definition of the mixed nature of

tragicomedy. H.R.'Patch25 has pointed out that in medieval
iqonography Fortune occasionally appeared with one black and one
white face, illustrating her dual nature and her way of alfernating
good and bad luck. At least one Jacobean masque close in time to

The Devil's Law-case, lMiddleton's The Inner Temple Ilasque, or The

Masque of Heroes (6 Jan-2 Feb 1619) adopts this medieval
iconography of fortune. Middleton's masque about time, mutability
and fortune leads up to the appearance of the figure of Harmony
and the masquers, nine "Heroes deified for their virtues“zé. - Two
anti-masques include abstractions from the calendar. ispecially

" significantly, the second presents '"the three Good Days, attired
all in white garéents”, "the three Bad Days, all in black garuents,
‘their faces black" and "the Indifferent Days in garuents half
white half black, their faces seamed ﬁith that parti-colour"27 .
Whether or not Webster is using liddleton's masque directly the
»motifs seem to be used in similar ways. Middleton's play presents
anti-masques of fortune but the masque itself suggesfs that
"virtues'" escape from the arbitrary world of fortune. Webster's
tragicohedy has oprosite implications: even Jolenta's virtues
connot escape the reorganising power of fortune, the arbitrary way
in which things happen. Angiolella and Jolenta in their masque
stress the precarious nature of a world governed by chancé and
fortune, in a world where the "Good Days' promised by the comic.
ending are balanced by the "Bad Days"‘feared By tragedy and the
"Indifferent Days' of the real life bgtween them. The two nuns,
one veiled’and dressed in white, the other in black, her face
painted black, provide a powerful symbol of the mixed tragicomic

-ending and its ambiguous treatment of fiction. As befits the



reticent ending of tragiCOmedy, the play ends with the anti-masque,
not with the epiphany of the heroes deified for their virtues:

there are none such in this dangerous tragicomic world.

As Contarino more or less silently accepts Leonora,
Jolenta more or less silently éccepts Ercole, the man who passes
the tesf posed by the masque by refuéing to judge Jolenta simply
in terms of "vain show'" (V.vi.38) and whom the fabric of the play
throws up as her "sweet-heart" (V.i.29). The play honestly
suggests that many of us have to be satisfied with second best
but that aehance may choose better for us than weAcan for ourselves.
The play is sceptical about the power of the intellect and
language, choice and judgement. Leonora is placed in the happy
ending by being given precisely what she wanted in all its
unworthiness: Jolenta is placed gy being given fhe really worthy
man she has triéd to reject. These two definitions of the happy
ending are unresolved, are simply placed side_by side so thaf we
as audience éan assess their relative merits. Ercole is all too
obviéusly a nobler character than Contarino, prepared as he is to
eitend the meaning of honour beyond the surface by agreeing to
father Jolenta's child, and to pass this final test by abandoning

"yain show'". Like Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice Ercole is

asked to choose between appearances and reality, and like Bassanio
he brings about the happy ending by rejecéing "vain show' (V.vi.38).
Jolenta's staging of the masque is not a 'gratuitous statement" 28
about falée appearances or a piece of moral sﬁecial pleading, but
a test of the anAJolenta has come silently to love, a final
attempt to attain happiness thrsugﬁ Haction", a statemeﬁt about
the operation of fortune in the tragicomic world, and a complex

‘and concise discussion through visual symbols about the ambiguous

nature of fiction and of tragicomedy.
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Little remains now in the scene except the tying up of

a few loose ends. Leonora hands over a letter, a blatantly

.
.

fictionél device which seems to reduce the whole past to the
status of words on a page, the written fiction which is now for

us all that the play is. 1In the last forty lines the central

- characters have very little to say: Leonora presents her letter,
Romelio agrees to make restitution, Angiolella.gives some
practical advice to '"honest virgins" (V.vi.78). It seems as if
the actors are already stepping oﬁt of their foles. shedding their
fictional individuality as a preparation for the end of the play, -
moving from actors to an audience for Ariosto's sententious con;
clusion. '"Action" on stage is replaced by comment on the
significance of the action as Ariosto sums up the precariousness
of the comic endlng and its "rareness and difficulty" (V. V1.59),

and allots appropriate punlshments, mostly token ones.

However one important effect remains, Ariosto's
definition of the genfe-category of the play. He insists that the
"action'" has presented "these so comical events" (V.vi.62), as
earlier the surgeon had planned the masque to '"discover/The
‘comical evenf" (V.iii.28-9). Romelio accedes to this definition o
by accep£ing that he is "happy too" (V.vi.27) and by agreeing to
marry Angiolella '"most willingly" (V.vi.75). Finally Julio plans
to go to sea "with a rare consort/Of music" (V.vi.70-1). 1In the
final scene the definition of comedy, of reconciliation and
reﬁnion, masque and music, collides with reservations about
fiction, and the deliberate dubiousness of the reforming relation-
ships. The comic forw remains, but it is extended by these tragi-
comic discords, creating an honeét sense of the precariousness of

comedy which increases its poignancy and.its intensity.
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Qonclusion

The ending of The Devil's Law-case, it seeums to me, haé
peen widely misinterpreted because it has not been considefed in
the context of Webster's tragicomic préctice, or in terus of its
visual and spectacular eiements, its Ygrace ;.. in Action (To.the
Judicious Reader 1ls 14-15), which Webster himself suggested was
50 impoftant. AThe gnding does not impose an "iﬁsipid pairing-
off"29: the 1a§t thing any rela?ionship involving Leonora is is
insipid. On the one hand the play prepares us to some extent for
tﬁe new relatipnships, as I have suggested. On the other hand
Webster deliberately refuses to allow the people of the play;
people realised with so much clarity and compassion, to be cramped
into the rigid genre-form of comedy or of tragedy. ilebster
suggests but abandons the fidy ending, and we are left with an
honest and unconsoling vision of .an untidy world where human
intellect aha language fail, and where "Chance, not prudence, maxes

us fortunate")o.

The Devil's Law-case does not, as is most typical of:

Fletcherian fragicomedy, reach its ambiguous conclusion by the
reyeiation of surprising facts. Its forging of surprising relation-
ships, though, has the same kind of effect in the way it changes

the audience-play relationship just as the play ends. As Jolenta
presents her masque and "takes out" Ercole the play's dynamic
characters Romelio and Leonora sink into oﬁr own role as audience) -
and as we watch ourselves watching we are Qarnea of the fictional
nature of the play and are prepared for the impending end of our:

role as observers.

The Devil's Law-case mediates for its audience between
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the fiction and the return to real life with an unusual- degree

of complexity. Its definitions of genre are complicated and
analytic. Throughout the play comic and tragic impulses collide
in tragicomic discords and double-visions, and the final scene *
~turns upside down a number of comic motifs: hierarchies are
inverted, for instance, as the older woman wins the young man.
The play's insistence on its own '"comical" identity is tinged
with irony: we are forced to examine from all sides the
significance of a ''comical" endiné which is nbnetheless s0 reticent
and imperfect, ''survival and ngt salvation"31. The play suggesté
.various kinds of tidy endings, that of ronantic comedy or of
tragedy, or of the.hefoic epiphanies of liddleton's masque of

heroes; none of these, however, is allowed to happen, and against

them the complex, unsentimental ending of the play gains in power.

The- play directs its audience from the world of the play
to the world of the theatre by its complexfgenre description, its
movement away from fiction, its use of images of the audience in
the play, and our growing disengagement from the play's people
as they abandon fiction and we come to look at them increasingly
externally. 'Especially important, though, is the play's treatment
of action and language. The world of the play is one where
language is deceptive, by turns too crude and too subtle for man's
purposes. The blay shows the ways in which language can be mis-
understood, in which metéphor inappropriately used is mistaken for
liéeral truth and literal trﬁth for metaphor, where lies
disturbingly turn into truth and the truth into lies, and where
riddles énd equivocations seem the oniy way to express an
ambiguous world. The fifth act éf the play turns against language

and tries to express feeling and thought instead through "action!
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and through spectacle. The play carries almost to its limit the
tendency of Jacobean tragicomedy to make increasingly incomplete
statements in the face of the scepticism imposed by the tragidomic

vision: the last scene of leasure for leasure, for instance, is‘

full of curious silences. In The Devil's Law-case the strategy

of explaining througb spectacle is to an astonishing extent
.successfulz Jolenta's masqué allows even discussion of the nature
of the play to be carried on in these primarily visual terus.

The play becomes increasingly someﬁhing to see, and what cannot be
expressed in visual terms, Jolenta's précise feelings for Ercole,
or Contarino's for Leonora,'are not expresse& at all. We are now
judging the play's people as we judge people in real life, seeing
what they do and hearing what they say, but conscious that we.

are faced with only part of the truth. The fantastic and unlikely

events of The Devil's lLaw-case are finally replaced by a world
very like that outside the play, and the audience is directly

prepared for their return to real life.

Most of the tragicomedies I have considered up to now
end with a banishment of fiction and the return to real life. The
Temvest leaves the '"bare island' (Epilogue 1.8) of the stage,

the fiction of The lMalcontent crumbles as "the rest of idle actors

idly part" (V.iv.194). The ending of The Devil's Law-case is

more ambiguous. Fiction has been presenfed as threatening and untrust-
worthy, and it is &bandoned ... as Romelio and Contarino throw

off their disguises. To some extent, however; Jolenta's masque
reinstates fiction. The rejection of 'vain show"(V.vi.38)

prepares for the ending of the "show" of the piay but at the same

time Jolenta nonetheless ends the play affirming fiction, still

' wearing her symbolic disguise. The audience is urged to look
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critically and in detail at fhe theatrical fiction: we are not
to be taken in by its '"vain show", but we are noé to feject it
altogether ard to forget that fiction can tell the truth. The
play's mediation for the audience between its own fictional
nature and the inevitable return to real life is unusually com-
prehensive. Not only are we returned from tﬁe fantastic eventé
of fhe play to our seats in the theatre, but we are also not
allowed to forget that even the Yvain show" of the theatrical
fiction has a significance which remains vivid and iﬁportant

even at the return to real life.
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NOTES

The Dramatic Works of William Davenant Vol V, edited by James

Maidment and W.H. Logan, Edinburgh 1874, p.292. Theocles
tells Philander

Cousin, the Princéss“does herself bestow

On me, so that whatsoever debt you say,

You, in affection, still to her may owe,

You are obliged in honbur not to pay.

As well as The Devil's Law-case and A Cure for a Cuckold;

Webster may have had a hand in The Fair Maid of the Inn (See
Lucas, op. cit, vol 1V). Gxmm sveike—and—lipoiee, 50 Vsl
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Elizabeth Brennan, The Devil's Law=Case (New Mermaid ed 1975),

]

pe.xvii.

V.iii.29, V.vi.62. And see Appendix.

"William Eupson, Some Versions of Pastoral (1935), p.229.

cf. Flétcher's A wWife for a lMoneth, where the poison.admini-

stered by the Usurper's henchman actually cures the
@elancholia of the Duke. This is a very significant aevice in
tragicomédy, one of whose main themes is the delusiveneés of
action.

"donour" e.g. at 1.i.89, and "manly" at 1.ii.89.

W.H. Auden, "The Epigoni" (Collected Shorter Poems 1966 p.303).

Cf. DLC 11l.ii.l - 16 with The Jew of Nalta 11.1ii.179-206.

Ralph Berry, The Art of John Webster (1972) p.165."The fabric
of tragedy dissolves, the theme of evil rebuked by the law
melts into an insipid pairing off and we are left with a

conclusion that appears to invite the least charitable of the
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epithets that are customwarily applied to tragicomediu'

Doran, Bndeavors of Art (Madison 1954) p.354.

See W.K. Wimsatt ed., Dr. Johnson on Shakespeare 1969,p.105.

Brennan op. cit., p.3. Massinger's tragicomedy The Maid of
Honour turns on the fact that the order was monastic.

Cf. Ben Jonson's masque, Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue

(1618) which starts from this motif.

P.B. Murray, A Study of John Webster (The Hague 1969) p.211.

D.C. Gunby, "The Devil's Law-case: An Interpretafion“ (MLR

1xiii 1968) p.558.
Lucas, op. cit., vol 11, p.224. }

lorthrop Frye, "The Argument of Comedy" (English Institute

Essays 1948) p.58.

P.B. lurray, Op; cit., p.212.

'Gunnar Bogklund, "The Devil's Law case: an End or a Beginning?"

i
(Mermaid Critical Commentaries, Morris ed. 1970, John

“Webster) p.124.-

Sydney Anglo, Spectacle, Pageantry and Tudor Policy (1969)

P'177'

For the symbolic connotations of the Moor see Eldred Jones,

Othello's Countrymen, (1965) - and cf Zanche in The White

Devil.

Cf. the similar use in Jonson's The Masque of Blackness -.'"5n

their black, the perfectst beauty groes: ...'" (Ben Jonson, -
eds Herford and Simpson, 1925-52, vol vii, p.173, 1.944) .

Jones, OD. Cit-, po71o

H.R. Patch, The Géddess Fortuna in Medieval Literature

(Harvard UP, 1927) p.43.
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26. A Book of lMasques:! In honour of Allardyce Nicoll (Ewbank and

Hunterg eds, 1967) p.267, ls 323-k4.

27. A Book of MasqyesVOP. cit., p.266, 1ls 269,277, 285-6.

28. P.3. MNurray, op. cit., p.212.

29. Berry, op. cit., p.165.

30. LEtherege, The Comical Revenge, or Love in a Tub, V.v.158.

31. Gunnar Boeklund, op. cit., p.126.
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CHAPTER NINE

nRiddles and Paradoxes': the tragicomic ending of A Cure for a Cuckold

Where The Devil's Law-case shows tragicomedy strongly

challenged by tragedy, A _Cure for a Cuckéld by Webster and William

Rovgley1 undercuts tragicomedy tﬁy the secure comic control of the
plot centred on Compass. The play is described oﬁvits title

page as a ''Pleasant Coﬁedy“, and it contains manonf the
spructures and images of comedyfmmaﬁy of the characters, for
instance, pass through symbolic death to fébirtha. However it
uses the vocébulary of comedy less extensively than iiebster's two

3

tragedies, or even than The Devil's Law-case”. In A Cure for a

Cuckold "merry" is the comedy-word most frequently used, and its
synonym ''pleasant" is also repeatedh. The play, because of its

more simply comic tone and structure, seems not to need to define-

its comic nature as directly or as stridently as The Devil's Law-
case, and it uses the language of comedy most extensively in |
scenés, like the first, where the comic tone is precarious. The
plot involving Compass, where the comic tone is stable enough to
allow him to stage a metaphorical paséage through death, uses the

comic vocabulary very sparselys.

The rest of the play, where the comic control is less
securé, uses the language of comedy much more extensively. In
its uncertainty about its own generic status the play, and
especially the tragicomic plot, probes continually'at its own tpne
or mood. Eséecially in the early part of the play one character

repeatedly declares that he is "uwerry" or "pleasant', or that

. "
another character is, or asks another whether he is '"merry'  or
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npleasant', or urges him to be6. In a play really certain of its
own comic nature this constant redéfinifion would seem unnecessary.
The couedy-words used tend to be subdued: there is little
reference to laughter and none at all to couedy. HMoreover they

. are often subdued even further by a context which undermines or
contradicts them, compares them with sadness, or uses then
ironically or aggressively. Woodruff unsucessfully atteuwpts to
moderate Bonvile's anger against Annabel and to control the last
scene's disquieting outburst of violent emotion by laughing
(V.1.237) and by describing the situation "in laughter" (V.1.235).
"Mock'", the most obvious example of. the tools of cémedy used

aggressively, is also repeated throughout the play7.

Even the play's most characteristic comedy-words
"merry" and "pleasant' tend to be suggested only to be denied.
The first scene is especially rich in this kind Qf definition by
opposites: tragicomic discords are estabiished from the first
moments. The play opens with the comic image of ending, the
wedding festivity. Characteristic of tragicomedy, though, the
play dislocates the comic logic by placing this image of achieve-
ment at th;‘beginning, and fitting the play of doubt and danger
between the nominal festivity and its real accomplishment. Tension
is implicit in the whole‘first scene which is placed, as P.B.
Murray poinfs out, between the célebration and the consummation'of
a mérriage8.

The wedding festivity itself is disrupted by the pain,
selfishness and mutual fgcriminationa of Clare and Lessingpam.
Lessingham in an entirely egocentric attempt to claim that he has

bought Clare by his "services" (1.1.49) sees Bonvile's wedding
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yedding day as a time of "Mirth" (1.1.5). Clare sulkily insists
t;at it is so only "For such as can be merry" (1.1.6): she herself
is "sad" (1.1.23), afflicted by “lielancholy" (1.1.55,89) and
"sadness" (1.1.103). The opening moments place thé events in this
context of tragicomic discords. The play begins as it ends with
comic motifs of marriage and uwusic, but couedy is almost
immediately qualified by Clare's curt refusals to join it and by

' Lessingham's narrow self-centredness. The multiple vision of

the play, its deflation both of the dignity of tragedy and of the

highly-charged emotionalism of tragicomedy, begins in this con-

text of clashing tones, selfishness, and hostility.

The multiple plot in A Cure for a Cuckold.

Despite its collagorafive aﬁthorship, the play's two
plots are carefully used to cast significant light on each other.
The two strands, a}though only linked indirectly in terms of
plot - Frankford the father of Mrs. Compass's cﬁild is Annabel's
uncle and a guest at her wedding - are directly related in terms
of theme and language. Compass the cured cuckold is more than a
character in the sub-plot. In the main plot the young people
mistrust each other, experiment with extéeme poses, biciker and
equivocate. In the sub-plot Compass forgives his erring wife and
accepts her éhild with not oply forbearance but enthusiasm, and
every obstacle to their happiness goes down before him. The
effect of this tolerant and.goodlkumaured.plot, which accepts and
controls various kinds of breakdown in.society and in huuman
relationships, indireetly rebukes the excesses of the tragicomic
plot and, as I shall suggest, exposes its blatant theatricality.

Horeover Compass's control over his own plot is s0 secure that it
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even extends outwards into the traé{comiq plot, so that in an
aluost magical sense it seews at his final entrance that he is
responsible for the happy ending. As.P.B. Hurray has pointed
out9, Compass represents the emotional education and maturing of
Clare and Lessingham, Bonvile and Annabel: his return in the

final scene marks the reassertion of the couwic spirit, of reason,

measure, and "Compass". A4s the background of madmen forms a

commentary on Beatrice-Joanna's moral insanity in The Changeling,
so the Compass plot provides a norm 6f sanity and moderation to
which the play will at last return, and a paradigm for the comic

/
v

process.

The fwo plots are more precisely linked by significant
fhemes and by the repetition of significant woras. The word
“Compass" especially is repeated és a link between the plots. Af
the end of Act 1 Scene 1 strong reservations have been suggested
ébout the wedding festivity by the bitter quarrelling of
Lessingham and Clare and her refusal to marry. Luce Frankford
comments on another imperfect marriage relationship, her own with
her adulterous husband, and funs obsceﬂely that her husband hés
nonetheless kept himself "within compass" (1.1.201). DNore
seriously, at one of the most highly charged moments of the play
Annabel realises the horror of her situation at the mysterious
disappearance, and perhaps death, of hér husyand. She is, she
exclaims, a "Miserable creature! a Méid, a wife,/And iWidow in fhe
compass of two days" (11l.3.2%-4). The pain and danger are
modified, however, by this ironic reference to the<saféty of the
comic subplot: this repetition of wor@s so solidly associated with

the comic plot adds an ironic commentary to the extreme emotions

of the tr#gicomic plot. Again in 1V.2, the returned Bonvile
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_praises Lessingham to Clare as one "Led by the Compass of a noble
heart" (1V.2.201), and again this reference to another kind of
plot and tone modifies the violence and vindictiveness of the

tragicomic plot.

Another motif which links the two plots is the character-
istically Websterian one of the lost way. In the tragicomic plot
especially characters repeatedly express their sense of
disorientation and doubt in this very direct image. Lessingham at
the beginning‘of the play feels himself "in a Labyrinth (1.1.68).
Annabel had "lost [her] way" (11.4.86) when she first met
Rochfield, Bonvile is "lost" to Lessingham’ (111.1.134), Annabel
fears that by Bonvile's departure she is "lost, lost ... fof evér"
(111.3,12) and Clare feels that beca#se of Lessingham's misinter-
pretation of her commission she is "lost for ever" (1V.2.3%6). On
the other hand Compéss, who is not "one that's lost" but "one
that's found agen" (11.4.25,26) shows the road to the people of
the main plot. The pun on a compass, which enables us to find
directions, is not made directly by tﬁe play, but seems to lie
beneath the surface ' . With the help of this "Compass" Clare,
herself one of those lost in the early part Qf the play, can

become "the clew/To lead you forth this Labyrinth" (V.1.348-9).

The play develops tragicomic discords, then, by its use
of clashing meanings of words like "compass" and '"lost", words
which are used to tone down the danger, bitterness and incoherence

~of the main plot and which provide sfrong hints at the coming
héppy ending. More important, each piot deals with a similar
motifs each turﬁs on a paradox. I shall discuss this at greater_
length later: at the moment I simply want to point out that the

main characters of each plot'are placed in a paradoxical position.
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Compass is both a cuckold and not a cuckold, married and

unmarried, and his wife is simuitaneously wife and widow: their
ngivorce' (1V.1l.214) marks their reconcilement. Léssingham has
and has not murdered Bonvile. Rochfield is an “honest thief" |
(11.2.8), Annabel is both wife and virgin (11.2.18). The world
of the play is created in paradoxes like this. Paradox also
spills over into the play's ironic invérsion of genres. The

comic sub-plot of cuckoldry turns out to be more convincing, more
dignified and more genuinely concerned with love and understanding
than the tragicomic plot with its selfishness, pettiness and
misunderstanding, and it is the comic hero and not the tragicomic
hero who points the right Qay to live in society comfortably and
forgiviﬂgly. Of these "Riddles and Paradoxes" (1.2.46) only
Compass is securely in control: he dgvises the. paradox of divorce
leading to reconciliation and uses it\to produce the comic ending.
Bonvile, like Compass, devises his own metaphorical death but he
handles it less securely and constructively. Rochfield's
pargﬁoxical position as "honest thief" is partly thrust upon him
and partly chosen, while Annabel's'painfﬁll& ambiguous position
as wife and virgin is forced on her by circumstance. The play
depends on Compass to show ways of using the pafadoxical situation
positively and constructively, as a way of reaching the happy
ending. o

In A Cure for a Cuckold, then, Compass with his moderation

and compassion, his stress on human reiationships and his control
of metaphof, represents the comic spirit pointing out to the
play's disturbed young people ways of achieving the happy ending.
The play develops in a series of tragicomic discords created

between the two plots. Between the two plots too is the buffer
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plot with Rochfield the "honest thief" (11.2.8) who distinguishes

himself in a sea-fight and who bgcomes a Heywoodian middle-class
11 . . ’ ‘

hero '« Like the Compass plot, this allows an inversion of the

usual hierarchies: the violent and bitter young people are saved

from real disaster by a cuckolded sailor and a failed thief.

Tragicomic discords, thougﬁ, do not exist simply bethen
the plots and in the complex system of cémparison and repetition
which they create. The Compass plot is solidly comic in its
control and its honest acceptance -of imperfection. Nonetheless,
danger and tragedy are liéhtly suggested. When he has first
returned to Blackwall, Compass talks about children conceived out
of wedlock and barren marriages, and the two boys sympéthetically
find this "horrible" and “pitiful" (11.3%.48,52), suggesting the
reactions of tragedy. However Compass's securit& defeats these
suggestions and creates a moving climate of restrained emotions,
allowing him to. be "merry" (ll.3.112.113)ﬁeven when he learnﬁ of

his wife's illegitimate child.

The Compass plot is particularly rich and moving because
of Compass'é mature tolerance and generous feeling. Moreéver, the
plot expands its field of reference to allude not only to tragedy
bbnt to different kinds of comedy. The subject matteg might lead
us to expectvthe tone and interests of c;ty comedy: the plot of

the cheerful cuckold, for instancé, could have been slanted along

the lines of the Kix plot in Middleton's A Chaste Haid in Cheap-
side. Some of the props of city coumedy are there - the class
conflict, the chatty, anecdotal stylé, the sense of location. At
the éame timé, though, the plot explores a slightly unexpected
area of feeling ; that of ShakesPeregn romance. Compass goes

through the fundémental romance process, the passage through death

i



ocva

to rebirth, not once but twice. He appears at Blackwall having
peen feared dead - "I heard thou wert div'd to th'bottom of the
seg/ﬁever to come to Black-wall agen" (11.iii.93-5), but he is

in fact rebo;n:-“I am new come into the world, and children ;ry
pefore they laugh ..." (11.3.88-9). Later in the play he enacts
a.mefaphorical death - "I will go hang myself two hours" (1v.i.221)
béfore finally!}eborn to marry Urse and accept her illegitimate
child. Not only, though, does Compass undergo this basic process
of romance: he also seems to attractlsome of the imagery of

romance. He is a sailor and like Pericles or Prospero he is

surrounded by marine imagery. In the play as in Pericles or The

Tempest the seé is threatening but also saving; it had seemed to
swallow Compass but in fact returnedvhim, and‘Urse to achieve her
happy ending is to "drown'herself metaphorically (1V.1.221)12.‘_
Finally Compass, like Marina‘or Pefdi;a, is miraculously returned
to his loved oneé, one who "was lost" but is now "found agen"
(11.4.25-7). The Compass plot guides the top pldt towards its

happy ending, and produces something of the resonance of

Shakesperean romance by using the materials of city comedy.

Compass's tolerance and acceptance of the natural impulse
rebukes the self-absorption of the young people and their self=-
consciously posed extremes. Parts of the top plot have a real
tragicomic power: the scene on Calais sands and Clare's painful
sense of disoriéntation and loss, recall the sombre riddling world

of The Devil's Law-case. The plot uses one of the favourite

dilemmas of Jacobean tragicomedy and poses it starklj and in

. .o
extreme form: which is man to prefer, love or friendship? 3 When
the play opens Lessingham's ideas of both seem to be askew. He

seems to believe that he is entitled to Clare's love which he has
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bought with his "services" (1.1.49), and that.she has little‘choice
in the matter. Again, he seems to believe that his friends exist
primarily to render service to him. In his rigid world of reward
and punishment the irrational impulse seems to have no place.
Clare, on the other hand, seems totally absofbed in her own
irrational impulses. Her 'perverse and peevish will" (1.1.57)
makes her incapable of love or friendship: her brief bored or
hurt replies to Lessingham's insistence shows her self-centredness.
A major theme of this tragicomic plot is self-absorption, and the
self-absorbed man or woman's choice of which pose to adopt, and
his eventual return to the community. Tragicomic conventions
according to which the hero behaves with total self-sacrifice are
treated ironicaily. Lessingham does not seem to undergo any real
torment over‘deciding whether to accept élare's conditions. Even
Bonvile, who leaves his marriage unconsummated in order to help
his friend, has his motives questioned: the worst he imagines for
himself is not death but only the loss of "pleasure', which
anyway "is not lost for ever =~ but adjourned/For more mature
employment" (1.2.183-5). This deflation of high romantic dis-
interest shows the characters reaching out to devise roles for
themselves in the shifting world of the play. Bonvile's attempt
to unite the realistic and the romantic produces only uneasy com-
promise and bathos. Like Fletcher's tragicomedies, the main plot

of A Cure for a Cuckold diverts our attention in the direction of

"the small, the mean, the average"1#%

The play develops tragicomic discords, then, through the
contrast of the two plots, and also by extending the tone of each
plot: the Compass plot builds up the motifs of romance through the

material of city comedy, the Clare-Lessingham plot deflates the
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pretensions of romantic tragicomedy by its characters' uncertainty.
and selfishness. They need Compass and the values of his plot to
lead them out of the "Layyrinth" (V.1.349) of ignorance and self-
will. This movement towards the happy ending, though, is shown
especially clearly in the play's treatment of literal and meta-

phorical language, of riddles and equivocations.

"Riddles and Paradoxes': literal and metaphorical language in

A Cure for a Cuckold.

Characteristically of tragicomedy, in A Cure for a

Cuckold the action is modified by language, and by the theme of
the inadequacy of language and the point where metaphor breaks
down. The play asxs us to think agaip about the meanings of
perfectly ordinary words like "father'" and "friend". Frankford
is literally the father of Urse's child, but the play insists
that Compass, with his genuine and agrect.expressions of feeling,

is its symbolicrfather. Again, as in-'A King and No King, whole

situations are created and then destréyed semantically. Rochfield
is é Wthief" not because he has ever stolen anything but because
he calls himself a "thief". Bonvile changes completely Clare's
feelings for him simply by using the word '"whore" (lV.2.214)15.
The Compass plot extols, among other things, his power over
language and metaphor. In 1V.l, Compass's control of metaphor
convinces the lawyers and even Frgnkford that the child belongs to
its mother. His vital metaphors of “"the earth" (1Vi1.172), the
"Crop of Wheat or Rye" (1V.L.163), the "summer tree" (1V.1.166),
MApples." (1V.1.168), and boars and sows defeat Frankford's rather

sterile imagery of commerce, law and money (1V.1.37-9). ELven in
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the final scene he playfully uses riddles and paradoxes before
returning to more literal modes of expression. In a play where
metaphor and misunderstanding of metaphor can appear so threaten-
‘ing, Compass is the one character who infallibly uses metaphor to

produce the happy ending.

Compass can use language, metaﬁhor, and the deliberately
enacted fiction as part of his firmAcomic coﬁtrol. In the main
plot metaphor turns out to be more difficult to distinguish and
more difficult to use. Bonvile, for instance, undergoes a
metaphorical death like Compass‘;, and does it at least iﬁ part
in order to renew an endangered mafriage ;elationship. Here,
though, the passage through deaths 1eads much less directl& to
the happy ending, and its metaphors are threatening as well as
saving. Lessingham has "slain( his| friend" (111.1.141,143) by
destroying not Bonvile but Bonvile's friendship for him. And
Bonvile takes the quibble a stage further by refusing to sail
back to England with his ex~friend because "'tis dangerous living/
At sea, with a dead body'" (111.1.167-8). Here metaphor provides
an escape from real disaster although it contiﬁues to carry over-

tones of violence and resentment.

The most dangerous example in the play of the ambiguous
power of words is Clare's command to Lessingham. Callous,

willful, uncertain of her own feelings, Clare attempts to'clarify

them by making her lover clarify hisi-

Prove all thy Friends, finde out the best and nearest,
Kill for my sake that Friend that loves the(e) dearest.

o S (1.1.118-119).
The instruction, which sets up the characteristic conflict between

love and friendship, had been used before and was to be used
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again in Jacobean tragicomedy. In Marston's The Dutch Courtesan,

Franceschina promises'he#self to Malheureux if he will kill her
ex-lover Frevil who has abandoned her.and whom she now hates.
'Malheureux toys with the idea, is alwost persuaded to do it by
considering the sordid nature of life, but finally chooses
frieﬂdship and tells all to Frevil, and the tﬁo men stage an
elaborate pretence of quarrel and murder. In Massinger's The
Farliament of Love Leonora, whose lover Claremond had tried to

.

rape her, seexs to revenge herself by offering reconciliation

only if he will murder his best friend.. He agrees, but loses the
fight, although his friend Montrose good-naturedly pretends death
{

and the lovers are eventually reunited and reconciled.

All three plays pose the dilemma in the most extreme
terns possible.v In all three casesAthé man to be killed is the
best friend,ahd moreover a best friend who _has just gained the

~woman he truly loves. A Cure for a Cuckold even places the duel

on the wedding night so that Bonvile's decision is not only a
moral but also a sexual one. However-there are significant
differences in the way the three plays formulate the actual con-

dition. In The Dutch Courtesan Franceschina names an actual

person: what she wants is the death of Frevil, and causing pain to

llalheureux is very secondary. In The Parliament of Love Leonora

gives her command simply to punish Claremond. In A Cure for a -
Cuckold, although Lessingham does not realise it at first,Clare's
condition provides him not only with a task to perform but also
with a "riddle" (1V.2.160) to solve. It is the only one of these
three plays where the command is given in writing: mistakes of
meaning ar; all too likely when we do not have actions or tone}of
voice.to e;plaiﬁ the meaning of words."Clare is fond of trying
to simplify her own violent and chaotic feelings by reducing them

[4

to words on a page: in 1V.2 she hands Bonvile a letter explaining
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her situation and motives. 'In her cdmmission to Lessingham her
attempt.‘to,solidify her feelings through language leads to
disastrous misunderstanding. One of the things she wust learn
before she can become "the clew/To lead you forth this Labyrinth"

(v.1.349) is how to use and evaluate words.

In The Dutch Courtesan Malheureux goes through a period
of painful rationalising and self-division before he decides what

to do about Franceschina's command, and even Montrose in The

Parliament of Love argues with himself before undertaking
Leonora's'copmand. Lessingham tacitly accepts Clare's condi£ions:
his only problem is the "strange difficulty" (1.1.122) of

deciaing which of his friends loves him best. He is "full of
thoughts" (1.2.25), aware thét to murder his ffiend would make him
a "Monster" (1.2.5), but he does notiseriously think of disobeying.
Indeed he is cool and detached about!the choice he is offered. He
does not see it in terms of real feeling at all, only imagining

"a brave fight!" between '"Love and Friendship" (1.2;29). This
external, calculating, aestheticising approaéh to feeling is

characteristic of the main plot. It seems as.if the really

challenging conflict is not, as in The Dutch Courtesan, between

"Love and Friendship'", but rather between the clashing meanings of ‘

Clare's ambiguous command.

As I h;ve suggested, Clare's condition provides a riddle
as well as a task. Throughout the play multiple meanings are
suggested for it. Lessingham suggests that she has a "hidden
purpose" (1.2.13), perhaps to demonstrate her "fantasie" (1.2.15)
that there is no such thing as friendship:“when the gallants

{ : ' . :
refuse to get involved in the duel Lessingham believes she has

proved her point. In the scene of the duel Bomvile too sees
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Clare's ultimatum as the centre of a tissue of double meanings. He
insists that” "she does Equivocate" (111.1.86) and that her command

has a metaphorical rather than a literal meaning.

Her meaning is, you cherish in 'your breast
Either self-love, or pride, as your best friend,
And she wishes you'd kill that.
- (11101087"9)‘
Lessingham, though,is now convinced that the ultimatum is to be
taken literally - "her Command/Is more bloody ..." (111.1.90-1).

In this disquieting world it is impossible to distinguish the

different.meanings of words.

In lllii the literal and metaphorical meanings of words
clash repeatedly: Lessingham supports their literal meaning;
Bonvile their metaphorical. Lessingham's self;centredness seems
to blind him to the metaphorical meanings of words. Bonvile
insists that he wears a "privie Coat" (111.1.101), which
Lessingham takes literally until Bonvilé explains it as a refefence
‘to the justice of his cause. Finally Bohvile insists that
Lessingham has fulfilled Clare's instructiqné, metaphorically at
least, by killing their friendship. Literal and metaphorical
interpretations of language collide: Lessingham's_éolution of
violence is set against Bonvile's more intellectual solution to
the riddle, Metapﬁor is confusing and deceptive; but it nonethe-~

less averts violence and prepares for, the happy ending.

Even after 11l.1, a crucial scene for establishing the
relationship between literal and metaphorical in the world of the
play, alternate explanatians continue to be given to Clare's
command. In lli.j, heariﬁg about the duel, Clare is horrified to

discover that her instructions have been misinterpreted: "Thou

hast mistook my injunction utterly ...'" (111.3.14). Finally she
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explains her own "bloody Riddle" (111.3.30) by rewealing to the
amazed Lessingham that her hopeless love for Bonvile led her to
seek her own death, and that she had wished Lessingham to kill
her "unwittingly" (V.2.?9,166)16. Confused and disorientated,
Clare is alternately horrified and gratified by the supposed
death of Bonvile, and is striking around for some kind of éon-
vincing explanation for her own destructive use of equivocation.
Clare's riddle has multiple meanings: her.confusion about her own
feelings, and the instability of her emotions, lead her to
formulate the ambiguous riddle as thé only way of expressing her
pain. She is rescued erm the morasse of/double-meanings and
uncertainty only by the help of thdse whose power over words is
more secure than her own - directly by Bonvile and by Rochfield,

indirectly by Compass.

In A Cure for a Cuckold the tragicomic progression ffom

fiction to fact, from metaphorical to literal, and from play to
real life, is a complicated éne. Act V is especially complex in
its fast-moving interchanges of fiction and'fact. This is
‘surprising, because by the end of Act 1V it looks very much as if
metaphor has already given way to literal truth, and as if
disguise and pretence are coming to an end. The Compass plqt only
needs the marriage ceremony to reach its happj ending. Clare's
riddle has been soived, and so has Bonvile's as he returns from
his metaphorical death. It seems that the surprise we expect in
Fletcherian tragicomic endings has been pushed forward into the:
fourth act, as the riddles are solved. The fifth act, though,
finds a new way of treating the play'é confusion of illusion and

reality, and the tragicomic surprise.

For most of its length A Cure for a Cuckold insists upon
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its theatrical nature. Theatriéélity seems not threatening as it

did in The Devil's Law-case but a valid wéy of expressing feeling

and of consolidating the happy ending.” Compass and Urse stage
their own play within the play by separating and rejoining to
marry again. Compass, like Romelio, is surrounded by play
imagery, but unlike Romelio he uses fiction not és a threat but
as a way of expressing feeling.' He objects to lbsing the child
simply because he is not its physicaivfather -

‘ There's better Law amongsf the Players yef;

for a fellow shall have his share though he do not play
that day.

, (11.3.137-9).
In the scene with the lawyers Compass sees violence and immorality
-confined to a fictional context. Pettifog begigs'an obscene

story about an informer who is infected by a prostitute, and

Compass breaks in =

!

A Tweak, or Bronstrops - I learnt that name in a Play
(1v.1.123-4).

Rowley makes a good joke by referring back to his own play, k Fair
guarrél17,in order to imply ;he unreality aﬁd irrelevaﬁce of this
fictional background of violence and vice to the comic security of
the Compasses. It is also hinted that the violence of the main
plot simply has the status éf a "Play'", which is the only context
the Compass plot recognises for this kind of violence and
immorality. The final scene also.seems to recognisé its nature as

a "Play" and to be wholly conscious of its own theatricality.

The world of A Cure for a Cuckold, then, defines itself
extensively through verbal ambiguity, metaphor and theatricality.
In the first four acts the Compass plot promises the happy ending

in its ability to control metaphor and its frank acceptance of
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theatricalityl By the end of Act Four it seeus that riddies have
been solved and danger more or less escaped. The last act |
integrates the two plots, makes its final/definitions of genre,
and leads the audience out of the tragicomic world. In the final
act consciousness of theatricality and control of metaphor spread
out from the sub=-plot, and allow the play to reach its happy

ending.

"All's now as at first it was wisht to be': the audience and the

tragicomic ending of A Cure for a Cuckold.

The Devil's Law case, like The Tempest and The Duchess

of lialfi, is interested in the nature of ending and uses

analytically the image of the ending of the play. A Cure for a

Cuckold is more interested in beginnings. The play constantly
talks about the youth of its participants and uses imagery of
childhood and childbirth, inexperience, and education. The version
of the play made by Edmund Gosse by excising the sub-plot at

least continued to suggest this impoftant strandhof imagery in

the title, Love's Graduate18. Rochfield the honest thief is making

his "beginning" (11.2.44) as a robber, "a young Physician" (11l.2.
52), a "Fresh-man" (11.2.42), and Annabel too sees hérself as

"so yong and ignorant a Scholar" (11.2.30). Clare starts the
play by insisting that she has no intention of becoming "graduate"
(1.1:22) in the art of love: at the end her acceptance of
Lessingham seems to represent her maturing and graduation. Even
the ending‘of the play optimisticall&‘attracts the imagery of
beginnings - children, and the new beginning promised by Compas;'s

remarriage. The ending of the play points back very clearly to its

own beginning.
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Una Ellis-Fermor sees A Cure for a Cuckold as a

moderately successful play."until frivolous complications of plot
and contradictions of character destroy the fifth act"19. In

the first four acts the tragicomic plot generates convincing
emotions through its web of equivocations and its imagery of
danger and despair: in the fifth act, thp;gh, the mode seems to
have been changed. It is becoming more blatantly aware of its
own theatricality, presenting its extreme antitheses not in

terms of convincing emotions but in obviously, even parodically,
fictional terms. The act develops as a series of highly charged
scenes élayed to more moderate audi;nces,/to Annabel, Rochfield

or Woodruff. Danger, less pressing and less challenging than in

The Devil's lLaw-case, is distanced and controlled by being

presented in the form of parody.

The last scene of the play opens with'Annabel's easy
tolerance. She refuses to believe that her new husband's
behavious is due to "unkindness" (V.1.9): as a supporter of
genuine feeling against the sterile geéturg she decides that his
"business'" (V.1l.12) might "be more important than any merely
"formal Complement" (V.1.14) to her. This tolerance, however, is
disrupted by Lessingham who enters bringing with him suggestions
~of tragedy so emphatic and inapposite as to be tinged with
parody - "The ways to Love, and Crowns, lye both through blood..."
(V.1.22). The scene sets up the érand gestures of tragedy iﬁ
increasinély extreme form only to knqck them down, and to suggest
more moderate ways of behaving. Traéicomic discords are set up
between fact and fiction, between one pose and another. We as

audience are detached from the plot and its people by its growing

sense of its own theatricality, and we are prepared not only for
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the entrance of sanity with cdmpass, but also for the ending of
fiction as the play ends. It is by using these "frivolous
complications' that the people in the play, and their audience,
learn to distinguish between consciqus theatricality and a modera-
fion suggesting‘that of real life: perhaps the play's 'tomplications"
which dissipate the danger of the trgéico;ic plot and clarify the
relationship between fiction and evefyday life, are not simpiy

"frivolous'.

Lessingham has adopted the‘:ole of villainous machiavel
and is playing it to the hilt, just too elegantly to be
convincing; He copies Iago20 in his use of elaborate parturition
imagery? | | |

I am grown big with project ...

A speedy birth fills me with painful throwes,

And I am now in labour ...
' (V.1.25,27-8)

.In a play which has used the imagerylof birth and children to
express love and the return to harmony, and wheré the comic plot
has furned on the paternity of a child, Lessingham'sbexercise in
tragic imagery is ironically undermined. We are forced to‘stop
for a minute to éonsider the relationship between the two plots,
and the conérast between Compass's forgiveness of his wife and
Lessingham's uneasy jealousya The last - act insists on this traéi-
comic double-vision, and despite one or two moments of convincing

pain, moré and more emphasis is placed on the comic half of the .

antithesis.

In its final scene the play continues the process of
moving the audience from fiction to real life by grotesquely over-
stating the theatrical poses of longeéuffering wife, jealous

husband, and villainous malcontent, and its self-conscious and
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allusive theatricality insists that what we are watching is a
play. Lessingham attempts a tragic interpretation of theé action,
planning a "brave revenge" (V.1.37), but.the fragility of his
assumed character and the tortuously forwal language he uses to
his Cassio, Rochfield, tip err into parody. Far from being a
credulous victim, too, Rochfield has seen plays like this before
and is fully aware of what is going‘pn. He refuses to remain a
p;ssive victim but rather shafes Lessinghan's role as éanipulator,
recognising "some plot to wrong the Bride" (V.1.98), and
deliberately ﬁisleading the misleader by uniting “"Craft with
Cunning" (V.1.99). The world of the play is one in which‘fictions
are benevolentVas often as not and almost every character at some
point»uses fiction, or fact éo tortnously expresséd as to be
indistinguishable from iét

Lessingham temporarily drops lago as his model and»begiﬁs

to act Mephistophilis® '

If I drowne, Ile sink some along with me;
For of all miseries I hold that chief,
Wretched to be, when none coparts our grief
) (V-l-128-30).
lie approaches woodruff with the fiction he has devised, determined
to make this work of wmalice and deceilt his "Master-piece'" (V.1.

133), like Lodovico in The white Devil®®. He resumes the

equivocating mode with Clare had used earlier in the play and
which Rochfield has just attempted. .Lessingham now speaks in
"Riddles" (V.1.158), suggesting that Bonvile is at the same time
unhurt and "dangerously woun&ed“ (V.l.%50). He goes on to
explain his own riddle, that Bonvilg, now miraculously reinstated
as his "best friend" (V.1.164), is wounded only metaphorically,

. "in his Reputation' (V.1.160) because of Aunnabel's infidelity.
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As in the first actf_the play suggests alternate values, the
realist and phe romahtic, and parodies both. Comedy provides as

a penultimate stage a period of "licence and the confusion of
values“23= here this comic motif is presented in the most extreme
form possible, affecting not only the moral background but also

character, and pointing forward to the coming festivity.

In this situation of radically different interpreta-
tiéns of the action, it seems that anything is possible. Woodruff
momentarily supposes that Lessingham is stirring up dissension
because of his illicit love for-khnabel. The scene of festivity
and reunion which ‘-has been set up Secomeéya battleground across
which Bonvile and Lessingham, Clare a;d Annabel, Bonvile énd
Annabel, Bonvile and Woodfuff, bicker_noisily. We are forced to
agree with Woodruff who sees the whole thing as an acted comedy,

a "fine" scene with his daughter in the role of madwoman (V.1.286).

The play is returning, femporarily, to the ambiguous
and riddling mode of the early scenes. Boavile insists on the
return of the will which the play has used, like the carcanmet
which becomes a fetter, as an image for the changing marriage
relationship. Annabel pointedly urges him to give up his "Self-
will" (Vv.1.285), a quibble which echoés the duel scene, where

'Bonvile interprets Clare's riddling ﬁessage as an invitation to
Lessinghaﬁ to destroy his own "self-love" (111.1.88). Bonvile
meeté Annabel's pun with a quibble of his own, insisting that he
bequegthed his property to her when he was supposed dead, but now
that her love for him is so truly dead (V.1.298), he proposes to
have it altéred. The elaborate riddling mode of Clare and
Lessingham has been resumed,'and‘is again leading-to ﬁisundersténd-

ings which threaten to destroy relationships.
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He is now using ficﬁion recklessly, and obscenely accuses annabel
of using "another Xey/Besides her husbands" (V.1.204-5) on that
nuptial carcanet which is so sinisterly metamorphosing into a
chain. Woodruff, who has an acute sense of the difference
between fact and fiction, refusés to believe the story, and draws
his éword on Lessingham in a comic version of the tragicomic duel
on Calais san&s. Lessingham, whose allegiance to liachiavelli is

only skin deep, beats a hasty retreat.

Bonvile enters, entirely unaware of this latest compli-
éation, ana appérently bringing the happy ending with him as he
offers to reconcile vioodruff and Lessingham. He seems quite
ready to forget the tragicomic disturbances and to return t§ the
situation at the beginni§g of the p;ay. Woodruff, in his own way
a comic mouthpiece who prééicts the entrance of Qompass,
determinedly tones down the tragicomic accusations and repeats
them "in laughter" (V.1.235). Bonvile, however, is not so
éedicated to comedy, and is still mistaking the relationship
between words and things. In this scehe where the characters are
trying on extreme and shifting poses, and where the danger of
tragedy is grotesquely overstated into parody, Bonvile rapidly
becomes the jealous and murderous husband. Forgetting his

mission as reconciler, he imuediately threatens to kill Annabel if

she has really given her jewels to Rochfield.

Suddenly and unexpectedly, though, Clare, who had
previously been on fhe side of amarchy, now takes over the role of
lproducer of the comic ending,.accusipg Bbhvile of being deceived
'by fictions because of ﬁis own "jealousy" (V.1.259). Characters

~ are changing confusingly, alternatively accepting and rejecting

fictions, assuming conventional roles and suddenly inverting theum.



295

This sense of danger, though, is undercut and is short-
lived. The biqkering on grounds which we as audience know are not
valid, the rapid, balletic changing combinations in the guarrels,
and the speed of the untidy entrances and exits, all give the
scene a strong leaning towards comedy and parody. The whole
scene revels in its own theatricality: it has become the equivalent
of a play within the play, founded in fiction and metaphor, ana
‘which is to be cut across by the entrance of Compass and finally

by the return of real life. The scene mediétes for the audience .
between the play and the world by thg increasingly theatrical
definitions made of the play's fictional nature, and by the
increasing separation between the situation as we know it to be

and the kind of language in which it is described.

‘Strangely it is‘Clare who fakes theifirst step towards
general.reconciliation by promising that she will "sowder ...
together'" (V.1.338) Annabel and Bonvile, not shrinking from the
éccuaation that it was she alone who caused '"the division"
between them (V.1.341). AS'Romelio the main agent of discord
‘must take the first step toward the happy ending, so Clare, the
most confused, passionate and '"lost" of the play's people must
become "the clew/To lead you forth this Labyrinth" (V.1.348-9).
'Clare, who had previously hidden behind riddles and paradoxes,
now explains, clearly and directly, the complicéted situation.
;The prlay's images of disorientation-and the loss of direction are
~ finally righted by Clare's hclewﬂ and:the "Compass'" who provides
~the happy ending. Here Clare aband&ﬁs he? double role and her
love of riddles and fiction, and Roch?ield follows her lead and
discards his‘fictional aefinitions of"ﬁis own ide?tity by admitting

that Annabel gave her jewellery not to a lover but to a thief.
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The play parodies its own theatrical nature and returns ifs

audience from the metaphorical to the literal mode, from fiction

to fact.

The more immediate danger and the more grotesque
elements of comedy have already been toﬁed down to fit into the
characteristic Websterian tragicomic ending of "survival and not
salvation"aQ. ngever the more.profqund change is still to come.
"Soft Music (V.1.437 SD) is heard and Bonvile immediately claims
it as a‘celebration for the coming wedding of Clare and
Lessingham. Imuediately the people of the play fit, as if by
magic, into the patterns of the happy ending under the influence
of Compass's wedding music. Lessinghan apoiogises to Bonvile for
his ""wilde distractions" (V.1l.441),; assuring them that he has #ow
‘controlled his "fury" (V.1.445). Clare admwits that her "peevish
will" (V.1.448) had been to blame and repents. She and
Lessingham quietly accept'each other; and Lessingham announces the
rather subdued happy ending = "All'svnow as at first/It was

wisht to be «.." (V.1.451-2). The Devil's Law-case ends with

"success beyond'our wishes" (V.v.102), a happy ending which had

seemed impossible in the dark, dangerous world of the play. A

Cure for a Cuckold, set in a more controllable world, achieyes the
happy ending it haa set up and expected, a demonstration of the
play's more solid comic basis. Tﬁe gxpected love-relationships

are finally.completed, ahd the play returns in a.circle of disguise,
role- playing, and riddling language, to the situation and images
of its own first act. We are disengaged from the fiction by its
insistence that, however much its characters abandon metaphor and
equivocation,iwhat we have been watching is simply a theatrical

fiction which finally accepts a conventional pattern and a

fictional past.
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However there is still to.come the most obvious{ and
conforting, visual symbol of the héppy eﬁding as Compass enters
with his remarried wife. Compass hasirepresented’the comic
spirit throughout the play in his generous affection for his wife
and her child: his refusal to accept the conventional theatrical
evaluation of that most ignoble role of the complacent buckold,
has throughout the play rebuked.the easy jealousy and éver-stated
theatricality of the tragicomic plot. Now that the top plot has
crystaliised as a consciousiy theatrical version of exPeriénce;
the entrance of Compass reduces this plot to the status of a play
within the play: his entrance provides the final ‘double-vision,
the final confrontation of the two hglves of the play. Compass's

"wedding music marks the happy ending: his simple presence tones
down images of danger and parody, as his simple use of language
earlier in the play changes'és if by magic the lawyers' view of
the status of the child. Compass the comic spirit faces the
tragicomic danger and disturbance of the main plot. One genre is
allowed to'éomment on the other: one half of the tragicomic
synthesis faces the other and reforms it in its own image. 4s we
have come to expect in tragicomedy, the ending of the play sets
up a perspective between fiction and the return to real life. The
entrance of Compass shatters the self-conscious theatricality of

<the top plot, reducing it to the status of a play within the play,

and pointing the audience forward to the return to real life.

For an instant the two groups of characters hold their
éositions as a tableau of the play Within the play is4interrupted
by the entrance of its audience on stage. The two groups.then
merge as each comments on and accepts the other: tge tragicomic

synthesis is.complete. Compass banishes the danger of the
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tragicomic plot with its images of quarrel and death by his comic
agreement with Woodruff's startled exclamation that his first wife
is not yet buried - "No indeed, I mean to dig her grave soon. I

had no leisure ‘yet ..." (V.1.46k4-5). Fragkford is introduced as
"the Father to give the bride" (V.1.479): the baby is his
uGrand-childe" (V.1.481), and yet simultaneously the reborn
Coumpass's elder brother (V.1.483). The riddling mode is resumed,
but it is no longer dangerous or threatening, But is simply a sig#
of the metaphorical nature of the play itself: it immediately gives
way to the literal mode of logical discuséion. A comic conversation
discusses whether two marfiages are firmer fhan one and whether

"Two Affirmatives make no Negative" (V.1.494). Perhaps we are to
take this as a comment on the play which attempts to circumvent

the "negation" of the tragicomic éﬁdiﬁg by presenting us instead
with the two "Affirmatives" of the rebirth and remarriage of Compaés

and the education and reconciliation of the young people.

Compass's wedding procession completes the happy ending.
Although at first it seems to be a simplified version of the
included masque, it expands in significance to cast doubt upon
which of its two groups are actors_énd which audience. This rich
confusion of reality and fiction leads towards their separation and

the end of the play. At last Woodruff, like Ariosto in The Devil's

Law-case, comments on the happy ending. The discords which have
,preparéd for the establishment of concord continue to surround the
bappy ending, not now as a danger but as a haunting sense of

incompleteness -

Our Wedding we have yet to solemnise,
The first is still imperfect. Such troubles . :
Have drowned our Musick: but I hope all's friends ...(V;‘5774g2)

Compass speaks the final words of the play, cheerfully riding jokes

N
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about cuckoos, and recommending to cuckolds his 6wn use of a
dramatised strategem for shedding horns. The broken celebration is
resumed, and the play's cyclic form returns to its own beginning

with images of marriage and music.

Conclusions

A Cure for a Cuckold develops through tragicomic discords
as the two plots are juxtaposed and as the main plot in turn con-

vinces us and parodies itself. Like The Devil's Law-case, it

presents a world where riddles, metaphor and theatricality threaten

its stabiliéy and security. Unlike The Devil's Law-case, though,

it uses metaphor and theatricality dirgctly to bring about the -

happy ending. Like A King and No King it shows both the basic

danger and a defence from if arising from language an& from a
confusion between language and action. On the whole, though,
because of its willingness to parody.itself, especially towards
the end of the -play, and because of the prominence of the Compass'
plot, the play has a firmer comic control,land its final moments

are less disturbing and less ambiguous than those of Webster's

other tragicomedy. The ending of 4 6ure for a Cuckold frankly
admits its own status as fiction by presenting Compass's wedding
with its obvious acting out of fictional.and metaphorical roles
and having this collide with the passionate quarrelling of the
young people, which has become increasiﬁgly swamped in theatrical-
ity and theatrical parody. As the young people change partners
and bicker,Athey stage a number of tiny scenes for which the more
moderate members of the community, Rochfield or Woodruff, serve as

_audience: and we as audience in the theatre are reminded of our

'
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role as observers and are prepared far the ending of this roie. By
juxtgposing these two strands which each use fiction and metaphor,
but in a different way, iWebster casts doubt upon which represents
the real and which the fictional world, and leaves us to disen-
tangle them as the play itself is repiaced’by real life. A4 Cure

for a Cuckold is one of the most comic of tragicomedies, since it

moves through a period of confusion of values to resume the
disrupted festivity, gives the guiding roie to Compass, ends with
"two Affirmatives'" of a new happiness which is as "at first it

- was wisht to be'", and interprets the‘tragicomic plot increasingly
in terms of parody. The ending mediates for the audience between
the play and the world by its presentation of the audience, by
its definition of metaphor and theatricality as entertaining as
well as threatening, and'by its final blurring of the play within

the play and its return to real life. Like The Devil's Law-case

it is interested in the ambiguous power of metaphor and theatrical-
ity but it accepts it much more wholé-heartedly and is less aware
of a disturbing tension between its two aspects. The play, and
Webster's career in tragicomedy, ends in ai"negation" of the
tragicomic plot through parody and a blatant admission of its
theatricality, but also in "two Affirmatives", as comedy and

tragicomedy finally synthesise in images of marriage, music, and

metaphor precariously become benevolent.
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NOTES

I have not atteumpted to assign parts of the play to individual
authors: for that see H.D. Sykes, "Webster's Share in A Cure"

(N&g 9 1914) pp. 382-38L4, LOL-5, bh3-44S, L63-46L, H.D. Gray,

"A Cure by Heywood, Rowley and Webster" (LLR 22 1927) pp.389-

397, F.L. Lucas, The Complete Works of John Webster, vol 111,.

pp. 10-18 (1927), Dewar M. Robb, "The Canon of William

Rowley's Plays" (MLR 45 1950) pp. 129-141, P.B. Murray, A

Study of John Webster (The Hague 1969). Critical argument is

inconclusive, contradictory, and sometimes inaccurate,

Aespecially in the question of Heywood's authorship. It is

quite likely that Rowley was largely responsible for the

Compass plot, which uses typical ‘characters, jokes, and tricks

of rhythm: and it seems indisputable that Webster's hand is
discernible at least in parts of ‘the tragicomic plot (See
Ing;-Stina Ekeblad, "Webster's Constructional Rhythm", ELH 24,1957:
pp.165=176) .However the articulation -of the plots suggests that

the play is, like The Changeling, an "intimate collaboration"

(Lucas vol 111, p.18) and that it is valid to talk of Webster's
hand in the whole play, and not only in a few scenes in the

tragicomic plot.

Cf. Northrop Frye, "The Argumeﬁt of Comedy" (English Institute
Essays 19485, p.67- "That profoundér pattern. The ritual of
death and revival ..." ’

See Appen&ix.

See Appendix. Gray, op. cit., p.j90, uses the word as evidence

of Heywood's authorship since according to him Webster else-

where always uses "merry". He is wrong however: lWebster uses



1.

502

"pleasant'" in this sense at The Devil's Law-case 111.iii.49

- "I am glad you grow thus pleasént et
Only at 11.iii.89, 112-113 and 1V.1.82{
E.g. 1.1.105, 1l.2.36, 11.3.112, 11.4.99,179.
E.g. 111.1.85, 1V.2.152. |

P.B. Murray, op. cit., p.216.

P.B. Murray, op. cit., pp. 217, 222-228.

Compass's name puns on the piece of nautical equipment, an

 appropriate name for a sailor, and also on his ability to

keep his emotions within "compass". There may also be an
allusion to the Elizabethan meaning,Jcited in the S0&D, of
"artifice, ingenuity; craft, cunning'", which would be

appropriate for the man who devises a way to cure his own

.cuckoldry. This multiplicity of:double meanings is character=-

i

istic of the way in which the play uses language.

This is not neceésarily to postulate Heywood's authorship.
Several points in the play ind;;d seemn to have a parédic
relationship to the plays of Heywood. The cuckold~maker in
Webster's play,'for»instance, bea¥s the name,'Frénkford, of

the virtuous and long-suffering husband in A Woman Killed

" with Kindness. It is surely significant that critics have

found most evidence for Heywood's authorship of A Cure in
plays on which he éollaborated with Rowley, like Fortune by

Land and Sea. It seems to me that evidence for Heywood's

authorship is extremely slight, but it is by no means

impossible that Rowley is giving a gentle and affectionate

parody of some of theithemes, characters and preoccupations

of the plays of one of his most ‘constant collaborators.
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12. And this imagery is found elsewhere in the play’- RochfieldA
redeems his reputation in a sea-fight, and in a moving and
revealing image Clare compares her feelings to those of a
merchant who sees his ship sink at the entrance of the
harbour (1V.2.59-62).

13. Cf. The Parliament of love, The Dutch Courtesan, The Two Noble

Kinsmen, The Faithful Friends, etc.

14, Ian Fletcher, Beaumont and Fletcher (1967) p.8.

15. Cf. The Changeling, where Beatrice-Joanna believes that the

word "whore'" "blasts [her] beauty to deformity" (V.iii.32).

And in Rowley's other play A Fair Quarrel the duel tnrns on

the Colonel's verbal accusation that’Captain Ager is "the
son of a whore" (1.i.346). |

16. It is difficult to know what "unwittingly" might mean, if it
is not simply a sign of Clare's incoherence and confusion
about her own motivés. If she intended to trick him into

poisoning or stabbing her, as Olympia does in 11 Tamburlaine,

she goes about it in a very strange way.

17. A play which also turns on deciding whether the Colonel's
insult; "son of a whore" (l.i.34§),nas a literal or meta-
phorical application.

18, Gosase produced this play in 1884, edited by S.k. opring-Rice.

19. Una Ellis-Fermor, The Jacobean Drama (1936) p.183.

20. Cf Othello l.iii.%401, 1l.i.127-8 - "My Muse labours ...

21. Cf. Dr. Faustus l.v.42 - "Solamen miseris, socios habuisse

doloris".

22. The Whlte Devil V. v1.299

23. Northrop Frye, "The Argument of Comedy" (Bnglish Institute

Essays 1948), p.67.
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24, Gunnar Botklund,'"The Devil's Law-

case!: an End or a Beginning?#

(John Webster, Mermai@ Critical Commentaries, Morris ed,

1970) p.126.
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CONCLUSION

nThe Most Cunning and Curious Musiék...Out of Discords": Conclusion

In his treatise De Sculptura the Renaissance scholar

Pomponius Gauricus described three kinds of éction which it was
possible to depict in sculpture. The third is thé "ambiguous",

in which it is impossible to be sure of the direction of the move-
ment depicted1. It is tempting to relate this "ambiguous" kind

of action to Jacobean dramatic tragicomedy. At the ending of the
play, we do not know in which direction the action is to go:i it

i; poised in an ambiguous moment which can point either forward

or backward, to a happy ending‘which ﬁay be completely secure or

ironically qualified or so overstated as to suggest parody. At

the end of Measure for leasure the director can show Isabella

accepting or rejecting the Duke's offer of marriage and the happy'
ending. The conclusion of the play is sufficiently ambiguous, and
"even the Janus-faced adverb "behind" (V.i.536) can indicate either

progress or retreat into the past.

Tragicomedy with its hairs-breadth escapes from death,
its discontinuous characters, its balance of the heroic and the
trivial, and its enormoué emotional fange encompassing fear and
‘relief, joy and discomfort, ;ympathy and detachment was éxtremely
popular in its own day. Indeed the moveﬁent toward mixed genres
seems an essential part of the development of Jacobean drama.
J.R. ﬁulryne has pointed out how certﬁin tragedies of the period,

King Lear, The Changeling, The Revenger's Tragedy, all "approximate

4
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.+s tragicomic experience"a. iwven the comedy of the period was
searching for a way of integrating experience which threatens the

comic stability. Love's Labours Lost, Volpone, A Trick to Catch

- the 01d One, and A New wWay to Pay Old Debts use the comic structure

to include pain, betrayal, disillusion, madness, despair and
death. Jacobean tragicomedy was simply an attempt to make
explicit an impoftant tendency implicit in much of the drama of

the period.

With‘modern critics Jacobean tragicomedy has had "an
attenuated, as much as a bad, press"3 largely because critics have
not -cared-to look beyond the gratification of fantasy which tragi-
comedy is said to provide. The'genre is held to be the final
proof of the "decadence"# of the late Jacobean stage: Rupert
'Brooke'describes Fletcher flooding . the more rigorous forms of
tragedy and comedy iﬁ-"a seé ofvsacchérine"s. I have tried to
demonstrate, though, that far from inviting us to sail off into a
saccharine sea, tragicomedy disturbs us with ambighities. It
explores the confrontation of tragedy and comedy, and expresses
itself in clashing tones, discords! ironic'repetition and ironic
juxtaposition. Successful tragicomedy does not shy away from
tragedy because of the "weakness"6 of the audience or the author's
neurotic need for a happy ending. It criticises tragedy, analyses‘
and inverts the tragic structures, and places tragedy in the wider

context of “the Whole Truth"7.

Tragiéomedy does more than releasing and enacting our
fantasies. It also disturbs us by insisting on the’precariousness
of its own conventions and especially of its rhetoric. lany plays
show characters failing to understand thé metaphors of others, and

depict verbal ambiguities and colliding meanings, and a collapsing



307

- rhetoric which falsifies rather than expressing truth. One of the
most comuon motifs in baroqﬁe funerary sculpture is the figure of
Time, a grinning skeleton carrjing a destructive scythe. The
conventional nature of the metaphor; though, often blunts its
powér to disturb, to remind us of the facts of mortality. 1In
the Capuchin cemetery in the Church of the Immaculate Conception
in Rome, however, the motif recurs, and the artist has used a‘
Areal skeleton, whose scythe and scales are also made out of human
bones. We expect a metaphor and find ourselves confronting '
literal truth: the effect is uncomfortable and disorientating in
the same way as tragicomedy's insistent qgestidning of its own
conventions and its own rhetoric. |

Tragicomédy was so pOpular’in its own day not only\
because it tells good stories well, includes the widest possible
spectrum of feeling, and presents its extreme antitheses clearly
and sharply. It was also popular because it established a
special rélationghip with its audienée, made it a dramatic
character; and presented it with its ownrfaéﬁlty as observers of
an enacted fiction. Many'plays use induction, the play within the
play or its equivalent, generic desc;iption, and images of play,
actor and audience. Oscar Wilde, characteristically expressing

the two halves of a truth as antithetical rather than complemen-

tary, insisted that "It is the spectator, and not life, that art

really mirrors"a, in a novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, that
shows art mirroring the spectator in a peculiarly literal sense.
Critics have recently lost touch wigﬁ‘tragicomedy because>they
have failed to investigate the way in .which the genre mifrqrs the
spectator. Intimately connected Qith fhis is the lack of interest

of the modern theatre in Jacobean tragicomedy: apart.from the
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welcome return of Measure for lMeasure to the repertoire, and the

occasional revival of The Malcontent or The Knight of The Burning -

Pestle, almost no Renaissance tragicomedy is revived. This is a
~ pity since, as 1 have demonstrated, tragicomedy depends so much
on "action'" and images of action and theatricality. The script
is as inadequate a summary of the whole experience of tragicomedy

as it is for masque or farce.

The self-conscious interest of tragicomedy in its own
theatricality is especially significant at the ending of the play,
as fiction gives place to fact, and the playwright must help the
'audience to readjust between the primary aﬁd the secondary worlds.

At the end of Love's Labours Lost, Armado comments on the

unbridgeable gap between fiction and real life at the end of the
play - "You that way: we this way" (V.ii.923). In the epilogue to

All's Well That Ends Well the King of France shrinks from a king

to an actor to an observer ready to appléud the acting of the
audience as they return to their real lives. Finally as the

"show"9 of Summer's lLast Will and Testament comes to an end, Will

Somers comments on the seﬁarateness of actors and audience by
telling ﬁs, in Latin to prove his point, that with the ending of
the play we can no longer understand him or the language of
fiction1o. These‘endings mediate for the audience between the
fiction and real life, reminding us that what we have been watching
is a theatrical fiction, and commentiﬁg on the differences between .
play and real life. Tragicomedy, itself ; tissue of double

images and double meanings, uses especially significantly this
final double vision as the play ends, leaving not a éack behind.
The tragicomic endiﬁg, to use George Lliot's terminology, presents

P

a,"negation"11, but it is a negation‘hhich tells us about the
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shifting world of the play, and about the relation between its

fictional world and real life.

M.T. Herrick has suggested that of all the great

. Jacobean playwrights, Webster was the least interested in tragi-
comedy12. This seems to me quite wrong. Not only are his two
tragicomedies among the most interesﬁing that his age produced,
but his traéedies too adapt many of fhe conventions and intereéts
of fragicomedy. Both, for instance, use extensivelj and signifi-
cantly the language of comedy. Both make much use of ironic —
repetition and juxtaposition, of images of audience and play, and
of verbal ambiguities and colliding interpretations, as well as
introducing overtly comic or tragicomic incidents and anecddtés.
In both plays, tragedy is placed in the context of 'the Whole‘

Truth", the small-scale, inqonsistent; unheroic world in which we

actually live. The White Devil poses tragedy as a climax, a

precarious moment of affirmation and understanding won from satire

at enormous cost. The Duchess of Malfi pushes this precarious

tragic moment forward into its fourth act and shows it dissipated’
into a number of tiny comedies, tragicomedies, and parodies of
tragedy in the negative, trivial, self-doubting world which the

Duchess leaves behind her.

In The Devil's Law=case and A Cure for a Cucxold Webster

consciously uses tragicomedy as a med;um to describe this shifting
world of precarious values ana precariou§ affirmations. A Cure for
a Cuckold is a lively, vivid, compassionate play which analyses

its theatrical and verbal naturé and whiéh parodies the conventions
of tragedy, comedy and tragicomedy. It reaches a secure and

moving happy ;nding through boisterous comedy, unexpected .

suggestions of romance, and brief but powerful presentations of
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passion, disorientation, and despair. The Devil's Law-case is a
more challenging play, testing both aspects of its nature as a
visual and verbal construct, and expressing a dangerous world

very like that of the tragedies through‘inverted conventions and
verbal ambiguities. Its ending, ‘where Webstef moves from a verbal
mode to expression through "action'" seems frankly experimental, a
convincing evocation of a world of ruined languages where
elaborate visual forms are tried out as a way of expressing com-
plicated emotions. Both plays seem particularly interested in
their audience, and in guiding us through their tissue of colliding
definitions by their complex exploration gf their theatrical

nature.

Thomas Heywood, himself an innovator with tragicomic
forms, seems to have been interested in the whole concept of mixed

genres. Many plays, A Voman Killed with Kindness or The Rape of

Lucrece, contrast tragedy with other kinds of experience or even
use these other kinds of experience.£o ;ndermine tragedy |
altogether. He was not only interested in this mixture in a
dramatic context, though. 1In his prosé work ngaikaion, in which
he collects lives of famous women, he describes the technique of
his historipal writings.. He has, he tells us, intermixed the bare

13.

facts of history with "fabulous Jeasts and Tales' He has done

this in a deliberate attempt to enrich his historical works, for
The most cunning and curious Musick is that which is
made out of Discords. '

14

It would be hard to find a better déscription of Jacobean dramatic

tragicomedy.
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NOTES

1

Cited by Leo Steinberg in a lectufe, Body Language and

Michaelangelo, given at the American Academy, Rome, on 23rd

. April 1976.

J.R. Mulryne, "Webster and the Uses of Tragicomedy" (John .
Webster, Brian Morris ed., 1970), p.135.

Ralph Berry, The Art of John Webster (1972), p.151.

. T.B. Tomlinson, A Study of Elizabethan and Jacobean Tragedy

(1964), p.215.

Rupert Brooke, John Webster and Elizabethan Drama (1916),p.75.

As Aristotle suggests in Poetics xiii 11-13 (W. Hamilton Fyfe,

Loeb ed., 1927, p.49).

Aldous Huxley, "Tragedy and the Whole Truth" (Music_at 'Night

1931), p.18.

Preface to6 The Picture of Dorian Gray (Complete Works of Oscar"
Wilde, ed. J.B. Foreman, 1948), p.17.

The Unfortunate Traveller and Other Works, ed. J.B. Steane

(1972) 9 Po 148.

"Barbarus hic ego sum, quia non intelligor ulli" (The

~Unfortunate Traveller and Other Works, op. cit., p.207.

Cited by Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending (1966), p.174.

M.T. Herrick, Tragicomedy (Urbana 1962), p.280.

Thomas Heywood Gunaikeion: or Nine Books of Various History

Concerning Women ... (1624). Epistle "To The Reader" Al-v.

Thomas Heywood, op. cit.
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ABBREVIATIONS
ELH LEnglish Literary History.
ELR ' Engliéh.Literary Renaissance.
ES English Studies.
L &S Kssays and Studies. ‘
JEGP Journal of English and Germanic Philology.
| JGP Journal of Germanic Fhilology.
MLQ - lModern Language Guarterly.
MLR Modern Language Review.
. MP Modern Philology.
N & Notes and QRQueries.
PMLA Publications of the lodern Language Association of America.
Pa Philological Quarterly. ’
RES - Review of English'Studies.
SEL ) Studies in English Literature.
SP Studies in Philology.
A
Cure A Cure for a Cuckold. ’
DLC The Devil's Law=-case.
Malfi The Duchess of Malfi.
WD The White Devil.
AYLT As You Like It.
FELE Love's Labour's lost.
M for M Measure for Measure.
Temp The Tempest.
K and No
X A King and No King.
A and M Antonio ‘and Mellida.
.A's R Antonio's Revenge.
Malc The Malcontent.

SOED Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.
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EDITIONS USED ’

- The place of publication is London, exCépt where otherwise stated.

Chaucer Works; ed. F.N. Robinson (1933).

Hroswitha Hrotsvithae Opera, ed. H. Homeyer (Paderborn 1970).

Webster The White Devil, J.R. Brown, 1960 (The Revels Plays).

The Duchess of Malfi, J.R. Brown, 1964 (The Revels Plays).

The Devil's Law-case, Elizabeth Brennan,1975 (New Mermaid).

A Cure for a Cuckold, F.L. Lucas, vol. 111, 1927.

Beaumont & A King and No King, R.K. Turner, Jr., 1964 (Regents

Fletcher Renaissance Drama).
—=cSxcntl P

Other plays, Glover and Waller eds., 1905-1912 (Cambridge).

Marston The lialcontent, A.H. Gomme, Jacobean Tragedies (1969).

The Dutch Courtesan, Martine Wine, 1965 (Regents Renaissance

Drama).

Antonio and Mellida, G.XK. Huntef, 1965 ( " " )
Antonio's Revenge, G.K. Hunter, 1966 ( " u )
The Fawne, G.A. Smith, 1965 ( " I )

Other plays, H.H. Wood‘(Edinburgh), 1934-39,

Poems, Arnold Davenport.(iiverpool) 1961.

Shakespeare Peter Alexander, William Shakespeare:The Complete Works(1951).

Jonson Herford and Simpson, 1925-52.
Ford The Broken Heart, D.K. Andersen Jr., 1968 (Regents Renais-

sance Drama).

The Queen, W. Bang, Materialien zur Kunde des Klteren.

Englischen Dramas vol 13 (Louvain) 1906.

Other plays, The Dramatic Works of John Ford, ed. Henry

Weber 1811.

1
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Tudor Tragicomedies

Apius and Virginia, Peter Happé, Tudor Interludes (1972) -

(Penguin).

Damon and Pythias, Malone Society Reprint, 1957, eds. A«
Brown and F.P. Wilson.

The Glass of Government, J.W. Cunliffe; The Complete

Works of Gascoigme, (1907-1910).

The Virtuous Octavia, Malone Society Reprint, ed. R.B.
McKerrow 1909.

Heywood The Dra matic Works of Thomas Heywood with ... a Memoir

of the Author [by R.H. Shepher@] . 1874,

Massinger Philip Massinger ed. Arthur Symons (1904) (The Mermaid
series). :
Except where otherwise stated, datestf plays are taken from

Harbage, -Annals of English Drama (re?ise@ by S. Schoenbaum, 1964).

7.
s
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APPENDIX

The Vocabulary of Comedy in The Plays .of John Webster

The White Devil

l.i.3 Lodovico laughs.

1.i.20-4 ‘"Those noblemen ... /Laugh at your misery."
l.i.26 "jest upon you..." |

l.i1.71 under what a smiling planet..."

l.1i.193 “the jest of the silkworm ..."/

_1.ii.196 Flamineo laughs.
11.1.168 "I should be merry..."
11.i.274-6 "To see her come/To my lord Cardinal for a dispensation/
" Of her rash vow, will beget excellent laughter." '
11 .1.306 "Your secretary is merry..." |
11.1;372-3 ﬁYour'parting is so merry.../Merry my lord, a'th'’
captain's humour..."
11.ii.23SD Isabella's murderers "depart laughing".
111.1.30-1 "I do put on this feigned éarb of mirth/To gull suspicion".
111.1ii.207 "... a merry heart..." .
111.ii.324 "hear music, go a~hunting, and be merry .,.“
111.iii.84 "grieve is used ironically for "laugh'.
111.iii.85 "What a strange creature is a lughing fool ..."
Gasparo and Antonelli are laughing.
111.iii.90 "Preciqus girn, rogue',
111.iii.102 "Why do you laugh?"
111.1ii.106 ",,.if you will be merry..."  °
111.1ii.112 "I spake that laughing".

111.iii.118 Lodovico laughs.



111.iii.122
11l.iii.124

1V.i.119
1V.ii.207
1V.ii.2h3.
1V.iii. 146
V.i.100
V.ii.9
V.iii.99
V.iii.118
V.iii.196
V.iii.237
V.iii.240
V.iv.12
V.iv.h46
V.iv.120
Vev.2
V.vi.107
v.vi,194

Vevi.251

The Duchess
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"This laughter scurvily becomes your face'.

"now I laugh too'.

"My tragedy must have some idle mirth in't".
Florence's letter written out of "love or gullery..."
"It may appear to some ridiculous..."

“the least wanton jests'. |

"a ridiculous thing..." |

"Publish not.a fear/which would cénvert to laughter.™
Brachiano laughs.

Brachiano laughs.

"makes you die laughing'".

"Thou didst 1augh.../L§ugh?"

"She simpers...'

"Your grace must be ‘merry..."

‘"You are merry.../Thou art sad."

. "when my face was full of émiles,,."

"ridiculously."
"thy ridiculous purgatory..."
"Dost laugh?"

"But seas do laughe.."

of Malfi

1.1i.107
1.i.121

leiut22

"of a jest she broke..."

Roderigo and Grisolan laugh.:

"Why do you laugh? Methinks you that are courtiers
should ... laugh when I laugh, were the subjéct never

A}

so witty."
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l.i.126 "I myself have heard a very good jest..."
1.i.129 "3ut I can laugh at your fool..."
1.i.133 "Nor endure to be in merry company .;. too much

laughing ... fills her too full of the wrinkle."
1.1i.137 "that she might not laugh out of compass..."
1.1.170  Myhat appears in him mirth, is merely outside;/If

he laugh heértily, it is to laugh/All honesty out of

fashion."
1.1.378 "Were not one better make it smiling, thus..."
11.1.9-10 "If you smile upon & prisoner..."
1l.i.12 ’"a very merry president..." p
11.i.140 "0 you jesteeo"

1l.ii.40 | Bosola laughs.

11.iii.70 “which I'1l endure and laugh ates."

11.iv.56 "Your laughter/Is my pity."
11.v.38 "Methinks I see her laughing..."
111.ii.53 ' "Vhen were we S0 merry?"”

111.ii.317 "™this jesting with religion..."

111.iii.54=5 "The Lord Ferdinand laughé/Liké a deadly cannon..."

1V.ii.41 v"...Being full of change and sport, forc'd him fo
laugh.f." |

1V.ii.151 "Let me be a little merry..."

V.ii.238 "I cannot love your gréce when you are sad/As well as
me?ry..."

Vev.25 "It will ﬁot serve to lauéh me out of mine honour..."

Veve30 "The accent of the voice sounds not in jest..." |

Veve33 "And note how the Cardinal will laugh at him..."
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The Devil's Law-case

1.1.109 "fired with scorn and laughter..."
1.i.149 "to feign smilesee.

l.ii.52 "that I must become ridiculous..."
l.i1.139 "we are merry..."

l.ii.154 “"smile me a thank..."

1.11.165 "I do but jest..."

1l.i.44 "I am merry..."

11.i.111 "to the making men merry..."
11.iii.23 "You are merry..." ,

11.11i.106 'Make the heralds laugh..."

111.ii.44 "To jest and be merry with you;..“
111.iii.42 "I am glad you grow thus pleasante.e."
111.1ii1.157 "make you smile to thinke.."
111.iii.221 "It makes me smile to think..."

111,113,251 "Last merriment 'fore wintér."

1v.i.13 "Joy come to you, you are merry..."
1V.ii.221 "Thus would they jeste.." .~
1v.ii.380 "I have heard them laugh together..."
Veio1h Jolenta laughs. | |
V.i.21 "pray thee laugh'".
V.ii.5 “and laugh at them..."
Veiiie29  "the comical event..."
" V.iv.63 "were I in. your case, I should laugh..."

Veve62 "these so comical events..."
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A Cure for a Cuckold

l.i.5 "A day of mirth..."

l.i.6 "For such as can be merrye.."

1.1i.24 . Mthis Jovial meeting..."

1.i.105 | "You are pleasant..."

l.i.32 "You that were won't to be compos'd of mirth..."
l.ii.36 . UpPrithee be merry..."

l.ii. k1 "... pleasant..."

11.iii.89 "Children cry before they laughe.."

11.iii.112  "I'm glad y'are merry..."é /

11.1iii.113 "Merry? nay, Ile be merrier yet..."

1l.iv.99 ""You may be merry..."

11.iv.179 "Pray you be merry..." ‘

11.iv.187  "Ile be merry no& spite ofcfhe Hang-man..."
111.i.72 "Away, you jest..."~r 7

111.i.85 "She mocks you..."

1v.i.82 "And how you will laugh at:your clients..."
1V.ii b7 "A sweeter touch of Mirth.;." | |
1V.ii.68 ",.. smiling, and noﬁ blushing..."
1v.ii.152 ""¥ou mock -

V.i.235 "I will tell it in laughte:...“_

V.i.236 ",.. ridiculous..." { f

N

V.il.237 " Woodruff laughs. i



