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The sis^Abstract 1 

The purpose of t h i s thesis i s , f i r s t l y , to describe 
i n summary form the development of the Machiavellian 
phenomenon and the I t a l i a n influence i n England during 
the sixteenth century; and secondly the main.part of the 
thesis, to provide an examination of how c e r t a i n aspects 
of the Machiavellian myth were translated i n t o dramatic 
terms i n the Elizabethan theatre ( t h a t i s , f o r the present 
purposes the English theatre of the l a t e sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries). The v a r i e t y of dramatic 
effec t s generated w i t h i n t h i s e s s e n t i a l l y simple and v. 
single dramatic myth i s considered under several headings 
i n the respective chapters of the main part of the thesis. 

The number of plays referred to i n the thesis has 
been r e s t r i c t e d i n order that the argument may appear as 
clear,sharp and p a r t i c u l a r as possible, even at the r i s k 
of a certain loss of comprehensiveness. Apart from the 

4 

occasional reference the works of Shakespeare have been 
deliberately excluded as being too massive and independent 
a body of work to be accomodated w i t h i n the terms of a • 
general view of lesser dramatists. 

F i n a l l y an attempt has been made to provide a rea
sonably complete bibliography of material useful f o r the 

"1" 
study of Machiavellianism on the Elizabethan stage. 
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The myth was of a superhuman sub-man, a creature 
of heartless, cool-headed, p i t i l e s s I n t e l l e c t , with 
a t o o l - s t e e l w i l l , indomitable i n res o l u t i o n , i n f i n i t e 
i n cunning f a c u l t y , Inhumanly free from a l l the 
natural r e s t r a i n t s of conscience, r e l i g i o n , law, and 
decency—and, moreover, u t t e r l y convinced that i n 
t h i s freedom lay his whole claim to be made of f i n e r 
mould than other men. 
(Rossiter, A.P., English Drama from Early Times to 
the Elizabethans/ London. Hutchinson's University 
Library, 1950,Jp. 158.) 



Preface 

In the following thesis I have attempted f i r s t l y 
to describe i n summary form the development of the Machia
v e l l i a n phenomenon and the I t a l i a n influence i n England 
during the sixteenth century. I have then endeavoured 
to examine how certain aspects of the Machiavellian myth 
were translated into dramatic terms i n the English theatre 
of the la t e sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. 

Although I have read many plays i n the course of 
my research, I have r e s t r i c t e d the number referred to 
i n order to make my points as clear, sharp and p a r t i c u l a r 
as possible, even at the r i s k of a certain loss of compre
hensiveness. Apart from the occasional reference, the 
works of Shakespeare have been delib e r a t e l y excluded as 
being too massive and independent a body of work to be 
easily accomodated w i t h i n the terms of a general view 
of the lesser Elizabethan dramatists. 

F i n a l l y , I have attempted to provide a bibliography 
which includes a reasonably complete l i s t i n g of material . 
useful f o r the study of Machiavellianism on the Eliza
bethan stage. 



Introduction 
Fart I - The Growth of Machiavellianism I n England 

The attempt to trace the h i s t o r y of Machiavellianism 
I n Tudor England presents one with an I n i t i a l . c o n t r o v e r s y . 
There I s one school of thought, based upon the theory 

1 
f i r s t suggested by Edward Meyer I n 1897 which claims 
that the Stage Machlavel of Elizabethan drama was a d i r e c t 
outgrowth of Innocent G e n t i l l e t ' s famous t r a c t against 

2 
Machiavelli. A second school, Including such noted scho-

3 4 '• 5" 
l a r s as Mario Fraz, I r v i n g Rlbner, F e l i x Raab and 

6 
Hardin Craig, argues more convincingly that the Machia
v e l l i a n legend' was an established social and p o l i t i c a l 
phenomenon long before the Contre-Machlavel of G e n t i l l e t 

7 
was w r i t t e n i n 1576. 

I n his lecture e n t i t l e d "Machiavelli and the Eliza
bethans", delivered to the B r i t i s h Academy i n 1928, Dr. 
Fraz points out that the e a r l i e s t mention of Machiavelli 
i n English l i t e r a t u r e occurs i n the Sempill Ballads 
(1568-1572) where William Maitland of Lethington, the 
secretary of Mary Queen of Scots, i s referred to as " t h i s 
f a l s e Machivilian" and l a t e r on again as "a scurvie 

8 
Schollar of Machiavellus l a i r " . Dr. Fraz indicates that 
the p a r t i c u l a r importance of the f i r s t reference l i e s i n 
the f a c t that here one finds the f i r s t English derivation 
of Machiavelil's name used as a common noun; one continu
a l l y comes across his name i n t h i s form i n the Elizabethan 
drama. Taking i n t o consideration the close bond between 
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Franee and Scotland during t h i s period, i t i s not sur
p r i s i n g that the zenophobic a t t i t u d e of the Huguenots . 
should be transmitted to Scotland and take root among the 

9 
Scottish Reformers. Further evidence to t h i s e f f e c t i s 
noted by John Furves who points out that the f i r s t French 
tr a n s l a t i o n of I I Principe i n 1553 was, i n f a c t , dedicated 

10 
to a Scotsman, James Hamilton, second Earl of Arran. 

What i s more i n t e r e s t i n g to remark, however, about 
the way i n which the Scottish Reformers f i r s t employed 
Machlavelli's name as a term of abuse i s the f a c t that 
i t marks the beginning of an era of p o l i t i c a l and r e l i 
gious controversy i n which Machiavelli was to play a con
spicuous even i f not a consistent r o l e . As Felix Raab 
points out, the p o l i t i c i a n ' s name became synonomous with 
the charge of atheism and i t s usage was not confined to 
any one re l i g i o u s group; Protestants, Catholics, and 
Puritans a l l jumped on the bandwagon i n accusing one 
another of having been schooled with the infamous Floren-

11 
t i n e . 

I n his search f o r an explanation as to why Machiavelli's 
name bacame such a popular weapon of abuse, Raab singles 
out an anonymous document e n t i t l e d Treatise of Treasons 
•against queen Elizabeth and the Crown of England (1572), 
which describes c l e a r l y the threat which the Machiavellian 
doctrine represented to the Elizabethans. This t r a c t , 
which i s pro-Marian i n tone, warns of 
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...the hazard of turning one of the most p r i n 
c i p a l and Auncient Monarchies of Christendome, 
from a most Christian Governement unto a Machia
v e l l i a n State iwiAnd that i s i t , that I cal a 
Machiavellian State and Regiment: where Religion 
i s put behind i n the second and l a s t place: where 
the c i v i l F o l l c i e , I meane, i s preferred before 
i t , and not l i m i t e d by any rules of Religion, 
but the Religion framed to serve the time and 
policy; wher both by word and example of the 
Rulers, the ruled are taught with every change 
of Prince to change also the face of t h e i r f a i t h 
and Religion: where, i n apparence and show only, 
a Religion i s pretended, now one, now another, 
they force not greatly which, so that at hart 
there be none at a l l : where neither by hope 
nor fear of ought a f t e r t h i s l i f e , men are re
strained from a l l manner vice, nor moved to any 
vertue what so ever: but where i t i s free to 
slaunder, to b e l i e , to forswear, to accuse, to 
corrupt, to opresse, to robbe, to murther, and 
to commit every other outrage, never so barbarous 
(that promlseth to advance the present Policle 
i n hand) without scruple, fear, or conscience 
of h e l l or heaven, of God or Divel: and where 
no r e s t r a i n t nor allurement i s l e f t i n the hart 
of man, to b r i d l e him from e v i l , nor to i n v i t e 
him to good: but f o r the vain fame only and fear 
of l a y lawes, that reach no f u r t h e r then to t h i s 
body and l i f e : that I cal properly a Machiavellian 
State and Governance. (12) 

I t would seem clear from t h i s passage that what the author, 
l i k e the majority of his countrymen during t h i s period, 
feared above a l l was the menace of a Secular State. The 
concept of the Secular State forms an i n t r i n s i c part of 
Machiavelli's philosophy, f o r i n his werks he draws a 
clear d i v i d i n g l i n e between the world of p o l i t i c s and the 
world of theology. This'^what the Elizabethan, and the 
Tudor Englishman before him, found wholly unacceptable 
about Machiavellian theory. 

I t would seem that one should conclude, then, that 
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the Elizabethans had at least some acquaintance w i t h the 
Machiavellian legend some years before G e n t i l l e t ever 
wrote his Oontre-Kachiavel; and that there i s strong e v i 
dence to suggest that the Elizabethans i n h e r i t e d the 
spectre of Machiavellianism from t h e i r Tudor predecessors. 

I t i s possible to trace one of the e a r l i e s t w r i t t e n 
attacks on Machiavelli back to a Tudor Englishman, Regi
nald Cardinal Pole, one of the most famous and i n f l u e n t i a l 
men of his age. There i s l i t t l e doubt that at some point 
during the twenties or t h i r t i e s Cardinal Pole, cousin to 
Henry V I I I and his chief c l e r i c i n Rome, read I I Principe, 
fo r i n his w ritings he denounced i t as a book which taught 

...modi, quibus r e l i g i o , pietas & omnes 
v i r t u t i s indoles f a c i l i u s destrui possent.(l4) 

Pole was p a i n f u l l y aware of the widening gulf between Eng
land and Rome, and the man whom he held responsible f o r 
t h i s r i f t was Thomas Cromwell, Henry's wickedly devoted 
minister. There i s evidence to suggest that i t was, i n 
fa c t , Cromwell who recommended Machiavelli's l i t t l e book 

15 
on s t a t e c r a f t to Pole i n the f i r s t place; and so there 
i s every reason f o r Pole to have linked Machiavelli's name, 
together with Cromwell's, with that of Satan himself. 
Pole's prejudice against Machiavelli, however, would be 
wholly comprehensible even i f his reading of I I Principe 
was not inspired by Cromwell. The Cardinal, l i k e his 
Tudor contemporaries, f i r m l y believed that the whole of 
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human society was an expression of God's w i l l , that there 
was no autonomous secular realm and that the monarch, as 
God's appointed minister, was bound to govern his people 
according to the pattern of Christian pr i n c i p l e s and moral 
teaching. 

I n 1536, a f t e r having broken a l l t i e s of allegiance 
with his royal cousin, Pole wrote The Defense of the Unity 
of the Church which he addressed to the Emperor Charles V 
i n an attempt to exhort that monarch to l i b e r a t e England 
from the embodiment of Machiavelli*s prince, King Henry 

16 
V I I I . I n the following passage Daniel Boughner para
phrases that portion of The Defense i n which Pole takes 
issue'with the Florentine's views on r e l i g i o n as they are 
set f o r t h i n Chapter 18 of I I Principe; 

Taking up Machiavelli's advice on r e l i g i o n , 
Pole cites with alarm the detailed examples of 
men who l o s t l i f e or power f o r keeping f a i t h 
i n a l l matters. He then denounces the author's 
emphasis on the transcendent value of prudence, 
sull e n l y noting his calm r e j e c t i o n of r e l i g i o n 
when i t i s a disadvantage and his counsel that 
the r u l e r by always seeming pious may avoid harm. 
He censures giving the highest place to c r a f t 
and prudence i n the conduct of government with
out regard to r e l i g i o n or v i r t u e . This, he pro
te s t s , i s the doctrine advanced by Cromwell i n 
his praise of Machiavelli's t r e a t i s e . I n h o r r i 
f i e d amazement, Pole declares that Machiavelli 
regards the actual practice of r e l i g i o u s v i r t u e s 
as ruinous, and approves of them only when one 
gains an advantage by doing so. (17) 

Certainly what the Cardinal could least abide about Machia
v e l l i 's p o l i t i c a l doctrine was the f a c t that Machiavelli 
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seemed to advocate an Inversion of the p r a c t i c a l r e l a t i o n 
ship between r e l i g i o n and p o l i t i c s . Pole was a strong 
adherent of the doctrine that a l l rules of government f a l l 
w i t h i n a theological context; therefore, i t was v i r t u a l l y 
impossible f o r him to accept Machiavelli's J u s t i f i c a t i o n 
of any d i v i s i o n whatsoever between the two spheres: f o r 
Pole, the plea of 'necessita' had no place i n Christian 
ideology. 

Pole was also understandably outraged by Machiavelli*s 
metaphor of the l i o n and the fox which advises the Prince 
to guard his power by combining the brute force of the 
l i o n and the shrewdness of the fox i n his p o l i t i c a l actions 
The Cardinal misinterpreted t h i s metaphor to mean that 
Machiavelli envisaged the ideal government to be one based 
on fear and deception. I t i s no wonder, then, that Pole 
should have u l t i m a t e l y warned Charles V that Machiavelli 
"had already poisoned England and would poison a l l Christen 
dom", i f some measures were not taken to have his writings 

18 
suppressed. 

Less than two decades l a t e r and s t i l l a quarter of-a 
century before Ge n t i l l e t ' s t r a c t , Roger Ascham, the author 
of The'Scholemaster. also denounced the impious teachings 
of the Florentine. In A report and Discourse...of the 
af f a i r e s and state of Germany (1551-2) Ascham an g r i l y con
demns those who, "with consciences confirmed with Machia-
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velles doctrine...thincke say and do what soever may serve 
19 

best f o r p r o f i t and pleasure.** What Ascham, a devout 
Protestant, c l e a r l y found most i n f u r i a t i n g about Machia
v e l l i was the way he stressed p o l i t i c a l opportunism as a 
v i r t u e • 

I t appears indeed, then, that I t was during the 
Tudor period that the nucleus of the Machiavellian legend 
was formed, the p r i n c i p a l charges against the Florentine 
being those of paganism and opportunism. From a s t r i c t l y 
Christian point of view such an Indictment was in e v i t a b l e ; 
i t should be noted, however, that there were some few who 
were able to accept, at least p a r t i a l l y , the p o l i t i c a l 
views of Machiavelli. Raab mentions two I t a l i a n a t e Eng-

20 
lishmen, Richard Morrison and William Thomas, who, from 
t h e i r extant works, appear to have been acquainted with 
Machiavelli's w r i t i n g s and, to a certain extent, favourably 
influenced by them. This i s not to say that e i t h e r Morri
son or Thomas supported a t o t a l l y secular approach to the 
p o l i t i c a l and social a f f a i r s of mankind,. Quite the oppo
s i t e , i n f a c t , was true; however, both* men displayed the 
a b i l i t y to separate the spheres of p o l i t i c s and theology; 
they remained devout Christians, but nevertheless accepted 
the f a c t that the course of p o l i t i c a l events had to be, 
at times, governed by cold human logic as well as Divine 
Providence. 
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So then by the time Elizabeth came to the throne, 
l i t e r a t e Englishmen were coming across Machiavelli's name 
more and more often i n the p o l i t i c a l and r e l i g i o u s docu-

21 
ments of the period. I t i s therefore understandable 
that there should have been a demand f o r his works, f o r 
the educated Elizabethan had an insatiable c u r i o u s l t y 
about a l l things foreign, p a r t i c u l a r l y those of I t a l i a n 
o r i g i n . The next problem, then, i s to determine the extent 
to which the writings of Machiavelli were accessible to 
Englishmen during the reign of Elizabeth. 

To assume that the primary source of knowledge of 
Machiavelli i n the l a s t quarter of the sixteenth century 
was Gentillet's scandalous Oontre-Machiavel would mean 
ignoring the large body of te x t u a l evidence presented 
by Napoleone Orslni and Hardin Craig whose respective 
studies demonstrate conclusively that there were at least 

22 
three separate translations of I I Principe into English, 
and there i s some evidence to suggest that at least one 
of these translations was i n c i r c u l a t i o n i n considerable 

23 
numbers. Although a l l three are dated l a t e r than Gen
t i l l e t ' s work (The e a r l i e s t t r a n s l a t i o n has been tenta-

24 
t i v e l y dated 1585 )* at least two of the extant manuscripts 
have been d e f i n i t e l y shown to have preceded the English 
publication of G e n t i l l e t ' s t r a c t which, although i t was 
translated by Simon Patericke i n 1577, was not act u a l l y 
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25 printed u n t i l 1602. There i s , therefore, every reason 
to believe that.at least as many Elizabethans were reading 
the English t r a n s l a t i o n of I I Principe as were reading 
the Oontre-Machlavel i n Prench. Furthermore, i t Is'.quite 
reasonable to assume that the same Englishmen who had 
access to G e n t i l l e t ' s work i n the years following i t s 
publication i n France, also had access to the French trans
l a t i o n s of I I Principe, the f i r s t of which was published 

26 
i n 1553 (Paris, C. Estienne). 

One must also not disregard the numerous Lati n edi
tions of I I Principe, The f i r s t of these was published 
by Pietro Perna at Basle i n 1570, and i t i s known that 
there were at least f i v e editions of t h i s t r a n s l a t i o n •:' 

27 
(made i n 1560 by Telius Sylvester ) i n c i r c u l a t i o n by 

28 
the turn of the century. 

In addition to the Latin and French tran s l a t i o n s , 
i t may be concluded that there was aidemand.vfor^/bhe'£52$;ab
o r i g i n a l version of Machiavelli's works i n England because 
of the f a c t that John Wolfe, an English p r i n t e r , published 

29 30 
I t a l i a n editions of both I I Principe and I Discorsl 

31 
i n London i n 1584. The f a c t that the destruction of 
Machiavelli's works was decreed by the Council of Trent 

>32 
i n the edict of 1564, makes i t u n l i k e l y that Wolfe had 

33 
a license to publish the Florentine's w r i t i n g s . One 
may speculate, therefore, that the demand f o r Machiavelli's 
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works was so great, that I t was probably worth Wolfe's 
while to take the r i s k of i l l e g a l p ublication. 

I t i s f a i r to assume, then, that a number of Eliza
bethans were avidly seeking out and reading with i n t e r e s t 
the works of Hachiavelli i n the l a t t e r part of the s i x 
teenth century. To determine how they reacted' on the whole, 
however, presents another problem. I t would seem from 
the evidence which Raab and other scholars of the period 
present that, f o r the most part,those Elizabethans who 
were involved i n p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s tended to follow the 
t r a d i t i o n set by Morrison and Thomas e a r l i e r i n the century: 
that i s , without wholly accepting Machiavelli's p o l i t i c a l 
secularism they nevertheless referred to various passages 
of p r a c t i c a l analysis i n Machiavelli's works i n order to 
support t h e i r own theories. They were probably careful 
not to delve too deeply int o the more controversial aspects 
of Machiavellian doctrine, thus preserving t h e i r r e l i g i o u s 
views and beli e f s i n t a c t . 

There?were, however, also a number of Englishmen l i k e 
Richard Hooker who did examine the more far-reaching 
implications of the Florentine's theories, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
his views on the function of r e l i g i o n . These Elizabethans 
c r i t i c s attacked Machiavelli's works along the same li n e s 
as Pole and Ascham, and i t i s certain that such condemna-
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t i o n s , similar to the one cited previously f o r the Treatise 
of Treasons were f a r more vehement and f a r more widely 
publicised than any attempts at his defense. 

F i n a l l y there were those who simply bandied about 
Machiavelli's name as a convenient term of abuse. This 
was i n keeping with the t r a d i t i o n begun by the Sempill 
Ballads cited e a r l i e r . The charge of Machiavellianism 
continued to be made at various times by Catholics and 
Protestants a l i k e to accuse each other i n p o l i t i c o - r e l i 
gious polemic. 

I t i s w i t h i n t h i s context, then, that one may consi
der the influence of Ge n t i l l e t ' s Contre-Machlavel. To 
deny that the t r a c t exerted any influence at a l l upon 
Elizabethan thought during t h i s period would be to deny 
the t r a c t ' s very existence. I t i s important, however, to 
view i t i n the proper perspective, that i s to say, against 
the background of a l l that preceded i t s p ublication. 

G e n t i l l e t dedicated the Contre-Machlavel to Duke 
Francois d'Alencon, the f o u r t h son of Catherine de Medici 
and Henry I I and heir to the throne at the time. Although 
he was not a Huguenot l i k e G e n t i l l e t , the l a t t e r hoped 
that the young Duke, who was an ambitious opponent of his 

34 
mother, would restore France to t r a d i t i o n a l French r u l e . 
France and her people had been ruled by the i r o n f i s t of 
Catherine de Medici who openly espoused the p o l i t i c a l 
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doctrine of absolutism. The French court abounded with 
I t a l i a n courtiers and I t a l i a n i z e d Frenchmen during her 
reign, and many Frenchmen, both Protestant and Catholic, 
believed that t h i s e v i l foreign influence was corrupting 
the government of t h e i r country. Certain p a t r i o t s among 
them, such as G e n t i l l e t , held Machiavelli responsible f o r 
the c i v i l and r e l i g i o u s dissension which was causing the 
rapid d e t e r i o r a t i o n of France. As Friederich Meinecke 
points out i n his study of Machiavellianism: 

I t was only a f t e r the death of Henry I I i n 1559 
that Machiavelli's name and renown had become 
known i n France, and i t was only since then that 
the business of government was carried on here 
'a l ' l t a l i e n n e 1 or 'a l a F l o r e n t i n e 1 . I t was 
notorious that the books of Machiavelli had been 
as frequently i n the hands of the c o u r t i e r s , as 
a breviary i n those of a v i l l a g e p r i e s t . The 
author of the L a t i n t r a n s l a t i o n of G e n t i l l e t ' s 
work, which appeared i n 1577, d i r e c t l y accused 
Queen Catherine of being the devil's chosen 
instrument f o r spreading the poison of Machia
v e l l i i n France.(35) 

I t has been generally assumed that the Contre-Machiavel 
was, i n f a c t , an'̂ 'out burst- triggered by p a r t i c u l a r circum
stance and one current event i n p a r t i c u l a r : the St. Bar
tholomew Massacre of 1572. The wholesale slaughter of 
Huguenots which took place was engineered by Catherine 
de Medici; her exact motives w i l l never be known, but i t 
has been conjectured that r e l i g i o u s fanaticism was not her 
only i n s p i r a t i o n — i n d e e d , . i i t may not even have been the 
p r i n c i p a l one. I t i s f a r more l i k e l y that the Queen 
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viewed the Massacre as an opportunity to dispose of 
Coligny, the leader of the opposition who posed the grea
test threat to her influence over her son, King Charles IX. 

As a r e s u l t of the St. Bartholemew Massacre and the 
continued dissension and bloodshed i n the years that 
followed, Catherine earned herself the reputation of 

being a heartless tyrant of the order of Machiavelli's 
absolute monarch. Melnecke maintains that the Contre-K 
Machiavel represents a d i r e c t attack upon Catherine de 
Medici's brand of tyranny as she had learned i t from her 
I t a l i a n countryman and mentor, Machiavelli. I n the 
following passage Meinecke analyses G e n t i l l e t ' s motivation: 

I t was not merely the pious huguenot i n him that 
took offence; i t was f i r s t and foremost the 
Frenchman i n him, chivalrous i n thought and deed, 
who suddenly realized that his whole world and 
way of l i f e were threatened; that morality, honour, 
the i n t e r e s t s of his class, and a l l peaceful 
and secure enjoyment of the old r i g h t s and p r i v i 
leges were no longer safe, i f the State was to 
be ruled only by the d i a b o l i c a l l y cold calculation 

princely advantage. (36) 
:T±~&£a&t:=iwas»; G e n t i l l e t ' s sense of morality which was 

offended by Machiavellian dontrine, then i t i s understandable 
that he should launch his attack from an e t h i c a l standpoint. 
This, however, indicates a basic refusal to accept Machia
v e l l i 's p r i n c i p a l assumption which separates the sphere 
of p o l i t i c s from a l l standards of morality and r e l i g i o n . 
Since G e n t i l l e t refuses to accept t h i s claim, or chooses 
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to ignore i t , his arguments are aften founded on funda
mentally d i f f e r e n t premises. He persists throughout i n 
applying the c r i t e r i a of Christian ethics to the power 
relationships which Machiavelli sets f o r t h i n I I Principe 
and I Discorsi; he often removes these power relationships 
from t h e i r natural realm of p o l i t i c s and gives them a 
general sense which Machiavelli did not intend them to 

37 
possess. 

Meinecke also points out that G e n t i l l e t ' s polemic 
i s rather badly w r i t t e n . The phraseology i s often clumsy 
and the s i g n i f i c a n t arguments become buried under an over
whelming amount of supporting material drawn from c l a s s i c a l 
and contemporary sources. Englishmen who read G e n t i l l e t ' s 
t r a c t i n the o r i g i n a l or i n t r a n s l a t i o n , therefore, might 
have been most Impressed by the maxims which head each 
chapter and are printed i n the form of a table at the end 
of the work, ^here are f i f t y maxims altogether, divided 
i n t o three sections: *0f Counsell; Of Religion; Of P o l i c i e ' . 
G e n t i l l e t claims to have taken these maxims from Machiavelli' 
two main works; however, since the aphorisms have been 
s k i l f u l l y l i f t e d from t h e i r o r i g i n a l context and are often 
misinterpreted by G e n t i l l e t , they hardly present a f a i r 

38 
p i c t u r e . Thus Ge n t i l l e t ' s systematic refutations of 
each of these maxims are frequently based on misconceptions. 
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Thls method of attack, however, does succeed i n one 
important respect: S e n t i l l e t manages to focus a t t e n t i o n 
on the most controversial aspects of Machiavellian doer 
t r i n e , and when the maxims are presented s t a r k l y i n the 
form of a l i s t , they appear s t a r k l y h e r e t i c a l and immoral 
i n the l i g h t of contemporary thought. Following i s a 
l i s t of those maximsjwhich characterise the Machiavellian 
v i l l a i n of the Elizabethan drama: 

I 
1. A Prince's good.Oounsell ought to proceed 

from his owne wise&ome, otherwise, he cannot 
be well counselled. 

I I 
...1. A Prince above a l l things ought to wish 
and desire to be esteemed Devout, although hee 
be not so indeed. 

2. A Prince ought to sustalne and confirme 
that which i s false i n Religion, i f so be i t 
turne to the favour thereof. 

I l l 
4. A Prince i n a country newly conquered, 

must subvert & destroy a l l such as suffer great • 
losse i n that conquest, and altogether root out 
the blood and race of such as before governed 
there. 

6. I t i s f o l l y to thinke, with Princes and 
great Lords, that new pleasure w i l l cause them 
to forget old offences. 

7. A Prince ought to propound unto himselfe 
to imitate Cesar Borgia, the sonne of Pope Alexan
der the s i x t . 

8. A Prince need not care to be accounted c r u e l l , 
i f so be that he can make himselfe to be obeyed 
thereby. 

9. I t i s better f o r a Prince to be feared 
than loved. 

10. A Prince ought not to t r u s t i n the amitle 
of men. 

12. A Prince ought to follow the nature df +He 
Lyon and of the Foxe, yet not of the one without 
the other. 
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14. A Prince ought to exercise c r u e l t y a l l 
at once; and to do pleasures by l i t t l e & l i t t l e . 
18. A Prince ought not to feare to be periured, 

to deceive and dissemble; f o r the deceiver a l -
waies finds some that are f i t to be deceived. 

20. A Prince, which (as i t were constrained) 
useth Clemencie and L e n l t i e , advanceth his owne 
destruction. 

22. Faith, Clemencie, and L i b e r a l i t l e , are 
vertues very damageable to a Prince: but i t i s 
good, that of them he only have some simil i t u d e 
and llkenesse. 

23* A Prince ought to have a turning winding 
w i t , with a r t and practise made f i t to bee 
c r u e l l & u n f a i t h f u l l , that he may shew himselfe 
such an one when there i s need. 

26. I l l i b e r a l i t i e i s commendable i n a Prince, 
and the reputation of a handycraftsman, i s a 
dishonour without e v i l l w i l l . 

27. A Prince which w i l l make a s t r a i g h t pro
fession of a good man, cannot long continue i n 
the Uworld amongst such an heape of naughtle and 
wicked people. 

31. C i v i l e seditions and dissensions are pro
f i t a b l e , and not to be blamed. 

33. A Prince which feareth his subiects, 
ought to build fortresses i n his country, to 
hold them i n obedience. 

34. A Prince ought to commit to another those 
a f f a i r e s which are subiect to hatred & envy, 
and reserve to himselfe such as depend upon his 
grace and favour. (39) 

In 1577, the year a f t e r i t was w r i t t e n , the Contre-
Machiavel was translated i n t o English by Simon Patericke 
under the t i t l e : A Discourse upon the Means of Well Gover
ning and Maintaining i n Good Peace a Kingdome or Other 
P r i n c i p a l i t y . One may safely assume th a t , since the t r a c t 
was translated almost immediate!ydinto English, there was 
a known audience f o r i t . This assumption would f u r t h e r 
imply that Machiavelli was already well-known i n England, 
even i f only p r i m a r i l y by reputation. One i s therefore 
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incllned to agree with Raab's conclusion that both i n 
England and i n Europe G e n t i l l e t continued a t r a d i t i o n ; 

40 
he did not s t a r t one. 

I t has been suggested that one d i r e c t outgrowth of 
the influence of the Contre-Machiavel was a poem by 

41 
Gabriel Harvey e n t i t l e d Epigramma i n Efflgiem Machlavelll. 
I t appeared i n a Latin work by Harvey w r i t t e n i n 1578, 
the year a f t e r Patericke's t r a n s l a t i o n . C. V. Boyer sum
marises the substance of the poem, i n which Machiavelli 
himself i s supposedly speaking, as follows: 

Let no one think to govern who does not know 
my rules, nor think he has gained wisdom who 
does not know them w e l l . My t a l k i s only of 
kingdoms and sceptres, of camps and wars. 13. 
my hand I bear a sword and my tongue i s sprinkled 
with a thousand poisons. My motto i s and always 
has been: "Ambition; eit h e r Caesar or nothing." 
Milflr i s food f o r babes, I feed on blood. Blood 
i s nothing, torture i s nothing: l e t lowly minds 
perish. I alone have wisdom, I l i v e , and t r i 
umph by myself. Fraud i s my greatest v i r t u e ; 
the next i s force. I know no other gods.(42) 

Boyer points out that one i n t e r e s t i n g aspect of t h i s 
poem i s that Machiavelli i s summoned f o r t h i n person to 
speak the words; Boyer suggests that i t i s quite possible 
that Marlowe had Harvefy's poem i n mind when he decided 
to make the s p i r i t of Machiavelli introduce Barabas i n 
the Prologue of The Jew of Malta. Boyer's contention 
may very l i k e l y be true; however, a f a c t of f a r greater 
significance i s to be learnt from a l e t t e r w r i t t e n by 
Harvey i n 1579 to the e f f e c t that the works of Machiavelli 



-18-

had become remarkably popular at Cambridge during t h i s 
period: 

And I warrant you sum good fellowes amonst us 
begin nowe to be p r e t t e l y well acquayntid with 
a certayne parlous booke c a l l i d , as I remember 
me, I I Principe d i Niccolo Machiavelli, and I 
can peradventure name you an odd crewe or tooe 
that ar as cunninge i n his Discorsl sopra l a 
prima deca d i L i v l o , i n his H i s t o r i a Florentine 
and i n his Dialogues d e l l a Arte d e l l a Guerra 
tooe, and i n certayne galland Turk1she Sis-
courses tooe, as University men were wont to 
be i n t h e i r parva Logicolia and Magna Moralia 
and Physicalia of both sortes: 'verbum i n t e l l i 
gent! satt*(43) 

I t i s worth noting that Greene was studying at Cam
bridge i n the year the l e t t e r was w r i t t e n , and that Mar-

44 
lowe went up i n the following year. I t hardly seems 
possible that Machiavelli 1s works could have become so 
popular at the University simply as a r e s u l t of G e n t i l l e t 
attack; i t should be noted that the time lag between 
Patericke's t r a n s l a t i o n of the Contre-Machiavel ( c i r c u -

45 
l a t i n g i n manuscript but not published u n t i l 1602 ) and 
Harvey's l e t t e r i s a mere two years, perhaps hardly long 
enough f o r a popular following to develop. I t would seem 
f a r more l i k e l y that Machiavelli's sudden popularity 
among the students at Cambridge was the culmination of a 
wide v a r i e t y of influences. Certainly G e n t i l l e t ' s polemi 
would have been I n f l u e n t i a l , but surely only as a secon
dary or corroborative source; f o r i t has been shown that 
Machiavelli's s i n i s t e r reputation was established and 
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available f o r popularization i n England as early as 1572. 
When considering the factors which contributed to 

the development of the Stage Machiavel, then, one i s 
inclined to agree with I r v i n g Ribner's summary of the 
argument: 

We can only conclude that the Contre-Machiave1 
was merely one of the many church attacks upon 
Machiavelli which helped fos t e r an already exis
tent misconception. That i t was about the most 
important of these attacks i s possible, but i t s 
Influence i n the creation of the "Machiavel" 
could not have been as great as that which scho
la r s have a t t r i b u t e d to i t . Marlowe's Barrabas 
and Kyd's Lorenzo probably would have been cre
ated whether or not G e n t i l l e t had ever written.(46) 

Part I I - The I t a l i a n Influence and the Vocabulary of 
English Machiavellianism 

Along with the growth of English Machiavellianism 
i n the second h a l f of the sixteenth century, there deve
loped a stereotyped view of I t a l y , the I t a l i a n s and the 
'Italianate Englishman'. In the early decades of the cen
tury I t a l y and her cultured society were revered by Tudor 
Englishmen; however, by the time Elizabeth came to the 
throne the common opinion of I t a l y had changed markedly. 
Although Englishmen tra v e l l e d to I t a l y I n ever-increasing 
numbers, the manners and customs which these t r a v e l l e r s 
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brought back with them began to be regarded with scepti
cism and eventually scorn. Certainly the growing f e e l i n g 
of national pride led many Englishmen to suspect any 
foreign influence; but perhaps the most powerful force 
responsible f o r the rap i d l y spreading a n t i - I t a l i a n s e n t i 
ment during the f i r s t decades of Elizabeth's reign was 

47 
Puritanism. I t was the Puritans who raised the cry 
against the rampant vice which they claimed overflowed 
the boundaries of I t a l y . They were joined i n t h e i r attack 
by other moralists and by write r s of eminently saleable 

48 
sensational accounts of I t a l i a n vice l i k e Nashe, who 
denounced I t a l y as the homeland of atheism and Catholicism. 

The splendour of the Renaissance which had once 
flourished i n I t a l y had indeed begun to degenerate a f t e r 
years of war and p i l l a g e . The I t a l i a n people too had 
been affected by the p o l i t i c a l servitude i n which they 
were forced to l i v e : the s p i r i t u a l ideal of l i b e r t y had 
a l l but vanished along with other Renaissance v i r t u e s 
once held i n such high esteem. In his book The I t a l i a n 
Renaissance i n England Lewis Einstein writes: 

Foreign observers likewise commented on the 
degeneracy of I t a l y ; some said that the long 
years of wsexvlctude had subdued the minds of 
I t a l i a n s , who were ready to endure a l l kinds 
of i n d i g n i t i e s . Edwin Sandys thought t h e i r 
national f a u l t s to be sensuality, malice and 
deceit. I n spite of his having met good men 
i n I t a l y , he wrote, nevertheless, that "the 
whole country i s stongly overflown with wicked
ness .." There can be l i t t l e cause f o r surprise 
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that moralists, when they saw the best youth 
of England returning from I t a l i a n t r a v e l , aping 
ridiculous customs and fashions and outwardly 
advocating immorality and atheism, should have 
preached against the foreign influence. "Our 
country men usually bring three things with them 
out of I t a l y , a naughty conscience, an-.empty 
purse and a weak stomach."(50) 

I t was,tin f a c t , mostly English youth who t r a v e l l e d 
to I t a l y during t h i s period. The ostensible purpose of 
t h e i r journey, which often included a stay of several 
months or even several years, was to expand t h e i r i n t e l l e c 
t u a l and worldly horizons. At leisure and with abundant 
funds at t h e i r disposal, however, they soon found that 
a l l the pleasures which I t a l y had to o f f e r were available 

51 
to them. When they returned to England, they continued 

52 
to imitate I t a l i a n ways. Roger Ascham i n his book 
The Schoolmaster, published i n 1564, labelled such persons 

53 
' I t a l i a n a t e Englishmen'; he explains what he means by 
the term i n the following passage: 

I f some yet do not w e l l vnderstand, what i s an 
English man I t a l i a n a t e d , I w i l l p l a i n l i e t e l l 
him. He that by l i u i n g , and t r a u e l i n g i n I t a l i e 
bringeth home in t o England out of I t a l i e , the 
Religion, the learning, the p o l i c i e , the experi
ence, the maners of I t a l i e . That i s to say, 
f o r Religion, Papistrie or worse: f o r learnyng, 
lesse commonly than they carled out with them: 
for p o l l l c i e , a factious h a r t , a discoursing 
head, a mynde to medle i n a l l mens matters: 
f o r experience, plentie of new mischieues never 
knowne i n England before: f o r maners, v a r i e t i e 
of v a n i t i e s , and chaunge of f i l t h i e l y u i n g . 
These be the inchantements of Circes, brought 
out of I t a l i e , to marre mens maners i n England.. 
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I t was Ascham too, i t seems, who imported i n t o Eng
land the proverbial I t a l i a n comment on the I t a l i a n a t e 
Englishman and so summarized what became a common opinion: 
'Inglese i t a l i a n a t o e diabolo incarnato 1; he interpreted 
i t as meaning 'you remaine men i n shape and facion, but 

55 
becum deuils i n l i f e and condition*. 

The term ' I t a l i a n a t e 1 continued to be used i n Eliza
bethan England f o r a short time a f t e r Ascham introduced 
i t . I t referred p r i m a r i l y to those Individuals who, as 
a r e s u l t of having spent a length of time i n I t l a y , were 
thought to be morally corrupt; or, i f the term was used 
i n a r e l i g i o u s context, i t referred to those who espoused 
C a t h o l i c i s m or worse—atheism. Gradually, however, the 
term f e l l i n t o disuse and was replaced by the adjective 

56 
'Machiavellian', f o r as well as bearing the implication 
of immorality and atheism, Machiavelli's name carried with 
i t the import of those t r u l y criminal and horrendous acts 
which were associated with the I t a l i a n s . The following 
passage from The Schoolmaster c l e a r l y indicates the subse
quent l i n k i n g of Machiavelli's name with those insidious 
influences which were thought to emanate from I t a l y . 
Referring to the I t a l i a n a t e Englishman, Ascham writes: 

And :they ft doo reade Pigius (the anti-Protestant) 
& Machiavell, with i n d i f f e r e n t iudgment the two 
Patriarches of thies two plages, do kno(w) f u l l 
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w e l l , y t I say trewe...But wher a Monster i s made 
of c r a f t , & Grueltie, y t i s to say, wher the d i s 
coursing head of a Machiavell, doth meet with 
the bloody hart of a N. y t , what mischef so ever 
c r a f t can invent, Orueltie w i l l l u s t e l i e execute 
i t , what h o r r i b l e danger may ther f a l l , wisdom 
shold, not only forsee i t , & know i t , but -
a u t h ( o r i t i e ) also shuld see to i t & remedye i t . ( 5 7 ) 

1 somewhat l a t e r example of the r e l a t i o n between the 
I t a l i a n influence and Machiavellianism can be found i n the 
works of Bishop H a l l . Writing i n 1616 he poses the following 
r h e t o r i c a l question: 

What mischief have we amongst us that we have 
not borrowed...Where learned we that d e v i l i s h 
a r t and practice of duel, wherein men seek honour 
i n blood, and are taught the ambition of being 
glorious butchers of men...Where the a r t of d i s 
honesty i n p r a c t i c a l Machiavelism, i n false 
equivocation...with too many other e v i l s where
with foreign conversation hath endangered the 
in f e c t i o n of peace?(58) 

Certainly Marlowe's drama, The Jew of Malta, was another 
important f a c t o r ' i n perpetuating the connection, Barabas 
i s introduced to the audience by the ghost of Machiavelli 
i n the Prologue, and then i n the second act Barabas explains 
to the spectators that he learned the a r t of cunning 
deception i n Florence. 

59 
From the 1590's onwards, then, the term 'Machiavellian' 

was substituted f o r the adjective 1 I t a l i a n a t e ' , and many 
dramatists, following Marlowe's lead, produced plays with 
a Machiavellian v i l l a i n as the protagonist. I n most i n -
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stauces the set t i n g f o r the action i s I t a l y as w i l l be 
seen i n a l a t e r chapter. At t h i s point i n the discussion, 
however, we should examine the specific contemporary con
dit i o n s which influenced the Elizabethan dramatists i n 
t h e i r creation of the character of the Stage Machiavel 
and the natural setting i n which he flourished. 

I t has already been established that the Elizabethans 
i n general viewed I t a l y as the focal point of vice and 
-godlessness i n Western Europe. English t r a v e l l e r s about 
to set o f f on a journey across the Alps were admonished 
accordingly; i n addition, they were warned about the physi
cal dangers which they risked encountering: 

0 I t a l y academy of manslaughter, the sporting 
place of murder, the apothecary shop of a l l 
nations! How many kinds of weapons has thou 
invented f o r malice!(60) 

Englishmen were inclined to believe that crimes of murder 
were common, d a i l y occurrences i n I t a l y , and to a cert a i n 
degree there was t r u t h i n such a b e l i e f . The custom of 
revenging a personal i n j u r y or a f f r o n t was an accepted 
practice, and murder was the accepted means of claiming 

61 
r e s t i t u t i o n . I t a l i a n s considered adultery to be one 
of the most serious offenses demanding revenge. Fynes 
Moryson, an Englishman who spent six years i n Europe and 

62 
I t a l y i n the 1590*s, recorded i n 1617: 
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Adulterles (as a l l furyes of Jelousy, or slgnes 
of making loue, to wiues, daughters and s i s t e r s ) 
are commonly prosecuted by prluate reuenge, and 
by murther, and the Princes Judges, measuring 
t h e i r l u s t reuenge by t h e i r owne passions proper 
to that nation, make no great inquiry a f t e r such 
murthers besides that the reuenging party i s wise 
inough to doe them secretly, or at least i n 
disguised habbits.(63) 

The I t a l i a n s were p a r t i c u l a r l y noted f o r the way i n 
which they committed e v i l deeds i n 'secrecy or disguised 
babbits', and t h i s characteristic a b i l i t y became part of 
the stock-in-trade of the Stage Machiavel, as w i l l be 
seen i n subsequent chapters. The personal pride of the 
I t a l i a n s was known to be so great that revenge was often 
sought f o r the most . t r i v i a l personal offense. Englishmen 
heard tales of vendettas long and painstakingly pursued.'. 
i n I t a l y . Thomas Aiashe noted i n 1592, "The I t a l i a n s a i t h , 
a man must not take knowledge of i n i u r i e t i l l he be able 

64 
to reuenge i t . " This aspect of the revenge code also 
became associated with the Machiavellian v i l l a i n of the 
Elizabethan drama; thus, one encounters such tortured £ 
stage figures as Vindice and Plero who have carried ven
geance i n t h e i r hearts f o r years while awaiting the per
fect opportunity f o r claiming r e s t i t u t i o n from t h e i r enemies. 

In other works, where the Machiavellian protagonists 
are inspired by ambition or l u s t as opposed to revenge, 
the v i l l a i n s often choose not to t r u s t to chance, but 
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instead set out to create the ideal circumstances f o r t h e i r 
crimes. In a l l cases the s t r i n g of stage v i l l a i n s who 
followed Barabas were famous f o r t h e i r ' I t a l i a n a t e 1 , or, 
as they came to be called, 'Machiavellian' methods of mur
der, which were often so grotesquely complicated that the 
results might well be described as a r t i s t i c creations. 
The idea of ' a r t i s t r y i n crime' w i l l be explored i n greater 
d e t a i l i n a subsequent chapter. 
- There i s another aspect of the I t a l i a n mode of murder, 
however, which deserves some comment at t h i s stage. One 
must consider the instrument of death usually preferred 
by the I t a l i a n murderer above a l l others—poison. Since t'y.--
the perpetrator of a crime sought secrecy at a l l costs i n 
order to avoid prosecution, poison proved to be the per
fec t agent, f o r i t was at once s i l e n t and sure; furthermore, 
i t was a weapon which could be wielded from a distance to 
eliminate the r i s k of Immediate apprehension at the scene 
of the crime. Another advantage of murder by poisoning 
was that i t was usually d i f f i c u l t to detect the specific 
cause of death. Nashe wrote i n 1592 of ce r t a i n poisons 
from I t a l y which made i t possible f o r the unlucky v i c t i m 
to be done away with " i n the nature of that disease he i s 
most subiect to whether i n the:;&paiceo®f ya yeare, a moneth, 
half e , a yeare, or what t r a c t of time you w i l l , more or 
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lesse." 

The matter of timing was also an important fa c t o r 
i n regard to concealment, and Fynes Moryson commented on 
the fa c t that the I t a l i a n s were especially knowledgeable 
i n t h i s respect, reducing the process of successful poi
soning to a s c i e n t i f i c a r t : 

The Italyans aboue a l l other nations, most 
practise reuenge by treasons, and espe c t i a l l y 
are s k i l l f u l i n making and gluing poysons... 
In oufr tyme, i t seemes the Art of Foysoning i s 
reputed i n I t a l y worthy of Princes practise. 
For I could name a Prince among them, who hauing 
composed an exquisite poyson and counterpoyson, 
made proofe of them both upon condemned men 
gluing the poyson to a l l , and the Counter poy
son, only to some condemned f o r lesser Crymes, 
t i l l he had found out the working of both to a 
minute of tyme, upon divers complections and 
ages of men.(66) 

There i s much evidence to suggest that the Elizabethans 
generally thought the a r t of poisoning a s p e c i f i c a l l y 2 
I t a l i a n practice. In 1614 Thomas Adams wrote, " I f we 
should gather 'Sinnes' to t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r Centers, we 

67 
would appoint...Poysoning to I t a l i c " English v i s i t o r s 
to I t a l y were repeatedly warned of the danger of acciden
t a l or i n t e n t i o n a l poisoning. As early as 1572 George 
Gascoigne admonished a fr i e n d about to t r a v e l to I t a l y 
to beware of the "three P's", the f i r s t of which stands 
f o r poison: 
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Beware therefore where ever t h a t thou go, 
I t may f a l l out t h a t thou s h a l t e he e n t i s t e 
To suppe sometimes with a 'Magnlfico', 
And have a * F i c o ' fbysted i n thy d i s h e , 
Bycause thou shouldest d i g e s t e thy meate the 

b e t t e r : 
Beware t h e r e f o r e , and r a t h e r feede on f i s h e , 
Than l e a m e to s p e l l fyne f l e s h e with such a 

L e t t e r . 
Some may present thee with a pounde or twaine 
Of Spanishe soape to washe thy lynnen white: 
Beware t h e r e f o r e , and thynke i t were s m a l l gayne, 
To save thy s h i r t e , and c a s t thy skinne o f f quite 
Some cunning man maye teache thee f o r to ryde, 
ind s t u f f e thy saddle a l l with Spanishe wooil, 
Or i n thy s t i r r o p s have a toye so tyde, 
i s both thy legges may s w e l l thy buskins f u l l : 
Beware t h e r f o r e , and beare a noble porte, 
Drynke not f o r t h y r s t e before an other t a s t e : 
L e t none oulandishe Taylour take d l s p o r t e 
To s t u f f e thy doublet f u l l of such Bumbaste, 
As i t may c a s t thee i n unkindely sweate, 
And cause thy h a i r e per companie to glyde, 
Staungers are fyne i n many a propre feate:(68) 

Although the means of a d m i n i s t e r i n g poison, which Gascoigne 

d e s c r i b e s i n the above passage may seem r a t h e r i n c r e d i b l e 

to us, i t seems c l e a r t h at the E l i z a b e t h a n s a l t o g e t h e r 

believed i n the f a t a l e f f e c t i v e n e s s of such unusual methods 

Bowers p o i n t s out t h a t o f f i c i a l E l i z a b e t h a n law a c t u a l l y 

made mention of the v a r i o u s means of inducing death by 

poison: 

'gusto' by t a s t e , t h a t i s by e a t i n g , or d r i n k i n g , 
being infused i n t o h i s meat or d r i n k : ' a a h e l l t u , 

J by taking i n of breath, as by a poysonous perfume 
i n a chamber, or other room: 'contactu', by 
touching: and l a s t l y 'suppostu', as by a g l y s t e r 
or the l i k e . ( 6 9 ) 
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I t i s g e n e r a l l y held that the E l i z a b e t h a n s had l i t t l e 

d i r e c t contact with poisons, hut rumours and t a l e s from 

a b r o a d — e s p e c i a l l y from I t a l y — w h i c h recounted numerous 

i n c i d e n t s of poisoning, r e c e i v e d a wide c i r c u l a t i o n i n 

England. As a r e s u l t , Englishmen developed an uncommonly 

deep-rooted f e a r of poison as an agent of death. I t was 

l e f t to the pamphleteer to express the unique q u a l i t y of 

t h i s f a s c i n a t i n g but t e r r i f y i n g form of murder. The f o l 

lowing passage provides us w i t h an e x c e l l e n t view of E l i z a 

bethan f e e l i n g toward t h i s . s t r a n g e I t a l i a n a r t : 

Though there be s o r t s of 'Murther' with t h e i r 
s e v e r a l degrees, as open, or s e c r e t , acted vpon 
a f r i e n d , a s t r a n g e r , or one s e l f e , y e t i n my 
opinion, I know not any of them which contalnes 
so much v i l l a n y , n e i t h e r i n c l u d i n g so many deepe 
circumstances i n them, as that of poysoning... 
I t i s an Act done by D e l i b e r a t i o n , or Meditation 
no wales c a r r i e d and h u r r i e d by the v i o l e n c e 
e i t h e r of w i l l or of pa s s i o n , but done vpon a 
doidsiblood, rand notsseldome v-pdn^f ixed. : r e s o l u 
t i o n s . Modus p o s t e r i o r , Celando, obtegendo, 
but a s e c r e t i n t e n t to hide and conceale i t from 
God i f i t were p o s s i b l e , so i t i s given to the 
P a t i e n t vnder the shadow of some Physick, or 
other medicine, coloured with an outward shew 
of an honest i n t e n t , and as f a r as they can 
from the Publick Magistrate; or e l s e to make 
a d i s t a n c e of time, e i t h e r to excuse them s e l u e s 
or f l y e away from hands of I u s t i c e : ( 7 0 ) 

That t h i s dreaded instrument of death should be in e x 

t r i c a b l y l i n k e d with M a c h i a v e l l i and E n g l i s h M a c h i a v e l l i - i 

anism i s not wholly s u r p r i s i n g , d e s p i t e the f a c t t h a t 

a t no point i n h i s works on s t a t e c r a f t does M a c h i a v e l l i 
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ever recommend $he use of poison. E l i z a b e t h a n s automati

c a l l y tended to a s s o c i a t e M a c h i a v e l l i w i t h the sum of e v i l 

p r a c t i c e s which emanated from I t a l y , and c e r t a i n l y the 

E l i z a b e t h a n ? d r a m a t i s t s , beginning with Marlowe, played a 

major r o l e i n encouraging t h i s view. 

I t should be noted that M a c h i a v e l l i 'si? name was a l s o 

l i n k e d with the t a i n t e d name of the B o rgias. I t was c e r 

t a i n l y an understandable a s s o c i a t i o n s i n c e M a c h i a v e l l i 
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takes Cesare Borgia as h i s model i n I I P r i n c i p e . G u i c c i a r -

dini,too,devoted a l a r g e p o r t i o n of h i s L a H l s t o r l a d i 

I t a l i a to the e x p l o i t s of t h i s famous I t a l i a n whose f a t h e r , 

Rodrigo Borgia became Pope Alexander V I . What i s i n t e r e s 

t i n g to remark, however, i s t h a t Geoffrey Fenton's t r a n s 

l a t i o n of G u i c c i a r d i n i ' s H i s t o r l e (1579) tended to i n t e r 

p r e t Cesare Borgia's campaigns and conquests i n a most 

s i n i s t e r l i g h t . Penton a t t r i b u t e d to the Duke of Valen

t i n o , as Cesare was known, the a b i l i t y to p r a c t i s e 'subtle 

d e c e i t 1 , u s i n g t h i s a d j e c t i v e ' subtle' i n i t s most deroga

t o r y sense. 

I n her a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d "The s u b t l e t y of the I t a l i a n s " 

Jeannette F e l l h e i m e r points out that Penton was not the 

only c r i t i c who emphasized t h i s aspect of Cesare Borgia's 

c h a r a c t e r : 
Apart from Penton's t r a n s l a t i o n , two other 

E n g l i s h Works, C i v i l C onsiderations by Remlgio 
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Nannini, and Aphorismes C i v i l l and M i l l t a l r i e 
by Robert D a l l i n g t o n , both of which drew upon 
G u l c c i a r d i n i , helped i n d i s s e m i n a t i n g t h i s con
cept of the Borgia's p o l i t i c a l cunning. Hannini 
observed t h a t Valentino was 'very s u b t i l e i n 
a l l h i s doings'; D a l l i n g t o n t h a t he followed 
'his f a t h e r s p r i n c i p l e s of c r a f t and s u b t i l t i e ' . ( 7 2 ) 

According to P e l l h e l m e r / ' s h a r p n e s s of w i t ' was b e l i e v e d to 

be a b a s i c i n g r e d i e n t of the I t a l i a n nature; e v e n t u a l l y 

t h i s k i nd of mental acuteness p e c u l i a r to I t a l i a n s gene

r a l l y came to be regarded with s c e p t i c i s m by Englishmen 

who f e l t t h a t i t i n d i c a t e d a shrewd or s l y nature. A f t e r 

providing a short d e r i v a t i o n a l h i s t o r y of the E n g l i s h words 

' s u b t l e t y ' and ' s u b t l e 1 , whose I t a l i a n counterparts are 

' s o t t i g l i e z z a ' and ' s o t t i l e ' , P ellheimer a r r i v e s a t the 

f o l l o w i n g c o n c l u s i o n : 

Noun and a d j e c t i v e ar.ei-tKent.foundrwlth.J.v;arious 
meanings good and bad, but with r e f e r e n c e to 
the I t a l i a n s both came to be used almost ex
c l u s i v e l y with the s i n i s t e r connotation of i n 
s i d i o u s cunning used to compass a dishonest 
end. This s i n i s t e r connotation would, moreover 
c a l l to mind the image of the serpent ' s o t y l l e r 
then a l l the besistes of the f e l d e ' , and as the 
serpent had seduced Eve by means of h i s s u b t l e t y 
so would the w i l y I t a l i a n seek to beguile the 
innocent Englishman. (73) 

F u r t h e r evidence to t h i s e f f e c t can be found i n a 

pamphlet e n t i t l e d The S u b t l e t y of the I t a l i a n s w r i t t e n 

i n 1591; the author of t h i s work, who may p o s s i b l y have 

been a Frenchman, s e t s out to t r a c e t h i s I t a l i a n t r a i t 
74 

of d e c e i t f u l n e s s back to i t s o r i g i n i n Roman times. 
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He a l s o explores i n d e t a i l the cunning of the I t a l i a n s 

i n dominating the people of other c o u n t r i e s and d r i v i n g 

the f o r e i g n s t a t e i n t o u t t e r r u i n . I n t h i s connection 

the author c i t e s as an example the s i t u a t i o n i n France 

under the r u l e of Catherine de Medici. Lewis E i n s t e i n 

paraphrases t h i s p o r t i o n of the t r a c t as f o l l o w s : 

I n t h i s manner, Catherine de 1 medici, with 
her c o u n c i l of I t a l i a n s , had disposed of a l l 
the a f f a i r s of France. L i k e bloodsuckers, 
they sucked the blood of the poor people as 
dry as i f i t had been crushed i n a wine p r e s s , 
f i l l i n g t h e i r own purses i n the meantime, while 
they managed to throw the blame on other people' 
shoulders. I f any one should ask what had be
come of a l l the money l e v i e d i n France, he had 
only to go to Florence and see i t s sumptuous 
bu i l d i n g s and "the wondrous wealth wherein many 
F l o r e n t i n e s swim, which came l i k e poor snakes 
i n t o France."(75) 

Here again, then, one f i n d s the nature of the I t a l i a n com

pared with t h a t of a snake, an understandably apt s i m i l e 

when considered from the point of view of the snake's s l y 

method of a t t a c k , not to mention i t s poisonous p r o p e r t i e s . 

The f a c t that F l o r e n t i n e s i n p a r t i c u l a r were s i n g l e d 

out as p o s s e s s i n g t h i s q u a l i t y of subtle d e c e i t was pro

bably a d i r e c t r e f l e c t i o n upon M a c h i a v e l l i . I n what E l i z a 

bethans may quite l i k e l y have construed as an i n a d v e r t e n t 

c o n f e s s i o n of g u i l t , M a c h i a v e l l i h i m s e l f comments upon 

the ' s o t t i g l i e z z a d'ingegno' of the F l o r e n t i n e s i n h i s 

H i s t o r l e F l o r e n t i n e s ( 1 5 3 2 ) : M a c h i a v e l l i 1 s contemporaries, 
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G u i c c i a r d i n l and Botero among them, confirmed t h i s view 
76 

of the 'subtle' F l o r e n t i n e i n t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e works. 

The image of the f a l s e I t a l i a n became a well-known 

legend i n E l i z a b e t h a n England. Englishmen who t r a v e l l e d 

abroad brought back t a l e s of how the n a t i v e s of I t a l y 

would, without compunction, cheat and deceive g u i l e l e s s 

f o r e i g n e r s . A t y p i c a l example of such r e p o r t s i s one 

found i n the d i a r y of Richard Smith, se r v a n t to S i r 

Edward Unton, who t r a v e l l e d abroad w i t h h i s master i n 

1563: " I n t h i s contry of lombardie i s I n d i f f e r e n t good 

v i t a i l l e f o r t r a v a i l e r s the people notwithstanding very 

s u b t i l l and c r a f t i e gyven as the r e s t of I t a l i a n s to 
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deceive s t r a n g e r s " . For the most p a r t , E n g l i s h t r a v e l l e r s 

i n I t a l y were r e p e l l e d by the d u p l i c i t y of the w i l y I t a l i a n , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y because the Englishman considered h i m s e l f to 

be of a s i n g u l a r l y frank and honest n a t u r e . 

This c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of s u b t l e d e c e i t p e c u l i a r to 

I t a l i a n s , which the E n g l i s h t r a v e l l e r found so o f f e n s i v e , 

n e v e r t h e l e s s f a s c i n a t e d many E l i z a b e t h a n d r a m a t i s t s who 

succeeded i n transforming the I t a l i a n ' s t a l e n t f o r d u p l i 

c i t y i n t o the dramatic a r t of dissem b l i n g . The f o l l o w i n g 

observation by Fynes Moryson captures the essence of t h i s 

I t a l i a n t r a i t as i t was adapted by the E l i z a b e t h a n play 

wrights i n the c h a r a c t e r of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n : 
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The I t a l y a n s i n a l l t h e i r Councells are c l o s e , 
s e c r e t t , c r a f t y , and the g r e a t e s t dissemblers 
i n the world...the I t a l y a n s being by nature .?' 
f a l s e dissemblers i n t h e i r owne a c t i o n s , are 
a l s o most d i s t r u s t f u l ! of o t h e r s , with whome 
they deale or converse, t h i n c k i n g t h a t no man 
i s as f o o l i s h to deale p l a y n l y , and to meane 
as he speakes.(78) 

Widespread r e p o r t s such as Moryson's and Smith's g e n e r a l l y 

l e d E l i z a b e t h a n audiences to expect t h a t any play with 

an I t a l i a n s e t t i n g would quite l i k e l y i nclude i n the c a s t 

of c h a r a c t e r s a t l e a s t one M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n adept 

i n the a r t of dissembling or pretending to be something 

he was not. The outstanding stage f i g u r e i n t h i s regard 

i s , of course, Shakespeare's Alago who makes c l e a r h i s 

p o s i t i o n a t the outset of the play with the statement: 
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"if-am not what I am. 

At t h i s point i n the d i s c u s s i o n i t i s n e c e s s a r y to 

consider one l a s t s e t of terms which became a s s o c i a t e d 

with the development of E n g l i s h M a c h i a v e l l i a n i s m . I t 

should be noted that i n the same way as the words ' s u b t l e t y ' 

and 'subtle' <jame.dt6;?describe the deceptive machinations 

of the Stage Machiavel, the terms ' p o l i c y ' and ' p o l i t i c ' 

were e v e n t u a l l y used to denote the e n t i r e scope of the 

Machiavel's c r a f t i n e s s i n a c h i e v i n g h i s wicked ends. 

The word ' p o l i c y ' i n p a r t i c u l a r was often spoken i n 

the same breath as the name of the. famous F l o r e n t i n e . 
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Evidence to t h i s e f f e c t can be found i n a l e t t e r w r i t t e n 

by G a b r i e l Harvey i n 1573. Harvey had not yet read Machia

v e l l i but had obviously heard of him and was no doubt eager 

to gain a f i r s t h a n d knowledge of h i s t h e o r i e s . He t h e r e 

fore wrote as fo l l o w s to a Gambridge acquaintance: 

M. Remington, you remember I was i n hand with 
you not long agoe f o r your M a c h i a v e l l , the 
greate founder and master of p o l l i c l e s . I F r i e 
you send me him now b i t h i s s c h o l l a r , and I w i l 
d i s p a t c h him home againe, God w i l l i n g , ere i t 
be long as P o l i t i q u e I hope as I s h a l f i n d him. 
For I purpose to peruse him only, not to misuse 
him: and s u p e r f i c i a l l y to s u r v e i e h i s f o r r e s t s 
of p o l l i c i e , not g u i l e f u l l y to conveie awaie 
h i s i n t e r e s t i n them. Although I feare me i t 
had neede be a high point of p o l l i c i e , t h a t 
should rob Master Machiavel of h i s p o l l i c i e , 
e s p e c i a l l y i f the s u r v e i e r be h i m s e l f an s t r a u n -
ger i n the I t a l i a n t e r r i t o r i e s . . . ( 8 0 ) 

I t i s c l e a r from t h i s passage t h a t M a c h i a v e l l i 1 s reputa

t i o n as 'the great founder and master of p o l l i c l e s ' had 

preceded him into c e r t a i n q u a r t e r s , and i t may be c o n j e c 

tured t h a t such a r e p u t a t i o n played a fundamental r o l e 

i n the d i f f u s i o n of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n legend throughout 
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England during t h i s period. 

••v Praz confirms t h i s view i n regard to the E l i z a b e t h a n 

usage of the word ' p o l i t i c ' : 
To l i n k ' p o l i t i c ' , i n the s i n i s t e r sense, with 
M a c h i a v e l l i , was customary by the end of the 
s i x t e e n t h century. I n Lodge's Reply to Stephen 
Gosson's Schoole of Abuse (1580) we read, f o r 
i n s t a n c e : " I f e a r e me you w i l l be ' p o l i t i c k ' 
wyth Machavel. M(82) 
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I n t h i s i n s t a n c e the a d j e c t i v e ' p o l i t i c k ' i s c l e a r l y made 

synonymous with the name of the F l o r e n t i n e S e c r e t a r y . 

Praz points out, however, that t h i s s i n i s t e r connotation 

attached to the word ' p o l i t i c ' i s purely a n i E n g l i s h inven

t i o n : 

' P o l i t i c o ' , then, i n M a c h i a v e l l i means ' i n con
formity with sound r u l e s of s t a t e c r a f t 1 . I t has 
a merely s c i e n t i f i c meaning, and i s opposed to 
'corrotto',which i s synonym to 'misgoverned'. 
There l i s no i n s t a n c e of the word being used i n 
I t a l i a n i n the sense of 'scheming, c r a f t y ' . 
The only c a s e s , quoted by d i c t i o n a r i e s , i n which 
the word has the connotation of 'shrewd' are 
not e a r l i e r than the end of the seventeenth 
century.(83) 

I n h i s a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d " ' P o l i c y ' or the Language of 
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E l i z a b e t h a n Machiavellianism", P r o f e s s o r O r s i n i points 

out that the noun ' p o l i c y ' has an E n g l i s h d e r i v a t i o n a l 

h i s t o r y dating from the fourteenth century, and t h a t even 

at that time one of i t s meanings had a s u s p i c i o u s l y v i l 

l a i n o u s i m p l i c a t i o n : 
The c h i e f l i v i n g s e n s e — d e f i n e d by the N.E.D. 

as " ( 5 ) A course of a c t i o n adopted and pursued 
by a government, p a r t y r u l e r , statesman, e t c . " - -
a l s o makes i t s appearance e a r l y ( c . l 4 3 0 ) . But 
the a t t e s t e d use of 4b ( " t r i c k , stratagem") i n 
the fourteenth century excludes any M a c h i a v e l l i a n 
i n f l u e n c e on the o r i g i n a l emergence of the 
' s i n i s t e r ' sense of p o l i c y ' . Prom which i t 
may be i n f e r r e d t h a t p o l i t i c i a n s had acquired 
i n England a r e p u t a t i o n f o r c r a f t i n e s s long 
before M a c h i a v e l l i (though the word ' p o l i t i c i a n ' , 
adopted from the French c.1588, belongs to the 
Ma c h i a v e l l i a n group): another proof, i f any were 
req u i r e d , t h a t M a c h i a v e l l i was not the o r i g i n a l 
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inventor of cunning and d e c e i t i n p o l i t i c s . 
But he undoubtedly r a i s e d them to the d i g n i t y 
of a s c i e n c e i n the most e x p l i c i t and uncompro
mising manner, s h a r p l y c a l l i n g the a t t e n t i o n 
of men to the e t h i c a l problems i n v o l v e d . Hence, 
too, the extremely wide currency which the word 
'po l i c y ' enjoyed i n the E l i z a b e t h a n age, and 
which i s not brought out by the few examples 
quoted i n the N.E.D.(85) 

I t has been shown i n the previous chapter t h a t many E l i z a 

bethans who came i n contact e i t h e r d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y 

with M a c h i a v e l l i a n p o l i t i c a l theory i n the l a t t e r h a l f 

of the s i x t e e n t h century held the view t h a t the F l o r e n t i n e 

tended to d i s r e g a r d a l t o g e t h e r those ' ' e t h i c a l problems' 

to which P r o f e s s o r O r s i n i r e f e r s ; i n s t e a d those Englishmen 

who thought along the same l i n e s as Pole and Ascham were 

i n c l i n e d to conclude t h a t M a c h i a v e l l i ' s ? approach to 

p o l i t i c s was aimed a t determining the most expedient and 

advantageous method of s o l v i n g the problems involved i n 
86 

the government of a p r i n c i p a l i t y : such an approach, they 

be l i e v e d , was thought to n e c e s s i t a t e the a p p l i c a t i o n of 

' p o l i t i c ' cunning and deception wherever r e q u i r e d ^ i n order 

to achieve a d e s i r e d end. 

I t was as a r e s u l t of t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

F l o r e n t i n e ' s p o l i t i c a l theory t h a t M a c h i a v e l l i a n ' p o l i c y ' 

gained the s i n i s t e r r e p u t a t i o n which many E l i z a b e t h a n : 

dram a t i s t s s e i z e d upon as one of the major themes f o r 
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t h e i r works. Praz notes thait i n The Jew of Malta Marlowe's 

protagonist fiarabas uses the word ' p o l i c y ' no l e s s than 
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a dozen times. Toward the end of Act I Barabas, who 

has had h i s r i c h e s s e i z e d by the Governor Ferneze, f i n d s 

h imself i n a s t a t e of de s p e r a t i o n . I n the speech which 

fo l l o w s the Jew w r e s t l e s with the two a l t e r n a t i v e s f a c i n g 

him: s u i c i d e or counterattack. He chooses the l a t t e r a l 

t e r n a t i v e and e l i c i t s the help of h i s daughter, A b i g a i l , 

i n the execution of the p l o t : 
Barabas. My gold, my gold, and a l l my wealth 

i s gone. 
You p a r t i a l l heavens, have I deserv'd t h i s plague? 
What, w i l l you thus oppose me, l u c k l e s s e S t a r r e s , 
To make me desperate i n my poverty? 
And knowing me impatient i n d i s t r e s s e 
Thinke me so mad as I w i l l hang my s e l f e , 
That I may v a n i s h ore the e a r t h i n ayre, 
And l e a v e no memory that e're I was. 
No, I w i l l l i v e ; nor l o a t h I t h i s my l i f e : 
And s i n c e you lea v e me i n the Ocean thus 
To sinke or swim, and put me to my s h i f t s , 
r ' l e rouse my senses, and awake my s e l f e . 
Daughter, I have i t : thou p e r c e i v ' s t the p l i g h t 
Wherein these C h r i s t i a n s have oppressed me: 
Be r u l ' d by me, f o r i n e x t r e m i t l e 
We ought to make barre of no p o l i c i e . ( 8 8 ) 
* 

The couplet a t the end of the speech expresses c l e a r l y 

what i s to become Barabas' motto throughout the r e s t of 

the p l a y . 

Webster's two most famous p l a y s , The White D e v i l 

and The Duchess of M a l f l a l s o abound w i t h ' p o l i c y ' and 

a l l i t s d e r i v a t i v e s . Flamineo, the a r c h - v i l l a i n i n 
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The White D e v i l makes a number of axiomatic statements 

which r e f e r to the w i l y methods of a cunning M a c h i a v e l l i a n . 

He c l o s e s the f i r s t a c t of the p l a y with the f o l l o w i n g 

words: 

Flam. We are engag'd to m i s c h i e f and must on: 
As r i v e r s to f i n d out the ocean 
Flow with crook bendings beneath forced banks, 
Or as we see, to a s p i r e some mountain's top, 
The way ascends not s t r a i g h t , but i m i t a t e s 
The subtle f o l d i n g s of a w i n t e r ' s snake, 
So who knows p o l i c y and her true aspect, 
S h a l l f i n d her ways winding and i n d i r e c t . ( 8 9 ) 

and l a t e r on i n the play he says to Bracciano: 

Flam. 0 s i r I would not go before a p o l i t i c 
enemy with my back towards him. though there 
were behind me a w h i r l p o o l . ( 9 0 ) 

Bosola, Flamined's counterpart i n The Duchess of M a l f l . 

makes a s i m i l a r l y derogatory statement concerning p o l i t i 

c i a n s i n the t h i r d a c t of that work: 

Bosola. I would sooner swim to the Bermootha's 
On two F o l i t i t i a n s r o t t e n bladders, t i d e 
Together with an I n t e l l i g e n c e r s h a r t - s t r i n g 
Then depend on so•changeable a P r i n c e s favour.(91) 

Marston too appears to have been g r e a t l y i n f l u e n c e d 

by the vocabulary of M a c h i a v e l l i a n i s m . Mendozji, the w i l y 

dissembler i n The Malcontent, p h i l o s o p h i z e s i n a s o l i l o q u y 

about the nature of ' p o l i c y ' : 

Mend. "And those whom P r i n c e s doe once 
groundly hate 

L e t them provide to dye; as sure as f a t e , 
Prevention i s the h a r t of P o l l i c i e . " ( 9 2 ) 



-40-

and i n Antonio and M e l l i d a there occurs the f o l l o w i n g 

apt maxim: 

P e l . No sooner m i s c h i e f ' s borne i n regenty, 
But f l a t t e r y c h r i s t e n s i t with p o l l i c y . ( 9 3 ) 

O r s i n i notes t h a t Shakespeare makes abundant use of 

words i n the ' p o l i c y ' f a m i l y . The v a r i o u s a s p e c t s of 

' p o l i c y ' are d i s c u s s e d a t l e n g t h i n the t r a g e d i e s and espe

c i a l l y i n the h i s t o r i e s , while the a d j e c t i v e ' p o l i t i c ' 

occurs f r e q u e n t l y i n the t e x t s of the comedies. The most 

notable i n s t a n c e of Shakespeare's usage of the word i s 

found i n The Merry Wives of Windsor, where the Host asks the 

often-quoted question: "Am I p o l i t i c ? Am I s u b t l e ? Am I a 
94 

Machiavel?" Here, then, one f i n d s the two terms most 

often a s s o c i a t e d w i t h E n g l i s h M a c h i a v e l l i a n i s m mentioned i n 

the same breath as the name of the famous F l o r e n t i n e . 

I n c o n c l u s i o n i t may be s a i d t h at along with the 

development of the c h a r a c t e r of the Stage Machiavel i n the 

E l i z a b e t h a n drama, there evolved a s e t of p e c u l i a r l y 

M a c h i a v e l l i a n terms. O r s i n i sums up the p o s i t i o n : 

The vogue of the words we have studied goes 
f a r to show the extent of the impression made 
on the E l i z a b e t h a n mind by the new conception 
of p o l i t i c s derived from M a c h i a v e l l i . I t s spread 
was Immense; i t exerted a strong f a s c i n a t i o n even 
on those who denounced i t , more or l e s s s i n c e r e l y ; 
and under the guise of ' p o l i c y ' i t became a ' l e i t 
motiv', almost an o b s e s s i o n , of E l i z a b e t h a n l i t e r 
a t u r e — a n d i n f p a r t i c u l a r of i t s g r e a t e s t r e p r e 
s e n t a t i v e , Shakespeare. (95) 
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Chapter I - S e t t i n g and Background 

When one comes to examine the s e t t i n g and background 

of some iUJJUU. well-known E l i z a b e t h a n p l a y s i n which the 

c h a r a c t e r of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n i s prominent, one 

i s immediately s t r u c k by a r e c u r r i n g p a t t e r n which r a i s e s 

two i n t e r e s t i n g questions: f i r s t l y , why did the dramatist 

i n v a r i a b l y choose a f o r e i g n s e t t i n g f o r h i s work, and 

secondly, why did he u s u a l l y make the p l o t unfold a g a i n s t 

a court background? Before attempting to answer the f i r s t 

of these questions, we must consider b r i e f l y the develop

ment i n the E n g l i s h drama of the stage v i l l a i n . 

There i s some evidence to suggest t h a t the c h a r a c t e r 

of the Stage Machiavel was a n a t u r a l outgrowth of the 

f i g u r e of e v i l which evolved through v a r i o u s forms of the 

pr e - E l i z a b e t h a n drama. I t has p r e v i o u s l y been noted 

that M a c h i a v e l l i , according to popular myth i n England, 

was thought to be the human i n c a r n a t i o n of the D e v i l ; 

so i t i s p e r f e c t l y easy to understand how the stage v e r 

s i o n of that myth should come to supplant the outworn 
1 

D e v i l f i g u r e of the mediaeval drama. Characters such 

as Tourneur's A t h e i s t and Marlowe's Jew, f o r example, 

would by d e f i n i t i o n be l i n k e d with Satan, but to emphasise 

the point the r e s p e c t i v e d r a m a t i s t s make t h e i r stage 
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v i l l a i n s r e peatedly denounce the p r i n c i p l e s of C h r i s 

t i a n i t y i n favour of t h e i r own ' p o l i t i c ' c o d e s . 

Flamineo, one of the main v i l l a i n s i n The White 
2 

D e v i l , a l s o expresses t h i s i d e a i n a scene where he 

i s i r o n i c a l l y engaged i n the v e r y p r a c t i c e of dissembling 

a g a i n s t which h i s words are a warning: 

Flam. Your comfortable words are l i k e honey. 
They r e l i s h w e l l i n your mouth t h a t ' s whole; 

:;v«; but:<«ln=mine t h a t ' s wounded they go down as 
i f the s t i n g of the bee were i n them. 0 
they have wrought t h e i r purpose cunningly, 
as i f they would not seem to do i t of m a l i c e . 
I n t h i s a p o l i t i c i a n i m i t a t e s the d e v i l , as 
the d e v i l i m i t a t e s a cannon. Wheresoever 
he comes to do m i s c h i e f , he comes with h i s 
backside towards you.(3 J 

and i n Webster's other famous play, The Duchess of M a l f l . 

the C a r d i n a l lis t o o l - v i l l a i n , Bosola, who has temporarily 

f a l l e n - o u t of favour, r e f e r s to the former as f o l l o w s : 

Bosola. Some f e l l o w e s (they s a y ) are possessed 
with the dive 1.1, but t h i s g r e a t f e l l o w , were 
able to possesse the g r e a t e s t d i v e l l , and make 
him worse.(4) 

Bosola h i m s e l f i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d as an unscrupulous mal

content which i s j u s t one of many v a r i a t i o n s on the theme 
5 

of M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n y . One meets the archeetype of 

such a f i g u r e i n Marston's play of t h a t name where the 

c y n i c a l Malevole i s introduced to the audience by P i e t r o 

i n the f o l l o w i n g passage: 
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P i e t r o . This Malevole i s one of the most 
prodigious a f f e c t i o n s that ever converst with 
nature; a man or r a t h e r a monster; more dis-:.=-
content then L u c i f e r when he was t h r u s t out of 
the presence, h i s a p p e t i t e i s u n s a t i a b l e as the 
Grave; as f a r r e from any content as from heaven, 
h i s h i g h e s t d e l i g h t i s to procure others vexa
t i o n , and t h e r e i n hee thinkes he t r u l y s e r v e s 
heaven; f o r t i s h i s p o s i t i o n , whosoever i n t h i s 
e a r t h can be contented i s a s l a v e and dam'd.(6) 

Although mere mention of the D e v i l does i n a f a s h i o n make 

him a member of the c a s t i n t h a t h i s name evokes h i s 
7 

image, i t i s Important to r e a l i s e t h a t the E l i z a b e t h a n 

dramatist created i n the Stage Machiavel a f a r more f l e x i b l e 

c h a r a c t e r who could be moulded i n t o a v a r i e t y of dramatic 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s . 

I n the E n g l i s h M o r a l i t y p l a y s which had so i n t i m a t e 

an e f f e c t on the Jacobean drama the f o r c e of e v i l was 

d i s t r i b u t e d about the stage by p e r s o n i f i e d V i c e s who, 

as i n The C a s t l e of Perseverance, b a t t l e d with s i m i l a r l y 

d i s t r i b u t e d V i r t u e s f o r the soul of Mankind. Here again 

one can c e r t a i n l y see how a stage f i g u r e based on the 

E n g l i s h m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of M a c h i a v e l l i came to encompass 

a l l or any of the Vice c h a r a c t e r s , f o r the s i n s of ambi

t i o n , d e c e i t , revenge, a d u l t e r y , a v a r i c e and others were 

pa r t and p a r c e l of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n myth. One can see 

too that the staged d i s t r i b u t i o n of Vices throughout the 

M o r a l i t y play becomes i n i t s Jacobean s u c c e s s o r the 
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u b i q u i t y of the Machlavel. 

Unlike the shadowy aspect of Satan or the s i n g l e -
8 

dimension V i c e s , then, the M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n appeared 

on the E l i z a b e t h a n stage as a l i v i n g , b r e a thing specimen 

of humanity through whom, i t could be s a i d , the forc e 

of e v i l operated. E n g l i s h audiences were confronted by 

a c h a r a c t e r with whom they could not help but i d e n t i f y ; 

he was, a f t e r a l l , an earthbound c r e a t u r e with something 

of the same l i m i t a t i o n s but the same a s p i r a t i o n s as them

s e l v e s — i n s h o r t , a complex c h a r a c t e r who had to be com

prehended i n human r a t h e r than r e l i g i o u s or a l l e g o r i c a l 

terms. C l e a r l y such a stage f i g u r e would provide the 

v e h i c l e whereby the E l i z a b e t h a n dramatist could bridge 

the gap between f a n t a s y and r e a l i t y : between an a b s t r a c t 
c o n f i g u r a t i o n of H e l l and the e m p i r i c a l world of contem-

9 
porary l i f e . 

This argument r a i s e s the f i r s t i n t e r e s t i n g question, 

f o r i t i s notable that h a r d l y any of those E l i z a b e t h a n 

works which have a M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n i n the t i t l e r o l e 

has an E n g l i s h s e t t i n g . One cannot help but wonder why;, 

i f the E n g l i s h d r a m a t i s t s sought to bring r e a l i s m to the 

evolving a r t of drama, they did not more often choose the 

e x c i t i n g and f a m i l i a r London scene as the dramatic back

ground? Why did. they not choose to w r i t e about the m i l i e u 
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i n which they l i v e d and with which, presumably, they 

were best acquainted? One p l a u s i b l e explanation might 

be that dramatists were quite l i k e l y aware of the f a c t 

that some of t h e i r prospective audiences probably knew 

as much about most people and p l a c e s , manners and cos

tumes as they d i d . This would have meant that t h e i r 

p o r t r a y a l of the E n g l i s h scene would have had to be ex

tremely accurate and that the r e a l i s t i c appeal of even 

the most minor c h a r a c t e r would have had to be su s t a i n e d 

r i g h t down to the l a s t d e t a i l of dialogue and a c t i o n . 

I t was p o s s i b l y as a r e s u l t of such p a i n s t a k i n g r e a l ! 

t h a t the Moral I n t e r l u d e , so popular i n the f i r s t h a l f of 

the s i x t e e n t h century, f a i l e d to e s t a b l i s h an e v o l u t i o n a r y 

l i n k between the Mor a l i t y genre and development of E n g l i s h 

tragedy. The authors of the Moral I n t e r l u d e s r e t a i n e d 

the a l l e g o r i c a l formula of the Mo r a l i t y play, but made 

t h e i r dramas unfold a g a i n s t a dynamic London s e t t i n g with 

c h a r a c t e r s drawn from the London s t r e e t s who were intended 

to be contemporary counterparts of the old V i c e s and V i r 

t u e s . Encounters between the ster e o - t y p e s of the p e r s o n i 

f i e d V i c e s g e n e r a l l y tended to monopolize the dramatic 

a c t i o n i n the form of scenes of l o w - l i f e , which u s u a l l y 

degenerated i n t o rowdy brawls with much br o t h e l t a l k . 

When a t the end of the I n t e r l u d e the moral conversion of 
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the protagonist occurred, i t was, as a r e s u l t , o ften 
10. 

without foundation and too sudden to be c r e d i b l e . The 

probable reason f o r t h i s was t h a t the c h a r a c t e r s , although 

now embodied i n d i v i d u a l s , s t i l l represented nothing more 

than single-dimension abstractions;.; and the a d d i t i o n a l 

r e a l i s t i c touches of the well-known London s e t t i n g served 

only to emphasise ifturther the i n c r e d i b i l i t y of such c h a r a c 

t e r s . 

One may speculate t h a t the E l i z a b e t h a n d r a m a t i s t s , 

who s e t out to w r i t e s e r i o u s drama, were determined not 

to f a l l i n t o the same t r a p . I n the same way as the per

s o n i f i c a t i o n s of M o r a l i t y a l l e g o r y f a i l e d to adapt to the 

r e a l i s m of the contemporary London s e t t i n g , so would a 

t o t a l l y wicked c h a r a c t e r of the c a l i b r e of a Machiavel. 

The d r a m a t i s t s , no doubt, r e a l i s e d t h a t t h e i r audience 

simply could not be convinced that t h e i r f e l l o w compatri

ot s , people whom they encountered every day, were capable 

of such e v i l and unscrupulous p r a c t i c e s as those engaged 

i n by v i l l a i n s l i k e Barabas and V i n d i c e . T h e i r f e l l o w s 

were, a f t e r a l l , born under an E n g l i s h sun, r a i s e d on 

E n g l i s h s o i l , and governed by a beloved E n g l i s h Queen. 

A f o r e i g n s e t t i n g and background were d e f i n i t e l y 

c a l l e d f o r ; the question which then must have presented 

i t s e l f to the e a r l y d r amatists was how f a r removed should 
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such a context be from the or d i n a r y experience of t h e i r 

audiences? To have placed the M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n a g a i n s t 

the then e x o t i c background of I n d i a would have been e q u i 

v a l e n t to a present-day s t a g i n g of a H i t l e r e s q u e drama 

i n the s u b - A r c t i c . The dr a m a t i s t s somehow had to s t r i k e 

a d e l i c a t e balance between the wholly remote and the 

commonplace. 

Th e i r problem may have been i n some r e s p e c t s analo

gous to the one faced by the authors of today's espionage 

t h r i l l e r s who must r e g u l a r l y confront the d i f f i c u l t y of 

f i n d i n g an a p p r o p r i a t e l y r e m o t e — y e t s u f f i c i e n t l y r e a l i s -

t i c - s i s e t t i n g f o r t h e i r l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e v i l l a i n s and 

heroes to a c t out t h e i r i n t r i g u e . They u s u a l l y t r y to 

s e l e c t those l o c a l e s which have r e c e n t l y been opened up 

to the i n q u i s i t i v e eye of the c i v i l i z e d world. Since the 

end of the Second W o r l d War the i s l a n d s and peoples of 

the South Seas have captured the imagination of Westerners, 

and the ending of the cold wa»<has s i m i l a r l y aroused our 

c u r i o s i t y and i n t e r e s t i n the c o u n t r i e s behind the I r o n 

C u r t a i n . 

L i k e the twentieth century w r i t e r s mentioned, the 

E l i z a b e t h a n d r a m a t i s t s , i t would seem, a l s o chose to take 

advantage of new i n t e l l e c t u a l and geographical v i s t a s which 

were opening up as a r e s u l t of contemporary trends and 
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aa*el events such as the aftermath of the r e l i g i o u s reforma

t i o n , the i n c r e a s e i n trade and commerce, and the d e s i r e 

f o r c u l t u r a l exchange which c h a r a c t e r i s e d the Renaissance 

p e r i o d . Western Europe and I t a l y i n p a r t i c u l a r had become 

the focus of a t t e n t i o n as being p r e v i o u s l y faraway p l a c e s 

which had suddenly become a c c e s s i b l e , i f only i n terms 

of conversation., As I have d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r , young gen

tlemen were t r a v e l l i n g a c r o s s the Channel and even a c r o s s 

the Alps to f u r t h e r t h e i r education and experience, and 

they u s u a l l y took t h e i r s e r v a n t s along with them. Mer

chants, s a i l o r s and even tradespeople t r a v e l l e d abroad 

i n v a r i o u s p u r s u i t s , and a l l , or mostly a l l , returned to 

share t h e i r personal experiences and impressions w i t h t h e i r 

f e l l o w Englishmen, who quite probably l i s t e n e d with a 
11 

mixture of f e a r and awe of the unknown. Records show 

that Europeans too t r a v e l l e d abroad and brought t h e i r 

r e s p e c t i v e languages and c u l t u r e s w i t h i n the observant 

sphere of the E l i z a b e t h a n s . Much was l e a r n e d about foreigne 

and t h e i r ways of l i f e i n a r e l a t i v e l y s h o r t time; y e t much 

remained shrouded i n mystery, p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r those, 

comprising the m a j o r i t y of Englishmen, who had no f i r s t 

hand knowledge of or contact with Europeans and were 

forced to r e l y on hearsay. 

As one would expect, t h i s type of atmosphere tended 
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to generate v a r i o u s rumours r e l a t i n g to f o r e i g n e r s , and 

these probably c i r c u l a t e d widely among E l i z a b e t h a n s who 

were curious but b a s i c a l l y uninformed. One may speculate 

that i n much the same way as l a t e r generations have been 

i n c l i n e d to measure an i n d i v i d u a l ' s i n t e l l i g e n c e by the 

colour of h i s s k i n , so did Englishmen tend to r a t e a 

f o r e i g n e r ' s personal m o r a l i t y according to the country 

i n which he was born. There i s some evidence to suggest 

that Renaissance man believed t h a t a warm climate encou

raged the development of t h a t aspect of human p e r s o n a l i t y 

known as ' s o t t i g l i e z z a d'lngegno' which was r e f e r r e d to 

i n an e a r l i e r chapter. According to Miss P e l l h e i m e r : 

The climate was held r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s 
s p e c i a l degree of s u b t l e t y i n the I t a l i a n s , and 
had indeed been advanced by the I t a l i a n s them
s e l v e s to e x p l a i n the ' s o t t i g l i e z z a d'ingegno 1 

of the i n h a b i t a n t s of c e r t a i n r e g i o n s . This 
theory i s t r e a t e d a t length i n a curious pam
ph l e t , A Discovery of the Great S u b t l l t i e and 
wonderful wlsedome of the I t a l i a n s (1591). whose 
author, G.B.A.F., was p o s s i b l y a Huguenot. 
Moderate temperature and " s u b t i l l a y r e " are con
si d e r e d r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the advantages possessed 
by meridional n a t i o n s with r e s p e c t to "inuention, 
c r a f t and worldly p o l l i c l e " , whereas the septen
t r i o n a l peoples are handicapped by "a grosse 
humour ingendred i n them, by reason of the 
grosnes, and coldnes of the a l e r wherin they 
Hue". Thomas Wright, i n the Preface to h i s 
Passions of the Minde (1601), observed t h a t the 
i n h a b i t a n t s of "hoter c o u n t r i e s " were more 
i n c l i n e d to " c r a f t i n e s and warines^:than those 
of c o l d e r c l i m a t e s and that I t a l i a n s i n general 
went beyond the E n g l i s h i n " s u b t i l t l e and 
warinesse". (12) 
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I t a l i a n s are s i n g l e d out as the most prominent i l l u 
s t r a t i o n of t h i s theory, but e v i d e n t l y the p r i n c i p l e was 
intended to apply to Southerners i n g e n e r a l . Spain, f o r 
example, provided E l i z a b e t h a n d r a m a t i s t s with a popular 
f o r e i g n s e t t i n g f o r t h i s reason and a l s o because, as a 
C a t h o l i c stronghold, i t i n s p i r e d d i s t r u s t i n a predominantly 
P r o t e s t a n t England. Spain a l s o aroused i n t e n s e p o l i t i c a l 
hatred among the E n g l i s h a f t e r the a t t a c k of the Spanish 
Armada, and so i t i s reasonable to assume t h a t nothing 
could have pleased E l i z a b e t h a n theatre-goers more than 
to watch a p l a y d e p i c t i n g the Spanish r o y a l t y i n a most 
unenviable p o s i t i o n . This would a t l e a s t i n p a r t account 
f o r the tremendous p o p u l a r i t y achieved by The Spanish 
Tragedy i n which the h e i r to the throne causes the d e s t r u c 
t i o n of the Spanish dynasty as w e l l as t h a t of Portugal 
through h i s M a c h i a v e l l i a n p r a c t i c e s . 

The same reasons might apply i n the case of The Jew 

of Malta where the v i l l a i n Barabas wreaks death and havoc 

i n h i s wake; as he pursues the goal of r e c o v e r i n g h i s 

wealth, he n e a r l y brings the government and r e l i g i o u s 

i n s t i t u t i o n s of. the i s l a n d , whose l i n k s with Spain were 
13 

s t i l l strong, to complete r u i n . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to 

note how Marlowe attempts to skim o f f the best of two 

worlds i n c r e a t i n g an appropriate f o r e i g n s e t t i n g f o r 



-58-

h i s stage v i l l a i n , f o r although the audience meet Barabas 

i n Malta, they soon l e a r n that a t some point i n h i s l i f e 

the Jew spent time i n Fl o r e n c e : 

Barabas. I am not of the Tribe of Levy, I , 
That can so soone f o r g e t an i n j u r y . 
We Jewes can fawne l i k e S p a n i e l s when we p l e a s e ; 
And when we g r i n we b i t e , y e t are our lookes 
As innocent and harmelesse as a Lambes. 
I l e a r n ' d i n Florence how to k i s s e my hand, 
Heave up my shoulders when they c a l l me dogge, 
And ducke as low as any bare-foot F r y a r . ( l 4 ) 

Although there may have been some i n the o r i g i n a l 

audience who were unaware of the s p e c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

Florence as M a c h i a v e l l i ' s n a t i v e c i t y , i t i s u n l i k e l y 

t h at there were many who did not a s s o c i a t e the I t a l i a n 

i n f l u e n c e i n general with a p a r t i c u l a r l y demonic brand 

of v i l l a i n y . I t has a l r e a d y been shown how-Elizabethans 

came to look upon I t a l y as 'the fountain-head of a l l h o r r o r s 
15 

and s i n s ' , and presumably i t was with the prospect of 

seeing such v i c e and t r e a c h e r y given a dramatic i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n t hat crowds of Renaissance Englishmen f l o c k e d to 

the t h e a t r e s . Nevertheless, one may s t i l l wonder p r e c i s e l y 

why t h i s strong a t t r a c t i o n e x i s t e d . I t i s reasonable to 

assume t h a t f o r some members of the audience, i t was 

simply the s e n s a t i o n a l i s m of the v i l l a i n y that was so 

appealing; however, i t may be that f o r others, and not 

n e c e s s a r i l y those who were b e t t e r educated or of a higher 



-59-

s o c i a l c l a s s , there was a more profound a t t r a c t i o n , one 

of which they themselves were perhaps unaware. 

One might suggest t h a t on a deeper l e v e l there 

e x i s t e d an a l l u r e s i m i l a r to the kind which draws crowds 

to the scene of a crime. The a c t of w i t n e s s i n g the con

sequences of a st r a n g e r ' s misdeed tends to arouse a mor

bid f a s c i n a t i o n i n most people. Although convinced t h a t 

such an experience could never enter t h e i r immediate realm 

of r e a l i t y , they are prepared to b e l i e v e that such an 

e v e n t u a l i t y might b e f a l l another, one with whom they 

share the common bond of humanity. They th e r e f o r e watch 

the proceedings with a p e c u l i a r mixture of c u r i o s i t y and 

detachment, eager to expand t h e i r w o r l d l y view by making 

someone e l s e ' s experience p a r t of t h e i r own r e a l i t y , y e t 

at the same time r e l i e v e d t h a t they are not having to 

l i v e through i t themselves. 

One may speculate t h a t the E l i z a b e t h a n s may have 

re a c t e d i n a s i m i l a r way, drawn by the same morbid f a s c i n a 

t i o n to the p u b l i c t h e a t r e s where they could see not only 

the consequences of a f o r e i g n e r ' s misdeed, but an a c t u a l 

performance of the v i l l a i n y i t s e l f . They too would pro

bably have f e l t s u f f i c i e n t l y detached from the a c t i o n 

shown on stage, c e r t a i n t h at the d e p r a v i t y represented 
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by the I t a l i a n l o c a l e could never enter t h e i r realm of 
r e a l i t y which only extended as falji as the English coast
l i n e ; yet they would most l i k e l y have been extremely 
curious to observe how the I t a l i a n s , r e a l people l i k e 
themselves, behaved. I n t h i s way the Elizabethan specta-
t o r s could enlarge upon t h e i r meagre second-hand knowledge 
of the v i l l a i n y p r a c t i c e d i n I t a l y w i t h o u t ever having 
to come any closer to i t than they were to the stage of 
the Globe or the Red B u l l . 

The simple explanation, 'itam an I t a l i a n 1 , then, d i s 
pensed f o r the dramatist w i t h the need to e s t a b l i s h the 
outrageous i n i q u i t y of the Stage Machlavel as r e a l i s t i c 
and c r e d i b l e (thus a l l o w i n g him to concentrate ort the 
d e t a i l o f the v i l l a i n y which o f t e n developed i n t o a 
'dramatic a r t of Machiavellianism' as w i l l be seen i n a 
l a t e r c h a p t e r ) . This was the case since the Elizabethan 
spectators b a s i c a l l y accepted the f a c t t h a t I t a l i a n s r e p r e 
sented i n themselves both o r d i n a r y humanity and d e v i l i s h 
cunning. Although they may have looked upon a h o r r i f i c 
I t a l i a n drama as an estrangement from t h e i r own r e a l i t y , 
they probably were s t i l l i n c l i n e d to believe t h a t i t pre-

16 
sented a v e r s i o n o f r e a l i t y — t h e r e a l l i f e of I t a l y . I t 
i s reasonable to assume t h a t dramatists such as Webster, 
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Marston, Tourneur and many others were aware t h a t they 
had only to p o i n t to the I t a l i a n a t the beginning of a play 
i n order to b r i n g most o f the subsequent aspects of t h e i r 

17 
f i c t i o n home to r o o s t . I t I s i n t e r e s t i n g to note as 
evidence i n t h i s respect t h a t i n some cases a dramatist 
even went out of h i s way to c a p i t a l i z e on the popular 
a t t r a c t i o n of the f o r e i g n s e t t i n g . Massinger, f o r example, 
i n The Duke of Milan s u b s t i t u t e d the Duke of Milan and 
h i s w i f e Marcelia f o r Herodes and Marlamne o f h i s source. 

I f one had to s e l e c t a s i n g l e scene from an E l i z a 
bethan play which i l l u s t r a t e s the m u l t i - f a c e t e d v i l l a i n y 
which the Elizabethans came to associate w i t h the I t a l i a n 
s e t t i n g , i t would be the scene i n The White D e v i l where 
the murder of Braceiano i s enacted. One might almost 
imagine t h a t Webster had the f o l l o w i n g passage from Gen-
t l l l e t ' s famous t r a c t i n mind when he came to describe i n 
dramatic terms the death which one of h i s stage v i l l a i n s 
was to s u f f e r a t the hands of another: 

l e c o r d i n g to the honour of h i s ( M a c h i a v e l l i ' s ) 
Nation, vengeances, and enmities are p e r p e t u a l l 
and i r r e c o n c i l a b l e ; and indeed, there i s no t h i n g 
wherin they take greater d e l e c t a t i o n , pleasure, 
and contentment, than to execute a vengeance; 
insomuch as, whensoever they can haue t h e i r 
enemle a t t h e i r pleasure, to be reuenged vpon 
him they murder him a f t e r some strange & bar
barous f a s h i o n , and i n murdering him, they put 
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hlm i n remembrance of the offence done vnto 
them, w i t h many r e p r o a c h f u l l words and i n i u r i e s 
to torment the soule and the bodie together; 
and sometimes wash t h e i r hands and t h e i r mouthes 
w i t h h i s blood, and for c e him w i t h hope of h i s 
l i f e to glue himselfe to the d i u e l l ; and so they 
seeke i n s l a y i n g the bodie to damne the soule, 
i f they could.(18) 

I n order to revenge h i m s e l f upon h i s s i s t e r ' s murderer 
the Duke of Florence and h i s helpers, Lodovico and Gasparo 
come to Bracciano's palace disguised as c e r t a i n famous 
heroes of war. During the f e s t i v i t i e s marking Bracciano'sv 
marriage to V i t t o r i a , the Duke arranges f o r Bracciano's 
helmet to be poisoned. The deadly agent i s slow to work, 
and while Bracciano i s shown to be going mad from the p a i n 
f u l e f f e c t s , Lodovico and Gasparo, now disguised as f r i a r s , 
come to administer the dying man's l a s t r i t e s . When they 
are alone w i t h him, however, they throw o f f these disguises 

19 
as w e l l and proceed to t o r t u r e and curse him: 

Gasp. Bracciano. 
Lod. D e v i l Bracciano. Thou a r t damn'd. 
Gasp. P e r p e t u a l l y . 
Lod. A slave condemn'd, and given up to the gallows 

I s thy great l o r d and master. 
Gasp. True: f o r thou 

A r t given up to the d e v i l . 
Lod. 0 you slave! 

You t h a t were held the famous p o l i t i c i a n ; 
Whose a r t was poison. 

Gasp. And whose conscience murder. 
Lod. That would have broke your wife's neck 

down the s t a i r s 
Ere she was poison'd. 
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Gasp. That had your v i l l a i n o u s s a l l e t s — 
Lod. And f i n e embroidered b o t t l e s , and perfumes 

Equally m o r t a l w i t h a w i n t e r p l a g u e -
Gasp. Now there's m e r c u r y — 
Lod. And c o p p e r a s -
Gasp. And q u i c k s i l v e r — 
Lod. With other d e v i l i s h pothecary s t u f f 

A-melting i n your p o l i t i c b r a i n s : dost hear? 
Gasp. This i s Count Lodovico. 
Lod. This Gasparo. 

And thou s h a l t die l i k e a poor rogue. 
Gasp. And s t i n k 

Like a dead f l y - b l o w n dog. 
Lod. And be f o r g o t t e n 

Before thy f u n e r a l sermon.(20) 
When, as soon as the Duke has h i s two e v i l messengers 

alone afterwards, he remarks: " E x c e l l e n t Lodovico1/ What? 
21 

d i d you t e r r i f y him a t the l a s t gasp?" Prom these few 
words, then, one may conclude t h a t i t was undoubtedly the 
Duke's i n t e n t i o n to have the o b j e c t o f h i s vengeance brought 
as close to the f i r e s of H e l l as possible and have him 
t e e t e r t o r m e n t i n g l y on the b r i n k before f i n a l l y plunging 
i n t o the f i e r y p i t . The image of H e l l i s indeed v i v i d l y 
evoked i n the death scene by Bracciano's two a s s a i l a n t s 
who continuously shed disguise a f t e r disguise u n t i l i t 
seems t h a t they have no s p e c i f i c i d e n t i t y a t a l l ; r a t h e r 
they appear to be t r a n s i e n t demons r i s e n from the depths:: 
of the ea r t h to claim a damned s o u l . A f t e r a time there 
no longer seems to be only two of them; t h e i r chanted 
curse, which r e f e r s to several well-known poisons o f the 
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age, instead suggests the echo of an i n d e f i n i t e number 
of shades already condemned to the e t e r n a l darkness o f 
the nether regions. 

Although to a modern-day audience t h i s scene might 
appear f a n t a s t i c , i t i s q u i t e l i k e l y t h a t the Elizabethan 
spectators would have accepted i t : i a s a t y p i c a l p o r t r a y a l 
of the I t a l i a n method o f murder, e s p e c i a l l y as i t bears 
a strong resemblance to contemporary accounts such as 
the one c i t e d from G e n t i l l e t . Vengeance, the spectators 
probably knew, was o f t e n a motive, poison the most f r e -

22 
quent agent, and the devices of disguise and dissembling 
were commonly used to avoid d e t e c t i o n . Furthermore, i t 
might w e l l have seemed p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l to a contemporary 
audience t h a t one Machiavellian v i l l a i n should murder 
another *famous p o l i t i c i a n whose a r t was poison 1 i n j u s t 
t h i s way. Yet i t would p o s s i b l y be a mistake to assume 
th a t the members o f an Elizabethan audience would have 
been unmoved by such a scene as t h i s one; f o r , although 
they'may not have i d e n t i f i e d w i t h e i t h e r of these wicked 
characters, i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t they would have f a i l e d 
to recognise t h a t a t l e a s t Bracciano, whose l a s t word 
i s the name of the woman f o r whom he r i s k e d e v e r y t h i n g , 
i s e s s e n t i a l l y human. 
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A c a r e f u l study of the background o f The White D e v i l 
leads one n a t u r a l l y to a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the second ques
t i o n posed a t the beginning of t h i s chapter: why i s i t 
t h a t the dramatic a c t i o n of the m a j o r i t y of Elizabethan 
plays which f e a t u r e the Machiavellian v i l l a i n i n the t i t l e 
r o l e u n f o l d against a co u r t backdrop? According to the 
eminent Websterian c r i t i c , T r avis Bogard, the main theme 
of The White D e v i l i s expressed i n the opening scene by 
the decadent I t a l i a n nobleman, Lodovico, as the e v i l s of 

23 
"Courtly reward, / And punishment". Bogard goes on to 
discuss how t h i s o v e r a l l theme may be d i v i d e d i n t o three 
d i s t i n c t p a r t s , each of which receives c a r e f u l development 
throughout the play. F i r s t , there i s the c o r r u p t p r o d i 
g a l i t y of the court l i f e which i s enacted on stage repeatedly 
i n the numerous scenes of l u s t , murder and b e t r a y a l . The 
second sub-theme r e f e r s to the i n t r i n s i c a l l y amoral 
s t r u c t u r e of c o u r t l y s o c i e t y which encourages the v i c e s 
of f l a t t e r y and panderism as a means toward preferment 
and w o r l d l y success. L a s t l y , there i s the c a p r i c i o u s use 
of r o y a l power as evidenced by the Duke's unpunished r e -

24 
venge of h i s . s i s t e r ' s murderers. 

By v i r t u e of the f a c t t h a t an I t a l i a n l o c a l e proved 
to be more popular than any other f o r e i g n - s e t t i n g , l i t 
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followed i n e v i t a b l y t h a t the I t a l i a n c ourt should also 
predominate as a background. Since, however, Elizabethans 
were apparently i n c l i n e d to believe t h a t most c o u n t r i e s 
i n Southern Europe had g e n e r a l l y f a l l e n under the i n f l u 
ence o f a c o r r u p t and Papist I t a l y , p a r t i c u l a r l y Prance 
w i t h her Medici Queen, any number of f o r e i g n courts 
would have provided dramatists w i t h e q u a l l y appropriate 
backgrounds f o r the development of a Ma c h i a v e l l i a n drama. 

George Chapman's work, The Revenge of Buss.y D'Ambols. 
o f f e r s an e x c e l l e n t example of a play which i s s t r u c t u r e d 
around the p o l i t i c a l c o r r u p t i o n of the French c o u r t d u r i n g 
the Renaissance. The opening l i n e s , spoken i r o n i c a l l y 
by the play's Machiavellian v i l l a i n , Baligny, proclaim 
the sad st a t e of a f f a i r s : 

Bal. To what w i l l t h i s d e c l i n i n g kingdom t u r n , 
Swinging i n every l i c e n c e , as i n t h i s 
Stupid permission of brave D'Ambois' murther? 
Murther made p a r a l l e l w i t h law! Murther us'd 
To serve the kingdom, given by s u i t to men 
For t h e i r advancement, s u f f e r d scarecrow-like 
To f r i g h t a d u l t e r y ! What w i l l p o l i c y 
At l e n g t h b r i n g under h i s capacity? (25) 

Throughout the e n t i r e f i r s t scene of Act I , two main 
characters, Baligny and Renel, discuss a t l e n g t h the moral 
decay which has overtaken the French noblesse. They 
remark on many of the same f e a t u r e s as Bogard mentions 
and which are c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y present i n the Machia-
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v e l l i a n s i t u a t i o n such as f l a t t e r y , the desire f o r great 
wealth and power, debauchery, a v a r i c e , l e g a l f r a u d e t c . 
When Baligny reveals I n a c l o s i n g s o l i l o q u y t h a t he him
s e l f , i s one of the c o r r u p t , the stage i s admirably set 
f o r the Machiavellian conspiracy which makes up the 
remainder of the play . 

The tremendous p o p u l a r i t y achieved by those plays 
i n which the stage v i l l a i n plays a major r o l e might be 
due a t l e a s t i n p a r t to the way i n which the Elizabethan 
dramatists combined the var i o u s aspects of Mac h i a v e l l i a n 
v i l l a i n y w i t h the l i f e s t y l e t y p i c a l o f f o r e i g n courts 
during the Renaissance. One may wonder, however, p r e c i s e l y 
how the a d d i t i o n a l f a c t o r of a decadent cou r t background 
a f f e c t e d the t o t a l dramatic appeal o f a p a r t i c u l a r play 
from the audience's perspective. I n an attempt to get 
some idea, one might r e t u r n to the previous analogy o f 
the crowd gathered a t the scene o f a crime and expand the 
circumstances to include an e x t r a element: I n t h i s case 
the main person involved i s not Just an average c i t i z e n 
but a person of importance. His sudden c r i m i n a l exposure 
t h e r e f o r e allows the onlookers to indulge t h e i r morbid 
f a s c i n a t i o n i n two d i r e c t i o n s a t once, f o r although they 
are aware t h a t the important person i s s t i l l e s s e n t i a l l y 
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a human being l i k e themselves, he nevertheless represents 
a t t h i s moment two extremes i n a realm of r e a l i t y which 
i s beyond t h e i r experience; ^although he i s e v i d e n t l y : 

steeped i n v i c e and c o r r u p t i o n , he can be seen a t the same 
time to bear the o v e r t trappings o f wealth and p r e s t i g e . 
Both o f these aspects have now been l a i d open f o r the 
comparative s c r u t i n y o f the o r d i n a r y bystander, who i s 
curious to absorb the d e t a i l s of t h i s dichotomy and thus 

26 
broaden the narrow sphere of h i s own r e a l i t y . 

I t i s also reasonable to conclude t h a t i f the E l i z a 
bethan spectators found the p r o f l i g a c y o f I t a l y i n general 
to be a compelling su b j e c t , they probably would have been 
e s p e c i a l l y f a s c i n a t e d to observe such v i l l a i n y performed 
w i t h i n the splendid palaces of the I t a l i a n n o b i l i t y . The 
two were o f t e n depicted tbgether i n works such as The 
White D e v i l , c o n f r o n t i n g the members o f a contemporary audience 
w i t h a wealth of dramatic m a t e r i a l which exposed the ex
t r e m i t i e s of a sector of r e a l l i f e w i t h which they had 

27 
no f i r s t - h a n d acquaintance. Other dramatists too were 
no doubt aware of the popular dramatic appeal of t h i s 
combination, and i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to observe the way 
i n which Tourneur and Middleton i n p a r t i c u l a r tend to 
juxtapose the most l u r i d d e s c r i p t i o n s o f degenerative co u r t 
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l i f e against v i s u a l d i s p l a y s of r o y a l splendour. 
I n Women Beware Women, f o r example, the backdrop f o r 

the second scene of Act I I I i s a l a v i s h banquet, complete 
w i t h song and dance, which i s being given i n honour of 
the Duke o f Florence who has seduced the young w i f e of 
Leantio and persuaded her to leave her husband's poverty 

28 
to l i v e w i t h him i n l u x u r y . Soon a f t e r Bianca, the Duke 
and a t r a i n o f noblemen make t h e i r grand entrance, Leantio 
a r r i v e s on the scene; as he observes the Duke whispering 
i n h i s wife's ear* he remarks i n an aside: 

Lean. A k i s s i n g too! 
I see ' t i s p l a i n l u s t now, a d u l t e r y boldened; 
What w i l l i t prove anon, when ' t i s s t u f f e d f u l l 
Of wine and sweetmeats, being so impudent f a s t i n g ? ( 2 9 ) 

And when the Duke o f f e r s him a ca p t a i n s h i p , Leantio, s t i l l 
u s i ng the sensual imagery of food, comments b i t t e r l y on 
the v u l g a r i t y of s t a t e l y l u s t and i t s consequences i n 
respect to h i m s e l f : 

Lean. This i s some good y e t , 
And more than e'er I looked f o r ; a f i n e b i t 
To stay a cuckold's stomach: a l l preferment 
That springs from s i n and l u s t i t shoots up q u i c k l y , 
As gardeners' crops do i n the r o t t e n ' s t grounds; 
So i s a l l means r a i s e d from base p r o s t i t u t i o n 
Even l i k e a salad growing upon a d u n g h i l l . 
I'm l i k e a t h i n g t h a t never was yet heard o f , 
Half merry and h a l f mad; much l i k e a f e l l o w 
That eats h i s meat w i t h a good a p p e t i t e , 
And wears a plague-sore t h a t would f r i g h t a country; 
Or r a t h e r l i k e the barren, hardened ass, 
That feeds on t h i s t l e s t i l l he bleeds again; 
And such i s the c o n d i t i o n of my misery.(30) 
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A r o y a l procession, l i k e the sumptuous banquet i n 
Women Beware Women was also a hallmark o f the impressive 
magnificence of n o b i l i t y , and ̂ ourneur chooses to begin 
The Revenger's Tragedy w i t h t h i s t y p i c a l d i s p l a y of 
pageantry: 

Enter Vindice ( h o l d i n g a s k u l l ; he watches as) 
the Duke, Duchess, Lussurioso h i s son, Spurio 
the bastard, w i t h a t r a i n , pass over the stage 

w i t h t o r c h - l i g h t . 
Vind. Duke; r o y a l l e c h e r ; go, grey-hai r ' d a d u l t e r y ; 

And thou h i s son, as impious steep'd as he; 
And thou h i s bastard, true-begot i n e v i l ; 
And thou h i s duchess, t h a t w i l l do w i t h d e v i l . 
Four e x c e l l e n t c h a r a c t e r s — 0 , t h a t marrowless age 
Would s t u f f the hollow bones w i t h damn'd d e s i r e s , 
And 'stead of heat, k i n d l e i n f e r n a l f i r e s 
W ithin the s p e n d t h r i f t veins of a dry duke, 
A parch'd and j u i c e l e s s l u x u r . ( 3 l ) 

With a b r e v i t y of a c t i o n and words, then, Tourneur f i r m l y 
e s t a b l i s h e s i n these opening l i n e s the theme and mood o f 

32 
the e n t i r e play. Vindice, as the Mac h i a v e l l i a n p r o t a 
g o n i s t , here plays the r o l e of Presenter; he introduces 
the main characters who are to play major p a r t s i n the 
subsequent tragedy—one i n which he himself seems a t 
various p o i n t s to take over the task of d i r e c t i n g the dra
matic a c t i o n . What i s p a r t i c u l a r l y I n t e r e s t i n g to n o t i c e 
i n the l i g h t of the present discussion i s how i n the f i r s t 
l i n e Tourneur makes Vindice describe the p r i n c i p a l o b j e c t 
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o f h i s vengeance, who i s also a M a c h i a v e l l i a n , as being 
halfway between a r e a l man, 'Duke1, and an a l l e g o r i c a l 
p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n , ' a d u l t e r y ' ; t h i s i s the t y p i c a l p o s i t i o n 
of the stage v i l l a i n as i n d i c a t e d e a r l i e r i n the chapter. 
The apostrophe, 'royal l e c h e r ' , also serves to combine 
p e r f e c t l y the two extremes of n o b i l i t y and d e p r a v i t y 
which make up the Duke's nature. 

A number of c o u r t l y conventions became d r a m a t i c a l l y 
possible w i t h i n t h i s framework; the most popular by f a r 
was the device of the p l a y - w i t h i n - t h e - p l a y , f o r a r o y a l 
wedding, a coronation, or the v i s i t of a f o r e i g n ambassa
dor always o f f e r e d an occasion f o r some entertainment, 
and i n many works the c o u r t l y convention i t s e l f becomes 
j u s t as c o r r u p t as the background against which i t i s s e t . 
A c o u r t masque i n the respective l a s t acts of the two 
plays j u s t mentioned serves to b r i n g the p l o t to a bloody 
climax; the p a r t i c u l a r l y ingenious way i n which Kyd's 
Stage Machiavel, Hieronimo, uses the o p p o r t u n i t y of 
staging a p l a y f o r v i s i t i n g r o y a l t y as a v e h i c l e f o r h i s 
own revenge w i l l be examined i n some d e t a i l i n a l a t e r 
chapter. 

To conclude the present discussion one might make 
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one f u r t h e r speculation i n respect to the contemporary 
English audience: because scenery design and stage props 
were a t a minimum i n the Elizabethan t h e a t r e s , the 
audience's imaginative a b i l i t y probably functioned a t 
a maximum l e v e l . I f one accepts t h i s statement as b a s i 
c a l l y accurate, then i t serves to account a t l e a s t i n 
p a r t f o r the tremendous success achieved by those works 
mentioned. I t might also serve as an argument i n support 
of the theory t h a t the m a j o r i t y of M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n s 
who roamed the Elizabethan stage most l i k e l y appeared to 
contemporary audiences as t o t a l l y r e a l i s t i c dramatic 
e n t i t i e s . 

One may p o s t u l a t e the f o l l o w i n g scenario: a t y p i c a l l y 
v a r i e d Elizabethan audience take up t h e i r places i n the 
theatre as the play i s about to begin. I n i t i a l l y they 
f i n d themselves i n a state, of dramatic limbo, l e a v i n g t h e i r 
own sphere o f r e a l i t y to enter another which has been 
created f o r them by the d r a m a t i s t . They are soon informed 
t h a t the s e t t i n g of the a c t i o n i s I t a l y , which, they were 
t o l d by a f r i e n d o f a f r i e n d , i s a den o f i n i q u i t y ; the 
backdrop i s a r o y a l c o u r t , again they have no f i r s t - h a n d 
knowledge but have overheard j u s t enough to. a l l o w them 
to imagine the splendid i n t e r i o r of an I t a l i a n palace. 
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The spectators are now prepared to suspend t h e i r d i s b e l i e f , 
mainly because they have not been presented w i t h any ob
vious reason not t o ; the characters who confront them— 

i 

although they are not English but I t a l i a n and despite the 
f a c t t h a t they are not commoners l i k e most of them but 
nobles, or a t l e a s t c o u r t l y r e s i d e n t s — a r e r e a l people. 
They e x i s t i n a s e t t i n g and background made up of j u s t 
enough vaguely f a m i l i a r elements to allow most Elizabethans 
to imagine them, and once they have est a b l i s h e d t h a t image, 
i n t h e i r mind, i t becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y more d i f f i c u l t to 
deny i t s r e a l i t y , because the dramatist i s continuously 
supplying i n v i v i d poetry a d d i t i o n a l d e t a i l s of s e t t i n g 
and background which c o n s t a n t l y r e i n f o r c e and expand i t . 

Toward the end of Act I the sensational h o r r o r of the 
Stage Machiavel's v i l l a i n y begins to u n f o l d , and now i t 
i s the spectators'morbid f a s c i n a t i o n which t r a i n s t h e i r 
a t t e n t i o n unswervingly on the dramatic a c t i o n . Although 
the f i r s t s o l i l o q u y of the Stage Machiavel creates the 
nightmarish impression of r e a l i t y becoming detached, the 
tenuous thread of the v i l l a i n ' s humanity now binds the 
audience f i r m l y i n place f o r the remainder of the p l a y . 
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Footnotes - Chapter I 

1. Wilbur Sanders discusses the Renaissance r e j e c t i o n of 
the D e v i l as a c r e d i b l e stage f i g u r e and describes a t the 
same time the essence of the e v i l f o r c e represented by 
the M a c h i a vellian v i l l a i n who replaced Satan i n so many 
Elizabethan works: " . . . i t i s the 'advanced'thinkers who 
are t a k i n g s e r i o u s l y the e v i l symbolised by h e l l and the 
demonic order. They have r e a l i s e d t h a t a d e v i l who can 
be ordered about l i k e an errand boy i s a p a l t r y enemy 
beside the r e a l forces ranged against humanity, j u s t as 
the playhouse Satan i s a v u l g a r i s a t i o n of the Prince of 
the Power of the A i r . The d e v i l i s not fearsome'because 
of h i s b l a z i n g eyes and cloven hoof, but because he knows 
the heart of man, w i t h a l l i t s p o t e n t i a l i t y f o r e v i l and 
can, w i t h i n f i n i t e s u b t l e t y , e x p l o i t h i s knowledge... As 
'(Reginald) Scot saw, to rob Satan of h i s gimcrack stage 
appurtenances was simply to take him more s e r i o u s l y , which 
involves t a k i n g the e v i l he represents more s e r i o u s l y . 
'The D i u e l l of l a t e i s growen a p u r i t a n e ' , Nashe warns us, 
'and cannot away w i t h anie ceremonies...Priuate and d i s 
guised he passeth too and f r o . . . ' This new Satan l i v e s 
c l o s e r to the pulse of man, seated i n the blood, not so 
inescapably 'other' as h i s o l d e r stage counterpart had 
been, nor so e a s i l y recognised." The Dramatist and the 
Received Idea. Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1968, p. 200. 

2. Hereward T. Price i n h i s a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d "The Function 
of Imagery i n Webster" suggests t h a t the image presented 
I n the t i t l e of The White D e v i l p r e f i g u r e s the basic con
f l i c t which i s developed throughout the p l a y : " I n Tfebster 
the foreshadowing i s t y p i c a l l y i r o n i c a l . The good t h a t 
i s promised turns out to be e v i l . Webster e s p e c i a l l y uses 
Imagery to convey the basic c o n f l i c t of h i s drama, the 
c o n f l i c t between outward appearance and i n n e r substance 
or r e a l i t y . He gives us a universe so convulsed and un
c e r t a i n t h a t no appearance can represent r e a l i t y . E v i l 
shines l i k e t r u e gold and good t r i e s to p r o j e c t i t s e l f -
by p u t t i n g on disguise or a f a l s e show. What i s hidden 
r u s t s , s o i l s , f e s t e r s , c orrupts under i t s f a i r e x t e r i o r . 
The d e v i l i s c a l l e d the ' i n v i s i b l e d e v i l 1 . " Elizabethan 
Drama: Modern Essays i n C r i t i c i s m , e d i t e d by R.J. Kaufmann, 
Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1961, p. 228. 
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3. The White D e v i l . I l l , i i i . 1 2 - 9 . 
4. The Duchess of M a l f l . I,i»46-8, 
5. For a d e t a i l e d examination of the development of the 
Machiavellian p a r a s i t e see E.P. Vandiver's a r t i c l e , "The 
Elizabethan Dramatic P a r a s i t e " , SP., Vol. XXXII (1935), 
and f o r an a n a l y s i s of the malcontent t o o l - v i l l a i n i n 
p a r t i c u l a r and h i s associations w i t h the Machiavellian 
image see L. Babb, The Elizabethan Malady. East Lansing, 
1951, pp. 73-91. 
6. The Malcontent. I , i i . 
7. A prime example of t h i s may be found i n The White 
D e v i l where,, as Price p o i n t s out, the name of the D e v i l 
i s invoked no fewer than twenty-six times i n the course 
of the play,, (p. 228). 
8. For a comparison between the D e v i l and the Vice f i g u r e s 
and a d e f i n i t i o n of t h e i r s p e c i f i c r o l e s i n pre-Elizabethan 
drama, see L.W. Cushman, The D e v i l and the Vice i n the 
English Dramatic L i t e r a t u r e before Shakespeare. London, 
Frank Cass and Uo. L t d . , 1900, p. 63. 
9. Bernard Spivak maintains t h a t the Renaissance En g l i s h 
man was probably w e l l aware of the impact of Machiavellian 
d o c t r i n e upon t h e i r s o c i e t y : "The Elizabethans r e a l l y under
stood him ( M a c h i a v e l l i ) w e l l enough, and indeed t h e i r t r a 
d i t i o n a l values w i t h i n t h e i r t r a n s i t i o n a l age taught them 
to apprehend the e v i l before they were a c t u a l l y aware of 
the man who l a t e r l e n t i t h i s name. On t h e i r stage the 
Machiavellian v i l l a i n , through h i s egoism, h i s r u t h l e s s 
energy unhampered by pious r e s t r a i n t s , h i s d e l i b e r a t e d i s 
avowal of any law higher than h i s own a p p e t i t e , h i s pene
t r a t i n g and c y n i c a l awareness of the animal impulses com
posing man's lower nature, enacts the t h r u s t of the new 
r e a l i s m against t h e / t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n s a n c t i t i e s a p p l i 
cable to the l i f e of t h i s world. Legitimacy, order, honor, 
l o y a l t y , l o v e , and the s t a b l e community of human creatures 
under God are the easy obstacles h i s purposes surmount 
because the p i e t i e s and s i m p l i c i t i e s of honest men render 
them defenseless against h i s p o l i c y . I t i s a r a r e v i l l a i n 
i n the drama of t h a t time who i s not i n some degree a 
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Machiavel; f o r v i l l a i n y i n general, as the Elizabethans 
viewed and staged i t , i s rooted i n an i r r e l i g i o u s p r i n c i p l e , 
to which the F l o r e n t i n e , from the same view, c o n t r i b u t e d 
not so much an o r i g i n as an a f f i r m a t i o n , not so much a 
manifesto as a guidebook. The age was aware of Machia* 
v e l l i a n l s m before i t was aware of M a c h i a v e l l i . " Shakespeare 
and the A l l e g o r y of E v i l . New York, Columbia U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1958,pp. 375-6. 
10. See Rosslter's chapter on the Moral I n t e r l u d e , pp. 102 f f . 
11. See Lee, pp. 62-4. 
12. See Fellheimer, p. 25* I . 1 ' Donaldson quotes more ex
t e n s i v e l y from Fr. Thomas Wright's The Passions o f the mlnde 
i n t h i s regard i n h i s a r t i c l e . " J o n s o n ' s I t a l y : Volpone and 
Fr. Thomas Wright", N & Q..(Dec. 1972), pp. 450-2. Donald
son suggests t h a t Wright s .t r e a t i s e had a profound e f f e c t 
on Jonson i n h i s c r e a t i o n of c e r t a i n characters i n Volpone. 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the way he con t r a s t s the n a i v e t y of the 
English Would-bes w i t h the g u i l e of the Fox and h i s p a r a s i t e . 
13. W. Thorp p o i n t s out: "The f r i a r s i n The Jew of Malta 
v i o l a t e the secret of the conf e s s i o n a l , t r y to persuade 
the "converted" Jew to dower t h e i r houses, and act i n general 
i n a fashion c e r t a i n t o be pleasing to a J e s u i t - b a i t i n g 
audience." The Triumph of Realism i n Elizabethan Drama. 
Princeton U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1928, p. 44. 
14. The Jew of Malta. I I , i i i . 1 8 - 2 5 . 
15. See Praz, p. 9. 
16. This p o i n t of view i s confirmed by F..L. Lucas i n h i s 
"General I n t r o d u c t i o n to The White D e v i l " . The Complete 
Works of John Webster, e d i t e d by F.L. Lucas, Vol. I , London, 
Chatto & Windus, 1927, p. 92. ^The question of the r e a l i t y 
of Webster's I t a l y i s not merely i r r e l e v a n t i n de a l i n g w i t h 
h i s I t a l i a n p l ays. Drama i s indeed more than l i f e ' s m i r r o r ; 
yet i t f a i l s , i f i t seems to the hearer improbable, uncon
v i n c i n g , u n r e a l . I f i t does seem so, however, i t i s not 
ne c e s s a r i l y the poet's f a u l t . Again and again c r i t i c s have 
c r i e d out at characters l i k e Flamineo or Franciasco or 
Ferdinand w i t h the r e f r a i n of Judge Brack—"But people do 
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not do such t h i n g s " . And to t h a t the only answer i s "They 
d i d " ; and the only remedy, to read the h i s t o r y of the time. 
Thus alone s h a l l we understand where Webster found h i s 
world, how he and h i s audiences were f a s c i n a t e d by the 
s p e l l of the South and i t s f o r b i d d e n beauty..." 
17. As M.C. Bradbrook remarks:"Thirdly, there were the 
stock s t o r i e s , which acquired, the i n c o n t e s t a b i l i t y of 
legend A by t h e i r f requent use. The Revenge plays had a 
f i x e d n a r r a t i v e and f i x e d characters; consequently the 
speed of the I n t r i g u e s t e a d i l y a ccelerated, y e t the people 
would not f e e l the i n c i d e n t s to be i n c r e d i b l e , though t h e i r 
e f f e c t i v e n e s s depended on t h e i r being e x t r a o r d i n a r y . The 
a c t i o n i s r a p i d and complicated but not o r d e r l y ; i t i s 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of what Englishmen believed 
I t a l i a n court l i f e to be." Themes and Conventions of E l i z a 
bethan Tragedy. Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1935, p. 40. 
18. See Bowers, Revenge Tragedy, p. 52. 
19. Disguise i s a device used f r e q u e n t l y by the Machia
v e l l i a n v i l l a i n to f u r t h e r h i s own ends. L.G. Salingar 
i n h i s essay "The ^Revenger's Tragedy and.the M o r a l i t y — . ̂  
Tjradition"sugge;stsj jthat the dramatic convention of the 
disguise i s a legacy o f the M o r a l i t i e s : "Symbolic d i s g u i 
sing w i t h a s i m i l a r dramatic purpose was a stock convention 
of the M o r a l i t i e s ; sometimes there i s a change of dress, 
sometimes only o f name. This was not merely a convention 
of the stage; i t embodied popular b e l i e f s about the methods 
of the D e c e i v e r — ' t h e d e v i l hath power To assume a pleasing 
shape.'" Elizabethan Drama; Modern Essays i n C r i t i c i s m , 
e d i t e d by R.J. Kaufmann, Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1961, p. 21 
P.B. Murray confirms t h i s view: "The primary moral conno
t a t i o n o f ' d i s g u i s e ' was e v i l , f o r the Elizabethans asso
c i a t e d the term not only w i t h 'strange apparel' but w i t h 
drunkenness, d e f o r m i t y , d i s s i m u l a t i o n and the d e v i l . Satan, 
the Gospel's 'envious man1 and f o r Elizabethans the arche
t y p a l 'malcontent', i s 'nimble and sodaine...ln s h i f t i n g 
h i s h a b i t , h i s forme he-can change and cogge as quicke as 
thought'." A Study of C y r i l Tourneur. P h i l a d e l p h i a , Univer
s i t y of Pennsylvania Press, 1964, pp. 231-2. 
20. The White D e v i l . V. i i i . 150-67 
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21. The White D e v i l . V. i l l . 212-3. 
22. See Bowers, Audience and Poisoners, p. 504. 
23. The White D e v i l . I . 1. 3-4. 
24. See Bogard, T., The Tragic S a t i r e o f John Webster. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles, U n i v e r s i t y of C a l i f o r n i a Press, 
1955, pp. 119-20. 
25. The Revenge of Bussy D'Ambois. I . i . 1-8. 
26. M. Doran emphasises the p o i n t made by A r i s t o t l e I n 
regard to the r e a l i s t i c p o r t r a y a l of tragedy and adds 
another dimension to the present discussion of the dramatic 
appeal o f the court background: "Tragedy should not deal 
w i t h persons of mean es t a t e , not merely because we are 
more shaken at the f a l l of the mighty, though t h a t i s 
important to the t r a g i c e f f e c t , but also because i t would 
not be i n accordance w i t h v e r i s i m i l i t u d e . T e r r i b l e crimes 
of passion do not happen i n the l i v e s o f or d i n a r y c i t i z e n s . 
The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t they are too mean-spirited to be 
moved by great passion. Only l o r d s and kings and m i l i t a r y 
heroes are capable of the emotions which produce tragedy. 
Endeavours of A r t . Madison, U n i v e r s i t y o f Wisconsin Press, 
1954, p. 117. 

27. M.E. P r i o r notes t h a t the Elizabethan dramatist was 
i n c l i n e d to create a wealth of v i v i d d e t a i l i n d e s c r i b i n g 
the accoutrements of court l i f e i n order to accentuate 
i t s e v i l v a n i t y : "A t y p i c a l example of Tourneur's more 
involved f i g u r e s occurs i n Vindice's address to the skele
ton of h i s former l o v e : 

Advance thee, 0 thou t e r r o r to f a t f o l k s , 
To have t h e i r c o s t l y t h r e e - p i l e d f l e s h worn o f f 
As bare as t h i s . ( I . i . 4 8 - 5 0 ) 

Pat f o l k s i s a reference to the w e l l - f e d l u x u r y of the 
c o u r t , but 'dostly t h r e e - p i l e d f l e s h 1 i s a b r i l l i a n t 
development of the idea: t h r e e - p i l e d ' r e f e r s to an expen
sive and r i c h v e l v e t , the wearing-out of which would be 
a blow to one's fashionable p r i d e , and the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
of t h i s - i d e a w i t h the wasting of a l u x u r i o u s l y fed body 
and the t e r r o r to i n d o l e n t and v i c i o u s people of contem
p l a t i n g t h i s event produces an e x t r a o r d i n a r y c o n c e n t r a t i o n 
of suggestions." The Language of Tragedy. New Tork, 1947, 
p. 141. 
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28. J.M.R. Margeson remarks upon Midd l e t o n 1 s dramatic 
s k i l l i n emphasising t h i s c o n t r a s t by the way i n which he 
l i n k s these two scenes together: "By now a s t r i k i n g i r o n i c 
c o n t r a s t has been b u i l t up between the wealth, splendour, 
and ceremony of the court and a l l i t s handsomely dressed 
creatures and the c o r r u p t i o n o f e v i l passions under the 
surface. Middleton presents us w i t h a complete view of 
these c o n t r a s t i n g states i n the great middle act of the 
p l a y , f i r s t i n personal terms as Leantio comes home to h i s 
small house, completely unaware of the change i n Bianca, 
and then d u r i n g a banquet a t L i v i a ' s house where a l l the 
main characters are brought together. Images of f a i r 
show and of rottenness beneath l i n k these scenes to g e t h e r . " 
The Origins of English Tragedy. Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1922, p. 147. 
29. Women Beware Women. I I I . i i . 
30. I b i d . 
31. The Revenger's Tragedy. I . i . 1-9. 
32. Margeson describes the theme and mood admirably i n 
the f o l l o w i n g passage: "Scene a f t e r scene shows the con
t r a s t between the splendour and d i g n i t y of the c o u r t , the 
pretence of j u s t i c e , and the ugly r e a l i t y beneath the sur
face. As the a c t i o n moves forward, the i r o n y i s not merely 
a s t a t i c s e r i e s o f contrasts but becomes an intense pro
cess of d e s t r u c t i o n i n the clash of one e v i l ambition 
against another. H i p p o l i t o says of Lussurioso, i n words 
t h a t might apply to them a l l : How s t r a n g e l y does himselfe 
worke to vndo him.'" p.,143;. "See also.-Lisca, P., "The 
Revenger's Tragedy, a Study i n I r o n y " , PQ., Vol. XXXVIII 
(1959), pp. 245-6. 
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Chapter I I - Dramatic Irony 

At the end of the l a s t chapter I t was noted t h a t 

I n the works r e f e r r e d to thus f a r the r e s p e c t i v e Machia

v e l l i a n v i l l a i n s axe r e v e a l e d as such to the audience a t 

the f i r s t opportunity. I t may be assumed t h a t the E l i z a 

bethan dramatist had a purpose i n i d e n t i f y i n g the v i l l a i n 

as soon as p o s s i b l e , u s u a l l y I n the f i r s t a c t of a play 

and often i n the f i r s t scene. There a r e , i n f a c t , s e v e r a l 

good reason s . 

f i r s t of a l l , by r e v e a l i n g the Stage Machiavel a t 

the outset of the play the d r a m a t i s t provides the s p e c t a 

t o r s with a f i g u r e a g a i n s t whom they can u n r e s e r v e d l y 

d i r e c t t h e i r h ate. I n t h i s way they become immediately 

involved I n the dramatic a c t i o n , and t h e i r i n t e r e s t can 

be maintained c o n s i s t e n t l y throughout by having the 

Stage Machiavel s u c c e s s f u l l y p l o t t r e a c h e r y upon t r e a ^ i 

chery with the f a t e s i n h i s favour. By c o n t i n u a l l y o f f e n 

ding t h e i r e t h i c a l sense w i t h the unchecked c r i m i n a l be

haviour of the v i l l a i n , the d r a m a t i s t e s s e n t i a l l y c a s t s 

the s p e c t a t o r s c o l l e c t i v e l y I n the r o l e of moral judge. 

Even i f they might think the play a bad one, they would 

I n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y remain u n t i l the end i n order to see 

the v i l l a i n r e c e i v e the punishment he so r i c h l y d e s e r v e s . 
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This put the dramatist under the o b l i g a t i o n of r e s o l v i n g 
the p l o t so t h a t the v i l l a i n does, i n f a c t , i n c u r a f a t e 
commensurate w i t h h i s crimes. 

The second possible reason why the dramatist exposes 
the v i l l a i n to'the audience immediately may be seen as 
an attempt to create a k i n d of ' a r t o f Machiavellianism'• 
I t has already been noted how, i n most works, the drama
t i s t has the Stage Machiavel successively p e r p e t r a t e 
h o r r o r upon h o r r o r to shock the s e n s i b i l i t i e s of the 
spectators; the dramatist no doubt r e a l i z e d t h a t the sen
s a t i o n a l i s m of these i n c r e d i b l y wicked acts could be yet 
f u r t h e r heightened by a l l o w i n g the audience to hear each 
one p l o t t e d out i n d e t a i l before i t takes place w i t h i n , 
the context of the play. Prom an a r t i s t i c standpoint 
then, i t can be seen how the dramatic impact o f an e v i l 
scheme could, i n e f f e c t , be doubled by f o r c i n g the audience 
f i r s t to imagine i t as i t i s revealed i n dialogue, then 
a n t i c i p a t e i t f o r a given l e n g t h of time, and f i n a l l y see 
i t c a r r i e d out i n a c t i o n . This also gives the audience 
the o p p o r t u n i t y of observing a t f i r s t h a n d the a r t i s t i 
c a l l y e v i l machinations of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n mind, as 
w e l l as the t r a g i c consequences i t I n v a r i a b l y produces. 
This n o t i o n of the ' a r t of Machiavellianism' w i l l be 
d e a l t w i t h i n f u l l e r d e t a i l i n the. f o l l o w i n g chapter. 
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Perhaps the most f e a s i b l e reason f o r the r e v e a l i n g 
of the v i l l a i n ' s i d e n t i t y a t the f i r s t o p p o r t u n i t y i s t h a t 
i t enabled the dramatist to create an elaborate and com
plex scheme of dramatic i r o n y . By t e l l i n g the spectators 
f i r s t of a l l who the v i l l a i n i s and then by making him 
revea l each step of h i s plan, the dra m a t i s t puts the 
audience i n the p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n of knowing more than 
the unsuspecting characters against whom the v i l l a i n y i s 
d i r e c t e d . This i s a most e f f e c t i v e means of s u s t a i n i n g 
the audience's i n t e r e s t i n the dramatic a c t i o n , and indeed 
the element of suspense i s not e n t i r e l y l o s t , f o r a t 
every stage the audience w i l l expect the v i l l a i n to be 
f o i l e d by some t r i c k o f f a t e . 

Before going any f u r t h e r w i t h an examination-', of the 
plays mentioned i n the l a s t chapter, i t should be said 
t h a t i t seems q u i t e c l e a r t h a t i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the 
m a j o r i t y of these works, the dramatist sought to make the 
entertainment of the spectator i n the th e a t r e h i s p r i n c i 
pa l concern. For t h i s reason an attempt has been made 
i n the remainder o f t h i s chapter to view the plays under 
co n s i d e r a t i o n d i r e c t l y from a seat i n the s t a l l s . 

To begin w i t h , then, one might suggest t h a t the dra
matic work whose p l o t i s based on the character o f the 
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Machiavellian v i l l a i n evolves through a sequence of 
scenes which may he compared w i t h a s e r i e s of photo
graphic s t i l l s . Set against a background of c o r r u p t i o n 
and decay, the f i r s t snapshot i s a s e l f - p o r t r a i t : the 
Machiavel provides a d e s c r i p t i o n of himself i n a l e n g t h y 

1 
s o l i l o q u y . The s u p e r f i c i a l f e a t u r e s of h i s character 
emerge, and a time-warp i s immediately created as the 
spectator i s given a glimpse of the past, present and 
f u t u r e i n the l i f e of the v i l l a i n . 

Like seeing a^photograph of someone one doesn't• 
know, there i s an a i r of u n r e a l i t y about t h i s f i r s t scene. 
The spectator searches f o r p o i n t s of s i m i l a r i t y between 
the stage f i g u r e and the average man—perhaps drawing on 
h i s own experience as a p o i n t of departure. He f i n d s 
none, however, and t h i s i n t e n s i f i e s the u n r e a l i t y of the 
f i r s t impression. Yet the Machiavel stands there i n bold 
r e l i e f , l a r g e r than l i f e , an image of cunning d e p r a v i t y 
t h a t must be reckoned w i t h . Where, then, does the d i s 
t o r t i o n l i e ? 

An example of t h i s may be found i n The Revenge of 
Bussy D'Ambols where Baligny, the b r o t h e r - i n - l a w o f the 
murdered Bussy D'Ambois, i s considered by a l l but the King 
to be sincere i n h i s desire to revenge t h i s crime. The 



-84-

audience too i s deceived by the opening dialogue through
out which Baligny pretends to agree w i t h Renel t h a t the 
kingdom i s i n a sad s t a t e of decay, and t h a t the unrevenged 
murder of Bussy D'Ambois i s a perversion of j u s t i c e . 
However as soon as Renel leaves the stage, a f t e r promising 
to help Baligny and the others i n t h e i r plan f o r revenge, 
Baligny reveals h i s p o s i t i o n as a dissembler i n the f o l -

2 
lowing s o l i l o q u y : 

Bal. A l l r e s t i t u t i o n to your w o r t h i e s t l o r d s h i p 
Whose errand I must c a r r y to the King, 
As having sworn my service i n the search 
Of a l l such malcontents and t h e i r designs, 
By seeming one a f f e c t e d w i t h t h e i r f a c t i o n 
And discontented humours g a i n s t the s t a t e : 
Nor doth my brother Clermont scape my counsel 
Given to the King about h i s Guisean greatness, 
Which, as I spice i t , hath pbssess'd the King 
(Knowing h i s d a r i n g s p i r i t ) o f much danger 
Charg'd i n i t to h i s person; though my conscience 
Dare swear him c l e a r of any power to be 
I n f e c t e d w i t h the l e a s t dishonesty: 
Yet t h a t s i n c e r i t y , we p o l i t i c i a n s 
Must say, grows out of envy, since i t cannot 
Aspire to p o l i c y ' s greatness; and the more 
We work on a l l respects of k i n d and v i r t u e , 
The more our service to the King seems g r e a t , 
I n sparing no good t h a t Seems bad to him: 
And the more bad we make the most of good, 
The more our p o l i c y searcheth, and our service 
I s wonder'd a t f o r wisdom and sincereness. 
'Tis easy to make good suspected s t i l l , 
Where good and God are made but cloaks f o r i l l . ( 3 ) 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note the e n t i r e absence of d i s 
t i n c t moral colour i n t h i s c a r e f u l l y posed photograph. 
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Th e character of Baligny emerges e n t i r e l y i n an ominous 
shade of grey as he speaks of what, to the average person, 
i s a t l e a s t black and white. To Baligny t h a t e s s e n t i a l 
enigma of l i f e — t h e d i f f e r e n c e between 'good' and 'bad'— 
i s the simplest of a l l r i d d l e s to solve; i n the realm i n 
which the Machiavellian i n t e l l e c t operates, the two are 
simply interchangeable.in response to the circumstances. 
For the s k i l l e d dissembler the a t t i t u d e s suggested by 
'good' and 'bad' can be as e a s i l y exchanged as can the 
two words i n the way Baligny uses them i n t h i s s o l i l o q u y . 

The spectator i s drawn i n e v i t a b l y i n t o subsequent 
scenes where he i s permitted to r e l a x somewhat and watch 
the Machiavel s t r i k e one conventional pose a f t e r another 
as he i n t e r a c t s i n a seemingly normal f a s h i o n w i t h the 
other characters i n the drama. Then suddenly i n another 
candid s o l i l o q u y the r e i g n i n g surface r e a l i t y i s broken, 
and the spectator i s again confronted w i t h a s t i l l - l i f e 
of the Machiavel: beneath the semblance of n o r m a l i t y l u r k s 
the unreal spectre o f the h y p o c r i t e who i s caught by the 
t e l e s c o p i c lens i n the act of manipulating characters and 

4 
circumstances to h i s advantage. Although the dialogue 
goes on f o l l o w i n g the v i l l a i n ' s i n t e r r u p t i o n , the w e i r d l y 
p u l s a t i n g r e f l e c t i o n of the Machiavel remains—an idee 
f i x e — a n d permeates the r e s t o f the a c t . 
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One such Instance occurs i n The Spanish Tragedy 
where Lorenzo p l o t s to dispose of h i s t o o l - v i l l a i n , Ser-
berine, who he fe a r s might expose h i s hand i n the murder 
of H o r a t i o . To t h i s end he decides to employ the t a l e n t s 
of a second t o o l - v i l l a i n , Pedringano, whom he must then 
also take i n t o h i s confidence. Although t h i s scheme would 
a t f i r s t appear to lead Lorenzo r i g h t back t o where he 
s t a r t e d , he soon enlightens the audience as to the more 
i n t r i c a t e d e t a i l s of h i s p l o t : 

Lor, Now to confirm the complot thou hast cast 
Of a l l these p r a c t i c e s , I ' l l spread the watch, 

'.Upon precise commandment from the k i n g , 
Strongly./to guard the place where Pedringano 
This n i g h t s h a l l murder hapless Serberine. 
Thus must we work t h a t w i l l avoid d i s t r u s t , 
Thus must we p r a c t i s e to prevent mishap, 
And thus one i l l another must expulse. 
This s l y enquiry o f Hieronimo 
For Bel-imperia breeds s u s p i c i o n , 
And t h i s suspicion bodes a f u r t h e r i l l . 
As f o r myself, I know my secret f a u l t , 
And so do they, but I have d e a l t f o r them. 
They t h a t f o r c o i n t h e i r souls endangered, 
To save my l i f e , f o r coin s h a l l venture t h e i r s : 
And b e t t e r i t ' s t h a t base companions d i e , 
Than by t h e i r l i f e to hazard our good haps. 
Nor s h a l l they l i v e , f o r me to f e a r t h e i r f a i t h : 
I ' l l t r u s t myself, myself s h a l l be my f r i e n d , 
For die they s h a l l , slaves are ordain'd to 

no other end.(5) 
This s o l i l o q u y serves three important dramatic func

t i o n s a t once: f i r s t of a l l , i t accounts f o r the otherwise 
unexplained presence of the guards a t the murder scene; 
secondly i t renders the dramatic i r o n y of Pedringano's 
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subsequent t r u s t i n Lorenzo a l l the more poignant; and 
l a s t l y i t openly d i s p l a y s the coldr.blooded reasoning of 

6 
the M a c h i avellian mind. I n much the same way as Baligny 
resolves the puzzle of good and bad i n a few q u i b b l i n g 
l i n e s , so does Lorenzo dispose of the momentousness of 
l i f e : and.-death as, though they presented no more than 
m e t r i c a l problems. The l i v e s or deaths of Serberine and 
Pedringano are indeed, a t the p l o t l e v e l , simply to be 
arranged as Lorenzo's convenience d i c t a t e s — m u r d e r e r and 
v i c t i m might exchange r o l e s and again i t would make no 
d i f f e r e n c e . A t e c h n i c a l problem i s to be d e a l t w i t h , a 
problem of metre and p l o t , and though i t r e q u i r e s some 
con s i d e r a t i o n i t does not demand much. 

Lorenzo i s not the only v i l l a i n who r e a l i z e s t h a t 
f o r s e c u r i t y reasons he must do away w i t h the instruments 
of h i s v i l l a i n y . I n The Revenger's Tragedy one again f i n d s 
the same p a t t e r n developing as i n The Spanish Tragedy; 
i n f a c t , Lussurioso's s o l i l o q u y i n which he p l o t s to mur
der h i s panderer i s nearly i d e n t i c a l both in. p h r a s i n g 
and content w i t h the s o l i l o q u y of Lorenzo c i t e d above. 
However Tourneur has i n g e n i o u s l y created a double dramatic 
i r o n y i n t h i s instance, f o r the man whom Lussurioso i s 
about to employ to commit the crime i n question i s the 
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very knave i n disguise whom he i s t r y i n g to murder. There 
i s yet another I r o n i c undercurrent: the very same character, 
Vindice, who i s now supposed to murder h i m s e l f , has, i n 
f a c t , been seeking revenge a l l along against Lussurioso: 

Luss. This f e l l o w w i l l come f i t l y ; he s h a l l k i l l 
That other slave, t h a t d i d abuse my spleen, 
And made i t s w e l l to treason. I have put 
Much of my heart i n t o him, he must d i e . 
He t h a t knows great men's secrets and proves 

s l i g h t , 
That man ne'er l i v e s to see h i s beard t u r n w h i t e . 
Ay, he s h a l l speed him; I ' l l employ the br o t h e r . 
Slaves are but n a i l s , to d r i v e out one another. 
He being o f black c o n d i t i o n , s u i t a b l e 
To want and i l l content, hope of preferment 
W i l l g r i n d him to an edge.(7) 

Throughout these plays the audience i s presented w i t h 
t 

s i m i l a r l y a r r e s t i n g photographs of the Machiavel as a 
wholly abhorrent f i g u r e . The images vary only i n minor 
d e t a i l s : each i s so l i k e the one before t h a t i t might be 
superimposed upon the others thus forming successive l a y e r s 
of v i l l a i n y , u n t i l u l t i m a t e l y the Machiavel emerges as a 
c a r i c a t u r e . A c a r i c a t u r e , of course, i s not r e a l , and so 
to describe the Machiavel as a c a r i c a t u r e i s to imply t h a t 
he traduces and d i s t o r t s any recognisable human r e a l i t y , 
any r e a l i t y the audience would understand as such. But 
the e f f e c t of the Machiavel upon the audience'is n o t so 
e a s i l y disposed o f , f o r the a c t i o n of the plays i n which 
such f i g u r e s appear i s t o o b l i t e r a t e the sense t h a t these 
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c a r i c a t u r e f i g u r e s are c a r i c a t u r e , and to suggest, w i t h 
a l l the f o r c e f u l consequences of such a suggestion, t h a t 
they are, i f not p r e c i s e l y normal then a t l e a s t recognisably 

8 
human f i g u r e s , and t h a t the world i s as they d e p i c t i t . 

I n many Elizabethan plays where the p l o t revolves 
around the conspiracy of the M a c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n , there 
can be found an i n t r i c a t e network i n the basic p l o t s t r u c 
t u r e . This i s t r u e p a r t i c u l a r l y i n those works where the 
v i l l a i n must l a y extensive groundwork f o r h i s treachery 
by s e i z i n g o p p o r t u n i t i e s as they a r i s e and using t r i c k e r y 
and cunning to manipulate events to h i s advantage; these 
are techniques f o r which the Stage Machiavel's t a l e n t i s 
e s p e c i a l l y w e l l - s u i t e d . I n order to keep the audience 
informed of the more spontaneous contrivances of the 
v i l l a i n ' s scheme, the dramatist o f t e n had to i n s e r t an 
explanatory s o l i l o q u y a t a s t r a t e g i c p o i n t i n the a c t i o n . 

One example of t h i s occurs i n Othello where Iago 
makes Othello d i s c r e e t l y withdraw to a p o s i t i o n from which 
he i s able to observe but not overhear the ensuing conver
s a t i o n between Iago and Cassio. I f the camera s h u t t e r 
were to c l i c k at t h i s moment, i t would capture an image 
of the Machiavel i n the process of s e t t i n g the stage f o r 
a grotesque scene i n the Theatre of the Absurd. Cassio, 
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under the s k i l l e d d i r e c t i o n of ?>Iago}• ̂ l8-^•iIZl]•rd14^(Qp.7'•,being 
primed to play a r o l e s i m i l a r to Camus' man i n a c a l l - b o x . 
Denied the o p p o r t u n i t y to u t t e r a word i n h i s own defense; 
he i s about to be manipulated i n t o a s i t u a t i o n where he 
w i l l i n c r i m i n a t e himself i r r e v o c a b l y w i t h h i s gestures 
i n the eyes of O t h e l l o : 

Iago. Now w i l l I question Cassio of Bianca, 
A housewife t h a t by s e l l i n g her desires 
Buys h e r s e l f bread and c l o t h e s . I t i s a creature 
That dotes on Cassio, as ' t i s the strumpet's plague 
To beguile many and be beguil'd by one. 
He, when he hears of her, cannot ( r e f r a i n ) 
Prom the excess of l a u g h t e r . Here he comes. 

He-enter Cassio. 
As he s h a l l smile, Othello s h a l l go mad; 
And h i s unbookish jealousy must (conster) 
Poor Cassio's smiles, gestures, and l i g h t behaviours 
Quite i n the wrong.(9) 

A f t e r Cassio has made h i s entrance, the tableau of 
the absurd i s complete. During the second p a r t of Iago's 
s o l i l o q u y the audience's a t t e n t i o n i s r i v e t e d upon the 
v i l l a i n and h i s ominous words, y e t the spectators cannot 
help but be uncomfortably aware of the vaccuum i n which the 
other two characters are unsuspectingly suspended; s t i l l , 
by making Iago r e l a t e the v i l l a i n y a t the moment of i t s 
conception, Shakespeare gives the spectators a sense of 
being immediately present a t the b i r t h and f i r s t vigorous 
movement of dramatic a c t i o n . They are, of couse, h e l p l e s s 
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to prevent the f a t a l t u r n i t i s about to take; they can 
only contemplate the way i n which Iago deceives the men 
who have placed t h e i r t r u s t i n him. The f a c t t h a t n e i t h e r 
Cassio nor Othello are a t any p o i n t i n the l e a s t i n c l i n e d 
to supect 'Honest Iago' makes one s e c t i o n of the dialogue 
between Iago and Cassio mordantly i r o n i c : 

Iago. Why, the cry goes t h a t you ( s h a l l ) marry her. 
Cas. P r i t h e e , say t r u e . 
Iago. I am a very v i l l a i n else.(10) 

Perhaps the most reprehensible aspect o f the Stage 
Machiavel's character i s h i s a b i l i t y to dissemble. Iago 
i s successful a t the p r a c t i c e of dissembling because of 
h i s established r e p u t a t i o n as an honest man. The Stage 
Machiavels i n a l l the works mentioned e a r l i e r can be found 
to play the r o l e of the h y p o c r i t e a t some p o i n t i n t h e i r 
v i l l a i n y , .ilago's statement a t the beginning of the f i r s t 

11 
act of O t h e l l o . " I am not what I am", may t h e r e f o r e be 
considered one of the i d e n t i f y i n g marks o f the Mac h i a v e l l i a n 
v i l l a i n . This p r a c t i c e of dissembling, however, makes i t 
d i f f i c u l t , i f not impossible, to d i s c e r n any k i n d o f ' r e a l ' 

12 
or 'human' character f i g u r e f o r the Machiavel. Each a c t 
of dissembling adds another l a y e r of what one would l i k e 
to believe i s masking d i s t o r t i o n , o b l i t e r a t i n g f u r t h e r any 
' e s s e n t i a l ' character f o r the v i l l a i n . At the close o f 
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scenes such as the one above from O t h e l l o , the audience 
i s l e f t to ponder the question suggested by Iago's para
d o x i c a l opening statement: I f the Machiavel i s not what 

13 
he appears t o be, then who or what i s he? I f i t i s i n 
c r e a s i n g l y d i f f i c u l t to hold to the view t h a t the dramatic 
appearace of the Machiavel c a r i c a t u r e s a 'human r e a l i t y ' 
beneath, i f i t i s d i f f i c u l t to deny t h a t the surface appea
rances are themselves, a l a s , human i n some une a s i l y appoxi-
mate way, then i t becomes an easy imaginative step to 
p o s i t some other than human fundamental f o r c e , some other 
than human energy as in f o r m i n g and u n i t i n g the successive 
d i v e r s i t y of surface appearances. I t i s perhaps a t t h i s 
p o i n t t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l spectator's imagination gets to 
work and conjures up h i s personal v i s i o n of the D e v i l — n o t 
the outworn character of the Miracle plays who,by h i s a c t u a l 
appearance i n the drama, became merely a stage f i g u r e and 
the r e f o r e nothing to be feared--ubut ̂ thaViin^d.wn-Byll'j.ToFce 
which not only may be l u r k i n g o f f s t a g e i n the thea t r e wings, 
but which also crouches fearsomely i n the sub-conscious 
mind of every human being. 

Prom the f i r s t c h i l l i n g 'photograph' to the l a s t — w h i c h 
captures the v i l l a i n r e v e l l i n g g l e e f u l l y over a f i n a l 
success preceding h i s i n e v i t a b l e f a l l — t h e spectator i s 
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dragged along by the n a t u r a l sequence of f i l m s t i l l s : each 
Image c o r r o b o r a t i n g the li k e n e s s o f the previous one while 
at the same time evoking the i n e v i t a b i l i t y of the next. 

I t must be noted t h a t a t times i t was awkward f o r the 
dramatist to arrange a break i n the dramatic a c t i o n f o r the 
v i l l a i n to confide i n the audience. I n some Instances the 
spectators are expected to p r a c t i c e the suspension of d i s 
b e l i e f as i n the case of Iago's s o l i l o q u y , where they are 
to assume t h a t they alone can hear Iago's p l o t even though 
both Othello and Cassio are on stage a t the time. 

There i s much evidence to support the view t h a t the 
Elizabethan audience was w i l l i n g to suspend i t s d i s b e l i e f 
on occasion, as long as the dramatic a c t i o n continued t o 
move s w i f t l y and prove e n t e r t a i n i n g . This f a c t enabled 
the d ramatist to make use of yet another dramatic conven
t i o n as a means of advancing i n f o r m a t i o n to the audience; 
i f i t proved awkward or impossible to c l e a r the stage f o r 
an explanatory s o l i l o q u y , the dramatist could s t i l l arrange 
f o r the v i l l a i n to keep the audience Informed by a series 

14 
of asides. I n the next few examples i t may be seen how 
the dramatic i r o n y i s created simultaneaously w i t h the 
u n f o l d i n g of the v i l l a i n ' s scheme, thus a l l o w i n g the stage 

15 
a c t i o n to progress r a p i d l y a t the same time. 
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I n Act I I of The Jew of Malta Barabas pretends to 
encourage young Lodowicke i n h i s e f f o r t s to make the 
acquaintance of A b i g a i l , the Jew's daughter. I n a serie s 
of asides, however, Barabas makes several t h r e a t e n i n g puns 
which r e v e a l h i s i n t e n t i o n t o revenge the loss of h i s 
wealth on the unsuspecting Governor's son. The feigned 
subject of t h e i r conversation i s a diamond: 

Lodowicke. Well, Barabas, canst helpe me to a Diamond? 
Barabas. Oh,/.Sir, your f a t h e r had my Diamonds. 
Yet I have one l e f t t h a t w i l l serve your t u r n e : 
I meane my daughter:--but e're he s h a l l have her '.Aside, 
I ' l e s a c r i f i c e her on a p i l e of wood. 
I.ha the poyson of the C i t y f o r him, 
And the white l e p r o s i e . 

Lodowicke. What sparkle does i t give w i t h o u t a f o i l e ? 
Barabas. The Diamond t h a t I t a l k e o f , ne'r was f o i l d : 
But when he touches i t , i t w i l l be f o i l d : (Aside.) 
Lord Lodowicke, i t sparkles b r i g h t and f a i r e . 

Lodowicke. I s i t square or p o i n t e d , pray l e t me know. 
Barabas. Pointed i t i s , good S i r , — b u t n o t f o r you. 

Aside. 
Lodowicke. I l i k e i t much the b e t t e r . 
Barabas So doe I t o o . 
Lodowicke. How showes i t by n i g h t ? 
Barabas. Outshines Cinthia's rayes: 
You'le l i k e i t b e t t e r f a r r e a n i g h t s than dayes. Aside. 

Lodowicke... And what's the p r i c e ? 
Barabas. Your l i f e and - i f -you have i t * — ( A s i d e ) t: 
Oh my Lord we w i l l not j a r r e about the p r i c e ; 
Come to my house and I w i l l g i v ' t yourhonour— Aside. 
With a vengeance.(16) 

With each pun Barabas makes, Marlowe emphatically stresses 
the e v i l nature of the Machiavellian v i l l a i n ' s crude but 
most e f f e c t i v e w i t . The Elizabethan audience appreciated 
s k i l l f u l punning, and the pointedness and r a p i d i t y o f the 
Jew's b r u t a l w i t t i c i s m s provide s o l i d entertainment as w e l l 

17 
as s e r v i n g the p r a c t i c a l f u n c t i o n o f advancing the s t o r y . 
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From the spectator's p o i n t of view the e n t i r e t h e a t r i c a l 
experience of watching an;' Elizabethan play i n which the 
p r o t a g o n i s t i s a Machiavellian v i l l a i n might resemble a 
piece of modern cinematography which has been accelerated 
to show the development of a f l o w e r from bud to bloom. 
The only d i f f e r e n c e i n the case of the Stage Machiavel i s 
t h a t he does not a c t u a l l y change and grow the way the 
flow e r e v e n t u a l l y does: i t i s instead the weird r e a l i t y 
of h i s e v i l image which evolves and p r o j e c t s an ever i n 
creasing impact on the c o l l e c t i v e p erception of the audience. 
The metamorphosis takes place only i n the mind of the spec
t a t o r , not on the stage. I t i s as i f the audience's cumu
l a t i v e impression of the Machiavel has been infused w i t h 
a l i f e of i t s own q u i t e separate and apart from the f i g u r e 
on the stage; i t i s th i s - t r a n s p a r e n c y which, w i t h c o n t i n 
uous reinforcement, enlarges upon i t s e l f w h ile a t the same 
time becoming more c l e a r l y defined and seemingly more r e a l . 

One does, i n f a c t , o f t e n f i n d the dramatic convention 
of the aside to be coupled w i t h the s a t i r i c w i t of the 
Stage Machiavel. A s i t u a t i o n s i m i l a r to the one i n The Jew 
of Malta occurs i n Jonson's Volpone. where the major p a r t 
of the play's a c t i o n may be c l a s s i f i e d as s a t i r i c a l comedy. 
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Th e a c t u a l names of the characters are d e r i v a t e d from 
the I t a l i a n words which r e f e c t the various r o l e s they por
t r a y : hence, Volpone i s the o l d fox or master v i l l a i n , 
Mosca i s the f l y who t h r i v e s as h i s p a r a s i t e and t o o l -
v i l l a i n , and Corvino, Corbaccio and V o l t o r e are the respec
t i v e ravens and v u l t u r e who are w a i t i n g f o r the o l d fox 
to die so t h a t they can feed on h i s remains. I n the 
f o l l o w i n g dialogue, Mosca makes a number of d e r i s i v e puns 
about Corbaccio's g u l l i b l e nature, i n c l u d i n g a pun on h i s 
name which, no doubt, g r e a t l y amused the audiences of 
the day. Mosca has been p l a y i n g the dissembler a l l along 
and has suggested to Corbaccio t h a t i n order to i n g r a t i a t e 
h i m s e l f w i t h Volpone, he should d i s i n h e r i t h i s son and 
change h i s w i l l i n Volpone's favour: 

Corb. This p l o t 
Did I thinke on before. Mos. I doe beleeue i t . 

Corb. Doe you not beleeue i t ? Mos. Yes, s i r . 
Corb. Mine owne p r o i e c t . 

Mos. Which when he hath done, s i r — Corb. Pub
l i s h 'd me h i s heire? 

Mos. And you so certayne, to suruiue him—Corb. I 
Mos. Being so l u s t y a man—Corb. 'Tis t r u e . 

Mos. Yes, s i r — 
Corb. I thought on t h a t t o o . See, how he should be 

The very organ, to expresse my thoughts! 
Mos. You haue not onely done your s e l f e a g o o d — 

•j Corb. But multlplyed i t on my Sonne? Mos. 'Tis 
r i g h t s i r . 

Corb. S t i l l , my i n u e n t i o n . Mos. 'Lasse s i r , heauen 
knowes, 

I t hath beene . a l l my s t u d i e , a l l my care, 
( I e'ene grow grey w i t h a l l ) how to worke t h i n g s — 
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Corb. I doe conceiue, sweet Mosca. Mos. You 
are he, 

For whom I labour, here. Corb. I , doe, doe, doe: 
}I ' l e s t r a i g h t about I t . Mos. Rooke goe w i t h you, rauen. 

Corb. I know thee honest. Mos. You doe l i e , s i r — 
Corb. And— 

' yMbsi Your knowledge i s no b e t t e r then your e a r e s , s i r . 
Corb. I doe not doubt, to be a f a t h e r to thee. 
Mos. Nor I , to g u l l my brother o f h i s b l e s s i n g . 
Corb. I may ha 1 my youth r e s t o r ' d to me, why not? 
Mos. Your worship i s a precious asse—Corb. What 
s a y 1 s t thou? 

Mos. I doe desire your worship, to make haste, s i r . 
Corb. 'Tis done, ' t i s done, I goe.(l8) 

I n a d d i t i o n to being c l e v e r l y amusing, Mosca's remarks 
aside to the audience also succeed i n s u s t a i n i n g the^dramatic 
i r o n y , f o r i t soon becomes c l e a r t h a t t h i s i s a l l one o f 
Mosca's schemes to e n r i c h f u r t h e r the estate of Volpone 
who i s , i n r e a l i t y , enjoying a f i n e s t a t e of h e a l t h . Cor-
baccio makes the i r o n y of the s i t u a t i o n y e t more crudely 
humourous by i n s i s t i n g t h a t i t was a c t u a l l y h i s plan a l l 

Mosca's treatment of Corvino and Vol t o r e i s much the 
same throughout the p l a y — o n l y the puns and w i t t y i n s u l t s 
are subject to v a r i a t i o n . Yet as one encounter f o l l o w s 
another, the audience's senses begin to r e e l a t Mosca's 
lunflagging energy i n unscrupulously duping each of V o l 
pone's b i r d s of prey. I n the spectator's mind the Machia
v e l l i a n p a r a s i t e seems to mushroom out l i k e a poisonous 
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t o a d s t o o l , f l o u r i s h i n g i n the f e r t i l e ground of g u l l i 
b i l i t y i n which he has chosen to operate. 

The spectator i s , however, repeatedly subject to a 
time-warp which occurs every time he s h i f t s h i s a t t e n t i o n 
away from t h i s blown-up r e f l e c t i o n of the Machiavel which 
has invaded h i s consciousness and back to the a c t i o n on 
stage. There he f i n d s the stage v i l l a i n e s s e n t i a l l y un
changed from when he f i r s t saw him. The tableau i s d i f f e r e n t 
each time, but the Machiavel can always be seen crouching i n 
the c e n t r e , a single-dimension d u p l i c a t e of the v i l l a i n 
i n the f i r s t scene. 

I n The White D e v i l Webster also stages a d r a m a t i c a l l y 
e f f e c t i v e scene using the device of the aside i n combina
t i o n w i t h the sardonic humour o f the Stage Machiavel. The 
scene re q u i r e s the audience to suspend t h e i r powers of 
d i s b e l i e f to an unusually great e x t e n t , f o r Webster makes 
Flamineo, the dissembling v i l l a i n of the play, c a r r y on 
two conversations simultaneously while attempting to accom
p l i s h two opposing purposes. He has promised Camillo t h a t 
he w i l l convince V i t t o r i a to bestow her w i f e l y favours 
again upon him; but, i n f a c t , Plamineo i s dedicated to the 
e f f o r t of f r e e i n g h i s s i s t e r from C a m i l l o j e a l o u s sus
p i c i o n so t h a t he can pander her to h i s master, Duke 
Bracciano: 
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Flam. This::;Is a l l : be wise, I w i l l make you f r i e n d s 
and you s h a l l go to bed t o g e t h e r , — m a r r y look 
you, i t s h a l l not be your seeking, do you stand 
upon t h a t by any means,-^walk you a l o o f , I would 
not have you seen i n ' t , — s i s t e r (my l o r d attends 
you i n the banqueting-house), your husband i s 
wondrous discontented. 

V i t . I d i d nothing to displease him, I carved to 
him a t s u p p e r t i m e — 

Flam. (You need not have carved him i n f a i t h , they 
say he i s a capon a l r e a d y , — I must now seemingly 
f a l l out w i t h you.) S h a l l a gentleman so w e l l 
descended as Camillo (a lousy slave t h a t w i t h i n 
t h i s twenty years rode w i t h the black guard 
i n the duke's carriage 'mongst s p i t s and d r i p p i n g -
p a n s ) — 

Cam. Now he begins to t i c k l e her. 
Flam. An e x c e l l e n t scholar, (one t h a t hath a head 

f i l l ' d w i t h c&lves ' brains w i t h o u t any sage i n 
them), come crouching i n the hams to you f o r 
a n i g h t ' s l o d g i n g ? — ( t h a t hath an i t c h i n ' s 
hams, which l i k e the f i r e a t the glass-house 
hath not gone out t h i s seven y e a r s ) — i s he not 
a c o u r t l y gentleman? (when he wears white s a t i n 
one would take him by h i s black muzzle to be 
no other creature than a maggot),—you are a 
goodly f o i l , I confess, w e l l set out (but 
cover'd w i t h a f a l s e s t o n e — y o n c o u n t e r f e i t 
diamond)• 

Cam. He w i l l make her know what i s i n me. 
Flam, (aside to V i t t o r i a ) Come, my l o r d attends you, 

thou s h a l t go to bed to my l o r d . 
Cam. Now he comes t o ' t . . 
Flam. With a r e l i s h as carious as a v i n t n e r going 

to t a s t e new w i n e — ( t o Camillo) I am opening 
your case hard. 

Cam. A v i r t u o u s brother a'my c r e d i t . 
Flam. He w i l l give thee a r i n g w i t h a philosopher's 

stone i n i t . 
Cam. Indeed I am studying alchemy. 
Flam. Thou s h a l t l i e i n a bed s t u u f ' d w i t h t u r t l e s ' 

f e a t h e r s , swoon i n p'erfumed l i n e n l i k e the 
f e l l o w was smothered i n r o s e s , — s o p e r f e c t s h a l l 
be thy happiness, t h a t as men a t sea t h i n k land 
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and trees and ships go t h a t way they go, so 
both heaven and e a r t h s h a l l seem to go your 
voyage. Shalt meet him, ' t i s f i x ' d , w i t h 
n a i l s of diamonds to i n e v i t a b l e n e c e s s i t y . 

V i t . (aside to Flamineo) How s h a l l ' s r i d him hence? 
•^lam. (aside t o V i t t o r i a ) I w i l l put breese i n ' s 

t a i l , set him gadding p r e s e n t l y , — ( t o Camillo) 
i <.rl-have almost wrought her to i t , — I f i n d her 

coming, b u t — m i g h t I advise you n o w — f o r t h i s 
n i g h t I would not l i e w i t h her, I would cross 
her humour to make her more humble. 

Gam. Shall I , s h a l l I? 
Flam. I t w i l l show i n you a supremacy of judgement. 
Cam. True, and a mind d i f f e r i n g from the tumultuary ,„.•••;-.-> 
. r .opinionj r f or,? quaer::nega^a^ g r a t a . (20) 

I n t h i s example the dramatic i r o n y i s created by the 
afdes of Camillo, the character who i s being duped; however, 
the p o r t i o n of P l a m i n e o . d i a l o g u e which Camillo does not 
hear may also be considered t o be a s i d e j f o r the crude 
jokes a t Camillo's expense are presumably meant to amuse the 
audience as much as V i t t o r i a . The comic r i p p l e of i r o n y , 
however, only barely covers the deeper waves of c r u e l and 
b i t t e r tragedy. Plamineo's b r u t a l l y humourous taunts aside, 
followed d i r e c t l y by k i n d words of encouragement to Camillo 
emphasize the powerful undercurrent of hypocrisy which comes 

21 
to dominate the e n t i r e scene. Once again, i f the camera 
s h u t t e r were to close a t t h i s i n s t a n t , the f i l m might seem 
to r e v e a l a double or even t r i p l e exposure of the Machiavel. 
Like the r e f l e c t i o n from a t h r e e - f r o n t e d m i r r o r the b l u r r e d 
photograph would disclose a tri-headed monster f a c i n g l e f t , 
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r i g h t and centre a l l a t the same time. The faces would a l l 
look a l i k e , the expression on each a s l i g h t v a r i a t i o n on 
the same theme. Which one, i f any, i s the tr u e Machia
v e l l i a n ? Or i s i t p o s s i b l e , the spectator wonders, t h a t 
the Machiavel i n r e a l i t y can be a l l three a t once? 

The present discussion of dramatic i r o n y , as i t r e 
volves around the character of the Ma c h i a v e l l i a n v i l l a i n 
would be incomplete without some reference to Middleton's 
play, Women Beware Women. I n t h i s work there are two v i l l a i n s , 
or r a t h e r one v i l l a i n and v l l l a i n e s s , who are c l e a r l y 
fashioned a f t e r the Machiavellian image. The conspiracy 
between Guardiano and L i v i a to pander the innocent Bianca 
to the Duke of Florence i s i n s p i r e d by the sole motive of 
conscienceless ambition. The immediate concern from the 
standpoint of the present discussion i s w i t h the r o l e played 
by the Mother i n the seduction of Bianca. By making the 
Mother an u n w i t t i n g agent i n the deception which leads 
her daughter-in-law i n t o the l u s t f u l arms of the Duke, 
Middleton succeeds i n l a y i n g the groundwork f o r the elaborate 
dramatic i r o n y which centres around the chess game between 
her and L i v i a . The game begins when Guardiano leads Bianca 
o f f under the pretense of showing her the a r t work i n 
L i v i a ' s house: 
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L i v . Alas, poor widow, I s h a l l be too hard f o r the 
Moth. You re cunning a t the game, I ' l l be sworn, 

madam. 
L i v . I t w i l l be found so, ere I give you o v e r . — ( 

She t h a t can place her man w e l l - -
Moth. As you do, madam. 
L i v . As I s h a l l , wench, can never lose her game: 

Nay, nay, the black king's mine. 
Moth. Cry you mercy, madam! 
L i v . And t h i s my queen. 
Moth. I see't now. 
L i v . Here's a duke 

W i l l s t r i k e a sure stroke f o r the game anon; 
Your pawn cannot come back to r e l i e v e i t s e l f . 

Moth. I know t h a t , madam. 
L i v . You play w e l l the w h i l s t : 

How she b e l i e s her s k i l l ! I hold two ducats, 
I give you check and mate to your white k i n g , 
S i m p l i c i t y i t s e l f , your s a i n t i s h k i n g t h e r e . 

Moth. Well, ere now, lady, 
I've seen the f a l l o f s u b t l e t y ; j e s t on. 

L i v . Ay, but s i m p l i c i t y receives two f o r one. 
Moth. What remedy but patience!(22) 

Middleton uses the symbolic device o f the chess game 
to p a r a l l e l the a c t i o n which takes place above, as Bianca 
unknowingly walks r i g h t i n t o the t r a p t h a t has been set f o r 
her. This dialogue shows the terminology of chess to be 
the i d e a l language f o r l a y i n g bare the s t r a t e g y devised by 

23 
Guardiano and L i v i a to achieve t h e i r ends. S p e c i f i c 
mention of colours also serves to emphasise the moral p o s i 
t i o n s of the txro opposing fo r c e s w i t h white r e p r e s e n t i n g 
v i r t u e and innocence and black r e p r e s e n t i n g unscrupulous-
ness and lechery. 
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' The act thus s t r e t c h e s forward i n e v i t a b l y toward the 
denouement. For the spectator the a c t i o n on stage moves 
through a series of p i c t u r e d i n c i d e n t s , j e r k i l y animated 
from one scene to another, f r e e z i n g only when the composi
t i o n i s dramatic and t e l l i n g enough; and each of those 
frozen exposures emphasises the w i l d l y wicked, cardboard 
c a r a i c a t u r e of the Machiavellian v i l l a i n who has by now 
become a t e r r i f y i n g and as i t were t e r r i f y i n g l y o r d i n a r y 
r e a l i t y i n the spectator's mind. 

Above, there i s no escape f o r Blanca; she i s forced 
to give i n and l e t the Duke have h i s way. Below, the con
v e r s a t i o n over the chess-board r e f l e c t s the weakening o f 
Bianca and the f a i l u r e of her mother-in-law, whose charge 
she i s while her husband i s away, to p r o t e c t her from the 
ensuing e v i l : 

L i v . Did not I say my duke would f e t c h you o'er, 
widow? 

Moth. I t h i n k you spoke i n earnest when you said 
i t , madam. 

L i v . And my black k i n g makes a l l the haste he 
can too. 

Moth. Well, madam, we may meet w i t h him i n time y e t . 
L i v . I've given thee b l i n d mate t w i c e . 
Moth. You may see, madam, 

My eyes begin to f a i l . 
L i v . I ' l l swear they do, wench.(24) 

The analogy between the game of chess and the p l o t t e d 
seduction i s a stroke of dramatic a r t i s t r y , f o r , i n f a c t , 
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L i v i a and Guardiano are p l a y i n g a t the game of preferment. 
They are wholly u n f e e l i n g i n t h e i r a c t i o n s i n t h i s instance, 
and t h e i r motives are purely s e l f i s h . They have planned 
each successive move i n advance w i t h exact l o g i c , using 

25 
people as pawns. 

The f i n a l chess scene r e f e r s to the a c t i o n which i s 
t a k i n g place u p s t a i r s a t the moment, but which cannot be 
shown on stage. The u l t i m a t e treachery has been s u c c e s s f u l l y 
committed, and t h i s l a s t piece of symbolic dialogue sums 
up a l l t h a t has occurred: 

L i v . The game's even a t the best now: you may see, 
widow, 

How a l l t h i n g s draw to an end. 
Moth. Even so do I , madam. 
L l v . I paay, take some of your neighbours along 

w i t h you. 
Moth. They must be those are almost twice your 

years then, 
I f they be chose f i t matches f o r my time, madam. 

L i v . Has not my duke b e s t i r r e d himself? 
Moth. Yes, f a i t h , madam; 

Has done me a l l the mischief i n t h i s game. 
L i v . Has showed himself i n ' s k i n d . 
Moth. In's k i n d , c a l l you i t ? 

I may swear t h a t . 
L i v . Yes, f a i t h , and keep your oath.(26) 

Middleton can h a r d l y be accused of overusing the sym
b o l i c device o f the game of s k i l l , f o r there are a very 
larg e number of a p p l i c a b l e p a r a l l e l s , and, indeed, each • 
sequence makes use of a d i f f e r e n t approach. The continuous 
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s e r i e s of puns over the chess-hoard undoubtedly d e l i g h t e d 
the Elizabethan-audience, and the dramatic i r o n y upon whieh 
those of the Mother are based provides yet another l e v e l 
of audience appeal. Although the chess sequences cannot 
p r o p e r l y be considered as asides, e s s e n t i a l l y they f u n c t i o n 
i n much the same way; each one i s an i r o n i c commentary on 
the simultaneous developments of the p l o t , and each in v o l v e s 
the dissembling and s a t i r i c w i t of the Stage Machiavel. 
One might imagine t h a t a t the end of the chess scene the 
spectators would f e e l t h a t they had watched the development 
of a photographic p r i n t , f i r s t i n the developer and then 
i n the f i x a t i v e and were now w a i t i n g f o r the moment when 
they could switch from*red to o r d i n a r y l i g h t . 

I n t h i s chapter i t has been shown how a number of 
Elizabethan dramatists used the dramatic devices of the 
s o l i l o q u y and various -forms of the aside to c o n s t r u c t s i t u a 
t i o n s of complex dramatic i r o n y ; these i n t u r n encouraging 
the r a p i d expansion and development of the web which the 
Machiavellian p r o t a g o n i s t s weave round and round t h e i r 
unsuspecting prey. 

As the Machiavel's f e a t s of i n t r i g u e grow p r o g r e s s i v e l y 
more d a r i n g , the spectators have the o p p o r t u n i t y of p r e d i c t i n g 
the circumstances of the v i l l a i n ' s d o w n f a l l . That i t must 
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come e v e n t u a l l y , the audience may be sure, f o r i n each 
of the above-mentioned works, the Machiavel plays the r o l e 
of a Satanic magician, b u i l d i n g a house o f cards which 
t e e t e r s dangerously on a framework of i r o n i c treachery. 
As long as he i s continuously able to subjugate every d i s 
turbance and ignore even the s l i g h t e s t d i s t r a c t i o n , he i s 
successful. He must, however, keep adding cards a l l the 
time, juxtaposing one against another, i n order to maintain 
the precarious balance of h i s own existence. What the 
v i l l a i n f a l l s to r e a l i s e u n t i l i t i s too l a t e i s t h a t each 
a d d i t i o n a l card i n i t s e l f represents a g r e a t e r t h r e a t than 
the l a s t , f o r the t a l l e r the s t r u c t u r e grows, the l e s s 
the force required to topple i t . The Machiavel and h i s 
machinations are more and more exposed to the forces of 
benign order which seek from some deeply subterranean p o i n t 
i n the Elizabethan drama, and perhaps d i s t u r b i n g l y , from 
some p o i n t i n r e a l i t y i r r e l e v a n t to and outside i t , to 

27 
l e v e l the unstable outgrowth of m a l i g n i t y . 
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Footnotes - Chapter I I 

1. Bradbrook has also emphasised that "the expository 
soliloquy was p a r t i c u l a r l y necessary for the Machiavellian 
v i l l a i n . 1 1 p. 115. 
2. R. Ornsteln notes that i n The Revenge of Bussv D ' A n ^ i a 
"The ultimate horror of policy, Chapman suggests, i s not 
i t s r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n of Inhuman acts but i t s destruction 
of the fundamental tr u s t upon which society r e s t s . " The 
Moral Vision of Jacobean Tragedy. Madison, The University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1960, p. 71. 
3. The Revenge of Bussy D'Ambols. I . i . 121-44. 
4. As Brad brook points out i n regard to the use of the 
soliloquy i n these circumstances: "The growing i n t e r e s t 
i n intrigue makes i t of some importance to know how charac
ters are prepared to act, and not only how they f e e l . H p. 129. 
5. The Spanish Tragedy. I I I . i i . 100-19. 
6. In h i s a r t i c l e "The Comic Accomplice i n Revenge Tragedy", 
RenD.. Vol. IX (1966), pp. 126-7, D. Cole provides an 
interesting analysis of the grotesque dramatic irony r e 
sul t i n g from the manner i n which Lorenzo disposes of h i s 
two t o o l - v i l l a i n s . 
7. The Revenger's Tragedy. IV. i . 61-71. 
8. See Ornstein's discussion of the Elizabethan dramatist's 
caricaturing of the Stage Machiavel, pp. 24-8. Allardyce 
H i c o l l also comments on the caricaturing of the Machiavellian 
characters i n The Revenger's Tragedy; "Hitherto.theifew 
comments made upon the persons of the tragedy have tended to 
suggest that they are monstrous 'caricatures 1 or 'laboratory 
specimens', figures at whom we look from the outside and 
for whom we never f e e l . Such, indeed, they appear when we 
compare them with Shakespeare's ' l i v i n g ' characters; and 
yet the fact remains that hardly anyone-can escape oapti-
vation by these grotesques; they come to assume i n our 
Imagination a queer, vibrant existence of th e i r own. Un
questionably, the paradox has to be explained l a r g e l y by 
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reference to the i n t e n s i t y of the verse, but I s also bound 
up withtthe dramatic structure and technique of the play 
as a whole. Symbolic of t h i s structure i s the opening 
scene wherein, on the one hand, we watch the t e r r i b l e pro
cession of Duke, Duchess, and prodigious brood, while on 
the other hand, we are ourselves led onto the stage by 
Vendice and, intoxicated by h i s words, become involved i n 
the action. In t h i s p a r t i c u l a r combination of remoteness 
and nearness, of objective presentation and d i r e c t engage
ment, of unreality and r e a l i t y , of the a r t i f i c i a l and the 
emotionally intense, appears to reside the ultimate secret 
of the drama's quality.™ "The Revenger's Tragedy". Essays 
on Shakespeare and Elizabethan Drama, edited by E. Hosley, 
London, Koutledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1963, P. 313. 

9. Othello. IV. i . 93-104. 
10. I b i d , 11.127-9/ 
11. I b i d , I . i . 65. 
12. E.E. S t o l l agrees that " i t i s not easy to distinguish 
the natural from the a r t i f l c a i l and assumed", p a r t i c u l a r l y 
i n regard to the Machiavellian Iago. He points as evidence 
to the f a c t that so many c r i t i c s have attempted to supply 
him with understandable motives, and thus "dissolved away 
hi s malice or baseness". Shakespeare Studies. New lork, 
MacMillan Co., 1927, p. 3837" 
13* S t o l l concludes: "Certainly Iago, l i k e Aaron and 
Richard, i s meant to be a malignant being; and whether 
Shakespeare would have us conceive of him or not as that 
'inconceivability' (so Mr. Bradley r i g h t l y c a l l s i t ) , one 
who loves and does e v i l for i t s own sake, h i s candour i n 
soliloquy and aside lends colour to that interpretation." 
p. 385. 
14. Bradbrook notes that " v i l l a i n s use the aside much 
more frequently than any other characters." p. 122. 
15. Bradbrook confirms t h i s aspect of the explanatory 
aside: "When any important part of the plot I s explained 
i n asides, the exposition at once becomes more brusque 
and cursory than I f i t were done i n soliloquy." p. 121. 
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16. The Jew of Malta. I I . i l l . 48-67. 
17. W. Sanders has commented on the use of the aside i n 
The Jew of Malta as being "the heavy-handed dramatic technique, 
which has Marlowe continually drawing black l i n e s under 
what he has already written i n heavy type." pV339'is Oneltends 
to agree that the asides i n Marlowe s play and i n other 
Elizabethan works do seem "crudely s u p e r f i c i a l " when they 
are encountered by the twentieth century student of Renais
sance drama; however, the use of the aside should also be 
considered from the perspective of the Elizabethan playgoer. 
As G.P. Reynolds points'out i n h i s a r t i c l e "Aims of a Popu
l a r Elizabethan Dramatist", Pj}., Vol. XX (1941), p. 342, 
"At any rate there are i n many Elizabethan plays which we 
have every reason to believe popular successes, innumerable 
stretches where a large part of the audience i n the yard 
must have been pretty much at sea as to what was meant,and 
where neither business nor spectacle could have helped to 
hold t h e i r attention. I t must have been the -sheer incanta
tion of words as delivered by the Elizabethan actors that 
'tyed t h e i r eares'." I t would be unfair, to dispute tibhis 
p r a c t i c a l use of the aside which, one may assume, Marlowe 
and h i s fellow dramatists were aware of. Sanders grudgingly 
admits that the aside may act u a l l y have an a r t i s t i c purpose 
in some instances: "Or there i s the melodramatic aside which 
works, i f i t works at a l l , by presenting the humane i n 
v i o l e n t l y incongruous Juxtaposition with the inhuman, 
undying love with inveterate malice. n p. 39. 

18. Volpone. I . i v . 109-32. 
19* As Bradbrook s t a t e s : "She b i t t e r punning aside belongs 
to the Machlavel." p. 122. One may assume from the example 
drawn from Volpone that t h i s statement applies to the 
Machlavels of the comedies as well as the tjfcragedies; 
20. The White Devil. I . l i . 119-70. 
21. See p. 74, note 2. 
22. Women Beware Women. I I . i i . 
23. See T.S. E l i o t , "Thomas Middleton", Elizabethan 
Dramatists. London, Paber and Paber Ltd., 1963,pp. 88-9* 
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24. Women Beware Women. I I . i i . 
25. Omstein succinctly describes the f i n a l dramatic 
effect of th i s scene: "The double action on the g a l l e r y 
and at the chess table further deepens the horror of the 
seduction by associating the unspeakable and the f a m i l i a r 
i n such a way as to suggest that the unspeakable i s a l l 
too f a m i l i a r to L i v l a and Guardiano." p. 194. 
26. Women Beware Women. I I . i i . 
27* Marge son, making reference to Bradljrook, confirms 
t h i s argument i n the following passage: "The complication 
of e v i l schemes i n these plays i s no mere element of str u c 
ture, but a direct representation of the p r o l i f e r a t i n g 
power of e v i l . New l u s t s and passions are stimulated, fur
ther characters are involved i n temptation and crime, and 
new victims are drawn into the vortex of e v i l power. The 
structure i n t h i s repect mirrors the developme&tcdf tithet theme. 
How i s t h i s pattern of p r o l i f e r a t i n g e v i l held together, 

and how does i t come to a conclusion? AB Hiss Bradbrook 
has pointed out, the unifying power i n structure and theme 
i s dramatic irony. Irony i s a basic t h e a t r i c a l quality 
i n the v i l l a i n play because of the way the v i l l a i n ' s a c t i 
v i t i e s depend upon deceit and role-playing. However, the 
v i l l a i n i s usually himself caught up i n an ironic process 
before the end: h i s cunning f a i l s him at the l a s t ; he i s 
over-confident, overreaches himself, and f a l l s v i c t im to 
the cunning of others. At t h i s point the irony adds ano
ther dimension to the theme, suggesting that the world 
may be other than the v i l l a i n thought i t to be, or, at 
the very l e a s t , not controllable in a l l i t s d e t a i l s by 
hi s cunning J.w pp.1140-1. 
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Ghanter I I I - The Art of Machiavellianism 

In previous chapters the r e a l i ^ i c appeal of the 
character of the Machlavel has been discussed from various 
perspectives, and I t has been shown to some extent how 
a number of Elizabethan dramatists succeeded In making 
what was o r i g i n a l l y a stereotyped v i l l a i n Into a t r u l y 
credible stage figure of gigantic proportions. The notion 
of the 'art of Machiavellianism 1 has also been referred 
to at an eajlier point, and i n the present chapter I intend 
to show how the a r t i s t i c v i s i o n of the Machiavel i n the 
execution of his crimes adds yet another dimension of 
r e a l i t y to the stage figure. 

I t has been seen previously that the Machiavel often 
appears as an opportunist, seizing upon situations as they 
a r i s e and twisting them to h i s own advantage. He does, 
indeed, often operate i n t h i s way when i t i s convenient, 
but when chance does not favour him, the Machiavel never 
hesitates i n taking the i n i t i a t i v e and creating the c i r 
cumstances which are necessary for the accomplishment of 
his goal. The v i l l a i n ' s grandiose opinion of himself, 
however, never allows him to s e t t l e merely for the most 
expedient means to h i s ends. He seeks Instead to contrive 
the most a r t i s t i c invention which h i s imagination can 
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devise I n order to render the f i n a l r e s u l t a masterpiece 
of criminal ingenuity; and the a r t i s t i c medium which the 
Machiavel frequently chooses i s that of a t h e a t r i c a l pro
duction. 

A£ some stage i n the majority of the works mentioned 
thus f a r the stage v i l l a i n can be found to behave l i k e a 
power-mad Hollywood producer who, with a l l the f l a i r and 
verve normally associated with the type, fabricates an 
ambience and peoples i t by casting various characters 
into the existing r o l e s . The Machiavel I s also a per
f e c t i o n i s t who f e e l s that the f i n a l production must be 
worthy of hi s name--an achievement to be proud of, to gloat 
over at the f i n i s h ; he therefore applies a l l h i s energy 
to the task of arranging every l a s t d e t a i l . I t i s the 
v i l l a i n himself who sele c t s the backdrop appropriate to 
the action, who coaches the actors i n t h e i r parts, who 
orders the various e s s e n t i a l stage properties;;in some 
cases the Machiavel can even be seen to turn h i s attention 
to a minor aspect such as l i g h t i n g or sound e f f e c t s . 

Such i s the case i n The Duchess of Malfl where Fer
dinand, deeply angered by the disgrace h i s s i s t e r has 
brought upon the family by her second marriage, resolves 
to torture the Duchess and cause her as much mortification 
as he f e e l s she has i n f l i c t e d upon him. The Duke f i r s t 
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has her imprisoned and then attempts to abuse her, as a 
dramatist might treat a captive audience, by staging 
elaborate scenes of horror to a f f r i g h t her and send her 
mad with g r i e f . The most t e r r i f y i n g and repulsive scene 
which the Duchess i s forced to witness i s the one i n which 
Ferdinand himself plays a part. He comes to her c e l l i n 
the dark of night, and, proferring forgiveness, extends 
the hand of a dead man for her to k i s s . When she remarks 
on i t s coldness, the house l i g h t s are raised for her to 
see the stage prop of the severed limb; but the most heart
rending spectacle awaits her sight behind aueurtainkwhich 
i s then dramatically drawn to reveal what are apparently 

1 
the slaughtered bodies of Antonio and h i s children. The 
Duchess, i n her g r i e f and revulsion, believes them to be 
r e a l , but Ferdinand l a t e r reveals In conversation with 
Bosola that they are only statues: 

Ferdinand. Excellent; as I would wish: She's 
plagued i n Art. 

These presentations are but fram'd i n wax, 
By the curious Master i n that Qualitie, 
Vincentio Lauriola, and she takes them 
For true s u b s t a n t i a l l Bodies. 

Bosola. Why doe you doe t h i s ? 
Ferdinand. To bring her to despalre.(2) 

Ferdinand never does succeed I n bringing the Duchess 
to despair, i n spite of the subsequent t e r r i f y i n g melodramas 
which he devises as s a d i s t i c entertainment. The Duchess, 
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havlng r i s e n i n i t i a l l y to the bait of forgiveness has been 
mortally wounded by the cruel shock of the f i r s t staged 
seene which Ferdinand has presented to her. Assuming the 
waxen figures to be the actual bodies of her husband and 
children, she suffers a kind of s p i r i t u a l death. When 
Bosola t r i e s to offer her solace, she r e p l i e s : 

Duchess. Good comfortable fellow 
Ferswade a wretch that's broke upon the wheele 
To have a l l h i s bones new s e t : entreate him l i v e , 
To be executed agalne: who must dispatch me? 
I account t h i s world a tedious Theatre, 
For I doe play a part l n ' t 'gainst my w i l l . ( 3 ) 

The Duchess here c l e a r l y envisages the remainder of her 
l i f e simply as a counterfeit of r e a l i t y , although I r o n i 
c a l l y she f a i l s to recognize the most recent portion of 
i t as unreal, nevertheless, the i n s t i n c t i v e insight which 
she expresses i n her speech somehow f o r t i f i e s her and 
enables her to endure with s t o i c patience the subsequent 
spectacles. Referring to the obscene, h e l l - f i r e invective 
of a group of l u n a t i c s whom Ferdinand orders to be brought 
to her c e l l she says: 

Duchess. Indeed I thanke him: nothing but 
noyce,and f o l l y 

Can keepe me i n my right wits, whereas reason 
And silence, make me starke mad.(4) 

5 
and when Bosola comes to her disguised as her tombmaker, 
she appears almost j o v i a l : 

Duchess. Let me be a l i t t l e merry, 
Of what stuffe w i l t thou make i t ? ((5) 
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ihroughout the staged scenes of mental torture by 
means of which the Duke hopes to drive her Insane the Duchess 
ret a i n s a reasoned dignity. She accepts the t h e a t r i c a l 
context and her part In i t with the resignation of one 
who has no hope for the future and no fear of death i n the 
present, and i t i s t h i s resignation that makesilt possible 
for her to move fr e e l y I n the unreal world which Ferdinand 

7 
has fashioned for her as a prison. The Duke, f a i l i n g to 
break the Duchess 1 stole w i l l , i s eventually forced to l e t 
hi s captive go f r e e l y to her death, which i s a l l she desires. 
Ferdinand and Bo sola, who has functioned thoughput the act 
as a sort of actor-stagemanager, are then struck with 
pity and remorse; the former goes mad with g u i l t , while 
the l a t t e r , spumed by hi s employer, sets out on a course 
of vengeance a l l h i s own. 

One may note a si m i l a r pattern developing i n the third 
One -.say mte 

act of The Revenger's Tragedy where Vindice, the incarna
tion of vengeance, wreaks h i s revenge upon the old Duke 
who years ago murdered Vindice's fiancee a f t e r f a l l i n g 
to make her y i e l d to h i s l u s t . As the scene opens i n a 
secluded lodge, Vindice i s r e l a t i n g to h i s brother Hlppo-
l i t o how he has set the stage for h i s moment of revenge, 
and how he has taken great pains i n order that "nine years' 
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8 
vengeance crowd into a minute! n Viridice i s determined 
to burden each second of th i s precious minute with a s i g 
nificance as heavy as h i s heart, and to t h i s end he him
s e l f has chosen to act the part of the Duke's pander i n 
place of the one from years ago. He has also a t t i r e d the 
s k u l l of Gloriana so that i t may again play the role of 

the maid to be seduced: on t h i s occasion, however, both 
9 

are to prove f a t a l to the l u s t f u l seducer: 
Vind. Now to my tra g i c business; look you, brother, 

I have not fashion'd t h i s only for show 
And useless property; no, i t s h a l l bear a part 
E'en i n i t own revenge. This very s k u l l , 
Whose mistress the duke poison'd, with t h i s drug, 
The mortal curse of the earth, s h a l l be reveng'd 
In the l i k e s t r a i n , and k i s s h i s l i p s to death. 
As much as the dumb thing can, he s h a l l f e e l : 
What f a i l s i n poison, we'll supply i n steel.(10) 

In t h i s speech Vindice c l e a r l y displays a t h e a t r i c a l 
propensity. The s k u l l i s not merely a 'useless property' 
of the stage a c t : the Revenger has invested i t with a sym
bolic value greater than that of any of the actual charac
te r s i n hi s drama except perhaps himself as the purveyor of 

11 
the instrument of death. The t o t a l e f f e c t bears c l o s e s t 
resemblance to a scene out of the Theatre of the Absurd 
where an individual l i v e s through years of torment for the 
sole purpose of witnessing the re v e r s a l of a past moment 
i n time which, of course, can never be changed. Nevertheless, 
Vindice here appears resolved at l e a s t to see the poison 
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returned to the l u s t f u l l i p s from which i t emanated, and 
his dramatic ef f o r t s have been contrived to s a t i s f y t h i s 
obsession. 

So when Fortune f a i l s to provide the r i g h t natural 
s i t u a t i o n the stage v i l l a i n produces an a r t i f i c i a l one. 
One might then be temptedtto conclude that the Machiavel 
i s simply substituting f i c t i o n for r e a l i t y ; but t h i s i s 
not the case, for the Machiavellian superman i s quite 
correct i n h i s assumption that r e a l i t y i s 'equivalent' to 
what he creates. 

This idea becomes cle a r e r i f one compares the Machia
v e l to an avid gardener who attempts to force a l a t e -
flowering plant by placing I t i n the man-made conditions 
of a r t i f i c i a l sunlight and warmth while feeding i t on:; 
tap water and f e r t i l i z e r . The environment i s an unnatural 
one, an imitation of the r e a l circumstances, which has 
been c a r e f u l l y fabricated to fool the plant into thinking 
that the time i s right for i t to flower. I t bursts forth 
i n f u l l bloom and the gardener's unnatural e f f o r t s are 
rewarded with a natural r e s u l t . 

So i t i s with the t h e a t r i c a l e f f o r t s of the Machiavel. 
He manufactures the a r t i f i c i a l circumstances of a dramatic 
presentation, gathering costumes and props, and he per
suades the necessary characters, who become the technical 
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tools, to take part. His f i c t i o n a l production has been 
s k i l f u l l y designed to ensnare the Intended victim who 
responds by i n s t i n c t to the various s t i m u l i which the ̂  
Machiavel furnishes, t o t a l l y unaware of the v i l l a i n ' s 
secret Intention to cause chaos in h i s contemporary r e a l i t y 
and disrupt the course of hi s natural l i f e . Trustingly 
the victim plays out h i s part, and suddenly the plot which 
was only f i c t i o n i n the mind of the Machiavel becomes stark 
r e a l i t y . Like the gardener who has forced hissplant for 
the purpose of cutting i t and making i t into a decorative 
trophy of hi s superior h o r t i c u l t u r a l a b i l i t y , so does the 
Machiavel chop down h i s victim at the climax of the drama, 
and h i s death also becomes a triumphant symbol of the 
stage v i l l a i n ' s criminal a r t . 

When Vindice's victim's l i p s and tongue are burning 
with poison, the Revenger c a l l s for torches to be l i t i n 
the darkened theatre so that the Puke may view the ghastly 
instrument of h i s doom. I t i s important to note here 
that Hippollto functions i n much the same way as Bosola 
i n The Duchess of Malfl: that i s , both as an actor i n the 
drama and as the stagemanager who produces the various 
special effects as soon as they are ca l l e d for by the 
director of the action. I t isHHippolito who r a i s e s the 
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perfumes when the Duke enters, and then brings forth the 
lighted torches at the moment of Vindice's triumphant revenge. 

At the height of the Duke's despair and as he l i e s 
writhing and choking on the floor, Tourneur makes i t seem 
that i t i s Vindice who gives the cue for the l a s t phase 
of the Duke's torment to begin. I t i s only a moment a f t e r 
Vindice makes the triumphant announcement that the Duke's 
own wife i s an adultress that the Duchess and the Bastard 
make th e i r entrance upon Vlndice's stage of melodramatic 
revenge. At the sound of the musical f l o u r i s h which heralds 
t h e i r a r r i v a l , Vindice, with Hippollto's help, prepares 
h i s captive audience for the next act: 

Vind. Nay, f a i t h , we'll have you hush'd; now with 
thy dagger 

Nail down h i s tongue, and mine s h a l l keep possession 
About h i s heart. I f he but gasp, he dies. 
We dread not death to quittance i n j u r i e s . 
Brother, 
I f he but wink, not brooking the foul object, 
Let our two other hands tear up h i s l i d s , 
And make hi s eyes, l i k e comets,shine through blood; 
When the bad bleeds, then I s the tragedy good.(12) 

The dramatic aphorism i n the l a s t l i n e of t h i s speech 
would appear to confirm the f a c t that Vindice has, i n e f f e c t , 
taken over the task of directing t h i s portion of the play's 
action, and the clandestine rendezvous of the Duchess and 
the Bastard seems to take the almost unfathomable form 
of a play-wlthin-a-play-within-a-play. 
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In what respect does a l l t h i s a f f e c t the r e a l i s t i c 
appeal of the stage v i l l a i n ? In a number of works the 
Machiavel appears to play three different r o l e s . At the 
beginning of the play he i s simply a stage figure i n the 
main drama, and as such the audience can choose to accept 
or r e j e c t him as a credible t h e a t r i c a l e n t i t y . When he 
begins, however, to create a second context of dramatic 
action within the framework of the main play, he almost 
seems to become abstracted from the primary structure to 
take up a position s i m i l a r to that of the playwright him
s e l f . This detachment, nevertheless, i s usually short
l i v e d , for i n the majority of cases the Machiavel then 

also plays what i s to become a f a t a l role i n his own drama-
13 

t i c presentation. I f one assumes that the audience i s 
predisposed to consider everything which i s shown on the 
stage as r e a l i t y i n some s u p e r f i c i a l l y f i c t i o n a l form, 
then one might argue that the v i l l a i n becomes a more cre
dible stage figure by creating h i s own dimension of drama
t i c r e a l i t y in which to e x i s t and die. 

She somewhat skeptical spectator might, however, argue 
that a stage character cannot i n t e n s i f y h i s own r e a l i s t i c 
impact i n a t h e a t r i c a l performance by creating a second 
f i c t i o n a l context within i t . Surely, he would contend, 
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the inner drama does not even provide a f i c t i o n a l equi^ 
valent of r e a l i t y to the same degree as does the main "i 
action. I t i s possible to counter t h i s argument by r e 
minding the dubious spectator that, i n f a c t , the v i l l a i n ' s 
t h e a t r i c a l e f f o r t s do i n the end produce the r e a l i t y of 
the pri n c i p a l drama by furnishing the a r t i f i c i a l circum
stances i n which the Machlavel c a r r i e s out a genuine crime. 
The spectator may indeed scoff while the v i l l a i n spins 
out what appears to be an imaginary web, but he cannot 
deny the f a c t when ultimately the Machlavel catches at 
l e a s t one r e a l f l y from the main cast i n i t . 

An example from foumeur's l a t e r play w i l l serve to 
i l l u s t r a t e quite c l e a r l y t h i s l a s t point, for i n The 
Atheist's Tragedy one again finds a Machiavellian prota
gonist whose crime evolveslin the form of a t h e a t r i c a l pro
duction. D'Amville's overwhelming motive i s ambition, 
and the dramatic plot which he devises r e f l e c t s t h i s aspect 
of his nature, for i t requires two c a r e f u l l y constructed 
acts to develop i t . D'Amville begins by casting h i s lead 
actor and coaching him i n the f i r s t part he must play: 

Bor. I bespeak 
Employment i n ' t . I i l l be an Instrument 
To grace performance with dexterity. 

D'Am. Thou s h a l t . Ho man s h a l l rob thee of the honour. 
- Go presently and buy a crimson s c a r f 

Like Charlemont's. Prepare thee a disguise 
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I'th'habit of a so l d i e r , hurt and lame, 
And then be ready at the wedding feast, 
Where thou shalt have employment i n a work 
Will please thy disposition.(14) 

.k A banquet complete with music and formal toasts, i s 
the a r t i s t i c backdrop which D'Amvllle has chosen for the 
f i r s t act of h i s performance. Borachio makes a grand 
entrance playing the role of a messenger from Ostend and 
deli v e r s a lengthy speech i n which he recounts the supposed 
circumstances of Charlemont's death, producing as f a l s e 
evidence the stage prop of the crimson s c a r f . D'Amville, 
acting the part of the g r i e f - s t r i c k e n uncle, r a i l s at the 
messenger, but then, when his own 'audience* i s n ' t l i s t e n i n g , 
praises and encourages h i s star player: 

D'Am. (Aside to Borachio) 0 th'art a most d e l i 
cate sweet eloquent v i l l a i n . 

Bor. (Aside to D'Amville) Was't not well counter
feited? 

D'Am. (Aside to Borachio)Rarely.(15) 
In f a c t Borachio's eloquence as well as the Atheist's own 
play-acting, when l a t e r he pretends to lament h i s brother's 
death (even forcing a h i s t r i o n i c t e a r ) , are greatly s a t i s 
fying to the Machiavellian play director's appetite for 
a r t i s t i c perfection. 

When h i s brother has changed h i s w i l l , the scene i s 
then set for the second act of the Atheist's stage play: 
the substance of t h i s act i s the 'accidental' death of 
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of Montferrers. As i f the spectators were not acutely 
aware of D'Amville's ordering hand i n the business, he 
and Borachio hold a postmortem a f t e r the f i n a l curtain of 
darkness has gone down on the i r successful dramatic enter
p r i s e : 

D'Am. Here's a sweet comedy. ' I begins with 0 
Dolentis and concludes with ha, ha, he. 

Bor. Ha, ha, he. 
D'Am. 0 my echo! I could stand 

Severberating t h i s sweet musical a i r 
Of joy t i l l I had perish'd my sound lungs 
With violent laughter. Lovely night-raven I 
Th'hast seiz'd a carcass. 

Bor. - Put him out on's pain. 
I l a y so f i t l y underneath the bank 
From whence he f e l l , that ere h i s f a i t ' r i n g tongue 
Could utter double 0, I knock'd out's brains 
With t h i s f a i r ruby, and had another stone 
Just of t h i s form and bigness ready; that 
I l a i d i'the broken s k u l l upo'the ground 
For's pillow, against the which they thought he f e l l 
And perish'd. 

D'Am. Upon t h i s ground 1*11 build my manor house, 
And t h i s s h a l l be the chi e f e s t corner-stone. 

Bor. 'Thhasecrowned the most Judicious murder that 
The brain of man was e'er deliver'd of. 

D'Am. Ay, mark the plot. -Hot any circumstance 
That stood within the reach of the design 
Of persons, dispositions, matter, time, 
Or place, but by t h i s brain of mine was made 
An instrumental help, yet nothing from 
Th'induction to th'accomplishment seem'd fore'd 
Or done o'purpose,-but by accident.(16) 

This scene i s a t y p i c a l example of the Machiavel 
gloating over the cleverness of h i s crime. C r i t i c s have 
remarked on the building imagery which the Atheist uses 
throughout the play to describe the l o g i c a l progression 
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17 
of his p l o t ; one must not Ignore, however, the t h e a t r i 
cal bias of the v i l l a i n ' s language. D'Amville describes 
the tragic murder of Hontferrers as a 'sweet comedy', and 
i n t h i s respect the oharacter of the Atheist i s more r e 
miniscent of the equivocating Vice of the Mora l i t i e s than 
any other Machiavellian v i l l a i n mentioned thus f a r . He 
d i f f e r s , however, i n his capacity f o r an a r t i s t i c appre
c i a t i o n of crime, whereas the Vice figure r a r e l y went 
beyond the ezpression of g l e e f u l delight over his t r i c k e r y . 
Even Borachio displays some a r t i s t i c s e n s i t i v i t y , r e f e r r i n g 
to the murder weapon as 'this f a i r ruby' and to the second 
stone which i s the stage prop as a 'pillow'• 

When D'Amville begins to recount the course of the 
action i t becomes clear that he has indeed relished h is 
powerful p o s i t i o n as d i r e c t o r of a drama of <-<his own design. 
Having called i n t o force a l l h i s cunning a r t i f i c e , he 
manipulated the available resources 'Of persons, disposi
t i o n s , matter, time,/Or place' and succeeded i n producing 
a p e r f e c t l y r e a l i s t i c dramatic 'accident': 

Bor. And those that saw the passage of i t made 
The instruments, yet knew not what they d l d . ( l 8 ) 

Each a r t i s t i c a l l y staged scene i n the performance, as 
Borachio says, "Though f a l s e , yet cover'd w i t h a mask of 
t r u t h " , added another layer of f i c t i o n u n t i l f i n a l l y , 
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when here D'Amville removes his actor's mask, he finds 
that through the medium of the drama he has brought his 
ambition to I n h e r i t h is brother's wealth i n t o the Machia
v e l l i a n realm of r e a l i t y . 

The thunder and l i g h t n i n g which f o l l o w are interpreted 
by D'Amville f o r the benefit of Borachio who i s frightened 
by the ominous sound: 

D'Am. ' l i s a brave noise, 
And-methinks graces our accomplished 
Project as a peal of ordinance 
Does a triumph; i t speaks encouragement. 
Bow Nature shows thee how i t favour'd our 
Performance, to forbear t h i s noise when we 
Set f o r t h because i t should ho-fo t e r r i f y 
My brother's going home, which would have dash'd 
Our purpose--to forbear t h i s l i g h t n i n g 
I n our passage, l e s t i t should ha'warn'd him 
0 ' t h e p p i t f a l l . Then propitious Nature wink'd 
At our proceedings; now i t doth express 
How that forbearance favour'd our success.(20) 

Although the superstitious Elizabethan audience would 
hardly be s a t i s f i e d with t h i s explanation, the Atheist 
does convice Borachio that he has even influenced the forces 
of Nature and made them too play a part i n his dramatic 
performance.in some supernatural manner. This i s pure 
self-delusion, argues the skeptical spectator again, but 
i s i t ? Has not each of the Machiavels mentioned thus f a r 
i n f a c t succeeded i n e f f e c t i n g a mysterious otherworld 
presence i n the background of his t h e a t r i c a l presentation? 
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In The Revenger's Tragedy i t Is transmitted through the 
grotesquely a t t i r e d s k u l l of Vindice's fiance'e, a weird 
spectre of what was once f l e s h and blood; and i n The Duchess 
of M a l f i the wax figures Intended as incarnations of the 
dead, the ranting, cursing l u n a t i c s , 'the dead man's hand, 
and not least of a l l the strange impersonations of Bosola 
a l l exude an essence of unearthly being and eternal doom. 

Perhaps the most s t r i k i n g example of phantasmagoric 
pervasion i n a scene of tr a g i c death can be found i n The 
White Devil where the murders of Isabella and Camillo are 
also performed w i t h i n a h i s t r i o n i c context; however, i n 
t h i s case the Machiavel has arranged f o r them to be pre-

21 
sented to him i n the form of macabre dumb shows. The 
second scene of Act 11 opens with the entrance of Braceiano 
and a Conjurer upon a darkened stage: 

Brae. Now s i r 1 claim your p r o m i s e , — ' t i s dead 
midnight, 

The time prefix'd to show me by your a r t 
How the intended murder of Camillo, 
And our loathed duchess grow to action.(22) 

After Bracoiano has been f i t t e d by the Conjurer with 
23 

a "charm'd night-cap w, he too becomes one of the spectators 
who are to watch the fiendish actions of the apparitions 
raised by the Conjurer: 
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A dumb show. 
Biter suspiciously, J u l i o and another, they draw 
a curtain where Bracciano's picture i s , they put 
on spectacles of glass, which cover t h e i r eyes 
and noses, and then bum perfumes afore the p i c 
ture, and wash the l i p s of the picture, that done, 
quenching the f i r e , and p u t t i n g o f f t h e i r spec
tacles they depart laughing. 
Enter Isabella i n her nightgown as to bed-ward, 
with l i g h t s a f t e r her, Count Lodovico, Giovanni;, 
and others waiting on her, she kneels down as to 
prayers, then draws the curtain of the pi c t u r e , 
does three reverences to i t , and kisses i t t h r i c e , 
she f a i n t s and w i l l not suffer them to come near 
i t , dies; sorrow express'd i n Giovanni and i n 
Count Lodovico; she s convey'd out solemnly.(24) 

Each successive action i n the dumb show I n t e n s i f i e s the 
sensational Impact of t h i s t h e a t r i c a l murder. The spectacles 
worn by Christophero and Julio seem to d i s t o r t t h e i r iden
t i t i e s , and they appear to be grotesque demons called f o r t h 
from the depths of Hell to act out t h e i r parts. One may 
also notice a s i n i s t e r paradox inherent i n the dramatic 
circumstances of the crime: Isabella i s i n the act of paying 
homage to her husband who emerges here as the master demon; 
thus i t i s an unwitting act of devil-worship which Isabella 

25 
i s committing when she i s struck down. 

The audience cannot help but be aware of the atmos
phere of mysterylandlevil which dominates the en t i r e scene. 
I t i s the witching hour of midnight when the Conjurer ma
t e r i a l i z e s with a l l the trappings of his a r t which include 
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some eerie music "To y i e l d , as f i t s the act, a t r a g i c sound". 
However, not even the apparitions themselves, moving mutely 
across the dimly l i t stage, playing out t h e i r assigned roles 
i n t h i s r i t u a l i s t i c performance of crime and death, can 
overshadow the most s t a r t l i n g and uncanny aspect of the 
scene—the f a c t that Bracciano i s at one and the same time, 
both f i g u r a t i v e l y and l i t e r a l l y , a spectator and the mur
derer. He seemstto watch the gruesome spectacle from two 
vantage points and through two set of eyes: those of his 
r e a l s e l f and those of the painting. He murders i n pre
c i s e l y the same way, f o r the decree of death comes from 
his own l i p s , while the sentence i s administered by the ' 
poisoned l i p s of the p o r t r a i t . Bracciano i s at once an 
active and passive p a r t i c i p a n t , and the dramatic precision 
with which the crime i s carried out serves as a noteworthy 
i l l u s t r a t i o n of what the d i a b o l i c a l stage v i l l a i n i s capable 
of when he turns his hand to the t h e a t r i c a l a r t of murder. 

Bracciano's aim i s t t o free himself from his m a r i t a l 
obligations so that he can marry V i t t o r l a . To t h i s end 
he also has the husband of his mistress murdered, and t h i s 
cj/rme i s the substance of the second dumb show which follows 
immediately. Bracciano, obeying the in s t r u c t i o n s of the 
Conjurer, has only to "turns another way,/And view Camillo's 

.27 
f a r more p o l i t i c f a t e " . The murder of Camillo i s Indeed 
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f a r more p o l i t i c i n design than that of Isabella, f o r dia
mine o, who i s Bracciano's t o o l v i l l a i n , has arranged f o r 
his death to appear an accident: 

The second dumb show. 
Enter Flamineo, Marcello, Camillo, with four 
more as Captains, they drink healths and dance; a 
vaulting-horse i s brought i n t o the room; Marcello 
and two more whisper'd out of the room while Fla-
mlneo and Camillo s t r i p themselves?into t h e i r 
s h i r t s , as to v a u l t , 6dmpllmen$iwhoeshall begin; 
as Camillo i s about to v a u l t , Flamineo pltcheth 
him upon h i s neck, and with the help of the r e s t 
writhes his neck about, seems to see i f i t be 
broke, and lays him folded double as 'twere under 
the horse, makes shows to c a l l f o r help; Marcello 
comes i n , laments, sends f o r the Cardinal (Monti-
celso) and Duke (Francisco), who comes f o r t h with 
armed men; wonder at the act;(Francisco) commands 
the body to be carriedhhome, apprehends Flamineo, 
Marcello, and the r e s t , and ( a l l ) go as 'twere 
to apprehend V i t t o r i a . ( 2 8 ) 

As with the murder of Montferrers i n The Atheist's Tragedy 
every d e t a i l of the circumstances of Camillo*s death i s 
contrived to make i t appear accidental. The mime i s hardly 
superfluous; instead, i t i s the source of f u r t h e r d i s t o r t i o n 
through exaggeration which serves to underscore the a r t i 
f i c i a l i t y of the entire staged scene. 
4/-. t A t i t h e 1 endzofethis dumb show Bracciano expresses 
his s a t i s f a c t i o n with the way the p l o t was carried out; 

29 
his simple comment, "'Twas quaintly done", i s the a r t i s t ' s 
pleasingly understated praise f o r his own creation. Even 
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though -Bracelano appears here as the passive bystander, 
the audience no doubt realises that he i s the t h e a t r i c a l ! 
producer of both Insidious crimes, and that the f i n a l 
g u i l t l i e s e n t i r e l y with him. I n his book e n t i t l e d The 
Elizabethan Dumb Show Dieter Mehi comments on the effec
tiveness of the dumb shows i n The White Devil and on the 
role played by Bracciano i n the scene: 

Thus the two pantomimes are not only?.a mere 
technical device, but an important contribution 
to the specific meaning and e f f e c t of the scene. 
They increase the tempo of the performance by 
telescoping the p l o t . They also stress Bracciano's 
g u i l t and the hldeousness of hi s crime. The 
figures i n the dumb show appear to be e n t i r e l y 
his creatures who carry out his plans, while 
V i t t o r i a ' s share i n the crime remains rather 
vague and ambiguous.(30) 

The eerie ambience of the stage set does Indeed seem to 
endow the apparitions of the dumb show,' with,a q u a l i t y of 
fiendish puppetry, and Bracciano, who watches the perfor
mance with the o b j e c t i v i t y of a professional, appears 
through the s u b - t e r r e s t r i a l gloom as the Master Devil 
p u l l i n g the st r i n g s . 

Bracciano then pretends to be the sadist i c a r t i s t whose 
ego i s not yet wholly s a t i s f i e d , and therefore he complains 
to the Conjurer, "but yet each circumstance/Ittaste not 

31 
f u l l y " . The Conjurer i s quick to comply and f u l f i l l his 
role as Presenter of the drama by describing i n d e t a i l the 
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action i n t h i s second dumb show as he did w i t h the f i r s t . 
Mehl defines the function of the Presenter as follows: 

The figure of the presenter reflectssthe tendency, 
so t y p i c a l of the popular Elizabethan drama, to 
make everything as clear and impressive as possible. 
Everything had to be said more than once, using 
d i f f e r e n t a r t i s t i c means, i n order to impress 
i t on every single member of the audience.(32) 

In t h i s instance i t i s the morbid silence of the v i l l a i n y 
which becomes palpably r e a l w i th the verbal r e p e t i t i o n of 
each action. 

This aspect of realism which i s created i n the dumb 
show scene i n The White Devil i s f u r t h e r i n t e n s i f i e d by 
the dramatic concept of the play w i t h i n a play. The Eli z a 
bethan dramatist was c l e a r l y aware of the f a c t that when a 
sub-play—whether a dumb show or one with d i a l o g u e — i s 
incorporated int o the structure of the main play, the 
r e a l i s t i c appeal of the primary play i s thereby enhanced. 
The ramifications of th l s e e f f e c t are complex and far-reaching; 
i n simple terms, however, the process i s of an audience 
drawn from one imaginary world i n t o another and then back 
again, the f i r s t f i c t i o n a l s e t t i n g as a consequence becoming 
more credible and the characters i n i t approaching a state 
of independent existence. Arthur Brown c l a r i f i e s t h i s 
point i n his a r t i c l e on the play w i t h i n a play: 
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At i t s best i t can give an extra depth, almost 
an extra dimension, to the play of which i t forms 
a part; f o r a time some of the actors themselves 
become an audience, inducing the actual audience 
to believe that they are watching not a play but 
something closer to r e a l l i f e ; paradoxically i t 
produces f u r t h e r realism through fuifther i l l u s i o n . ( 3 3 ) 

This i s p a r t i c u l a r l y true i n the case of Webster's 
work, f o r i n the dumb show scene Bracciano f o r the most 
part plays the role of a spectator, with the audience 
essentially sharing the experience of watching a play with 
him. The dramatic Impact of the murders i s very consider
able, and as the scene closes, the spectators are l e f t i n 
a state of emotional shock as i f the crimes had ac t u a l l y 
taken place and the murderer was standing next to them i n 
the s t a l l s . Thus Bracciano, as the insensate Machiavellian 
v i l l a i n , gains an almost l i f e - l i k e q u a l i t y , and t h i s added 
c r e d i b i l i t y makes the product of his s i n i s t e r p l o t t i n g 
a l l the more t e r r i f y i n g to contemplate afterwards. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to observe that The White Devil 
i s not the only Elizabethan play revolving around the theme 
of Machiavellian v i l l a i n y i n which the dramatic convention 
of the dumb show or play w i t h i n a play i s exploited. A 
number of other dramatists arrange f o r t h e i r Machiavellian 
protagonists to make use of the dramatic medium as a means 
of implementing t h e i r cunning p l o t s . I n both Women Beware 
Women and The Revenger's Tragedy the respective v i l l a i n s 
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commit murders of vengeance under the protective covering 
of a court masque. 

In Middleton's work the a r c h - v i l l a i n s , Guardiano and 
L i v i a plan to murder t h e i r common enemy Hippolito during 
the performance of a play of t h e i r osn devising which i s 
to be presented at the court celebrations marking the 

34 
marriage between the Duke and Dianca; Vindice and his 
accomplices are even more enterprising i n planning a double 
disguise t r i c k whereby they murder Lussurioso while imper
sonating the r e a l masquers who are to perform during the 
revels which celebrate Lussurieso's coronation as Duke. 

What i s most important to note i n these works i s the 
way i n which the respective dramatists use the t h e a t r i c a l 
propensity of t h e i r Stage Machlavels to juxtapose a drama
t i c presentation i n which a hideous crime i s executed 

35 
against a backgroundoof regal merry-making. When at 
the end of the performance the stark r e a l i t y of the hideous 
crime stares them i n the face, the play actors and the 
characters who formed the once j o v i a l backdrop suddenly 
seem to be torn from t h e i r f r i v o l o u s l y a r t i f i c i a l ambience 
to stand out i n bold r e l i e f . 

Somewhat d i f f e r e n t i n scope and i n t e n t i s the manner 
i n which Kyd exploits the device of the play w i t h i n a play 
i n The Spanish Tragedy. One must f i r s t of a l l mention 
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that Kyd's use of t h i s dramatic convention constitutes 
one of the f i r s t known instances i n the Elizabethan drama 
where a play w i t h i n a play forms an i n t e g r a l part of the 
basic p l o t structure. I t i s generally held that loumeur, 
Middleton, Marston and other dramatists who use the con
vention as a vehicle of Machiavellian v i l l a i n y were f o r 
the most part following the precedent set i n The Spanish 
Tragedy. I t i s a noteworthy testimony to Kyd's t h e a t r i c a l 
genius that no Elizabethan dramatist, with the possible 
exception of Shakespeare, deploys the technique of the 
play w i t h i n a play with such great success f o r the a r t i s t i c 

36 
and dramatic effectiveness of the work as a whole. I t 
may, therefore, be worthwhile to examine i n some d e t a i l 
the way i n which Kyd makes the device function as the 
primary instrument i n a quest f o r revenge. 

The Induction which opens the f i r s t act of the play 
leads the spectators immediately i n t o a s p i r i t u a l theatre. 
From t h i s new vantage point they w i l l watch, along with 
the Ghost of Andrea, the tragedy which i s about to begin 
on an 'inner stage'; The personification of Hevenge acts 
as Presenter: 

Rev. Then know, Andrea, that thou a r t a r r i v ' d 
Where thou shalt see the author of thy death, 
Don Balthazar the prince of Portingale, 
Depriv'd of l i f e by Bel-imperia: 
Here s i t we down to see the mystery, 
And serve f o r Chorus i n t h i s tragedy.(37) 
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Prom the very beginning, then, Kyd creates the Chinese 
box e f f e c t of a play w i t h i n a play, l u r i n g the audience 
in t o a dramatic dimension where f i c t i o n and r e a l i t y con
tinue to clasp and unclasp u n t i l the two eventually become 
almost indistinguishable. 

Throughout the main portion of the dramatic action 
0 

which follows, the character of Lorenzo shines hideously 
i n the Machiavellian s p o t l i g h t . Hieronlmo, on the other 
hand, i s depicted by Kyd i n the f i r s t h a l f of the work 
as the g r i e f - s t r i c k e n father who has been driven to the 
brink of madness by the sudden and v i o l e n t death of his 
only son; as such, Hieronimo claims the entire sympathy of 
the spectators. I n the l a s t scene of Act I I I Hieronimo 
discovers by accident the I d e n t i t y of h i s son's murderers, 
and attempts to seek legal recourse through the King. 
When Lorenzo f o i l s him i n t h i s e f f o r t , Hieronimo*s g r i e f 
and f r u s t r a t i o n lead him to an abrupt change of course 
which even syppathetic Elizabethan audience cannot con
done. I n a soliloquy toward the end of Act IV Hieronimo 
struggles with his conscience, but his passion f o r revenge 
proves too strong. Reasoning that one crime paves the 
way f o r another, he renounces the Christian b e l i e f i n a 
divine j u s t i c e and vows to vindicate his son's murder 
himself. This decision also leads him to adopt the amoral 
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principles and methods of the cunning Machiavel. 

Hieronimo£s opportunity f i n a l l y comes when Lorenzo 
and Balthazar approach him with the request that he again 
prepare some entertainment f o r the court's pleasure (Kyd 
here introduces the play w i t h i n a play i n a most plausible 
fashion, as Hieronlmo has already once performed his duty 
as Master of Revels i n the f i r s t act when he presented 
a dumb show at court i n honour of the v i s i t of the Por
tuguese ambassadors). Hieronimo r e a d i l y agrees, providing 
Lorenzo and Balthazar w i l l j o i n Bel-imperia and himself 
i n taking part i n the play. I f the audience had any 
doubts as to the ultimate purpose of Hieronimo's dramatic 
presentation, these would soon be disspelled when Hieronimo, 
alone on stage j u s t before the performance, gives vent 
to his feelings: 

- Hie r . :&Be think ̂ hys e I f , Hi e r on imo, 
Recall thy w i t s , recompt thy former wrongs 
Thou hast r e c e i v e d by murder of thy son, 
And l a s t l y , not l e a s t , how Isabel, 0 
Once his mother and thy dearest wife, 
A l l woe-begone f o r him hath s l a i n h erself. 
Behoves thee then, Hieronimo, to be reveng'd. 
The p l o t i s l a i d of dire revenge: 
On then, Hieronimo, pursue revenge, 
For nothing wants but acting of revenge.(39) 

I n t h i s passage, as wel l as elsewhere i n the scene, 
one becomes aware of a certain t h e a t r i c a l i n t e n s i t y i n 
the language of Hieronimo. The l a s t four l i n e s of t h i s 
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soliloquy reveal Hieronlmo as the actor who motivates him
se l f i n t o the role he must play. He does, i n f a c t , con
centrate his mental powers to such an extent on the sole 
aim of revenging his son's murder, that he seems to be 
merging his whole existence w i t h the cause of revenge .1 
i t s e l f . The r e p e t i t i o n of the word also reminds the spec
tators that up u n t i l now the s p i r i t of Revenge has been 
somewhere i n t h e i r midst, watching the drama along with 
them. I t seems here almost as i f t h i s s p i r i t i s materia
l i z i n g again but t h i s time w i t h i n the consciousness of 
Hieronimo where i t seeks to infuse him with the strength 
needed to carry out his dramatic task. 

The play i s acted, the revenge performed. At the 
conclusion Hieronimo, i n reply to the Sing's enquiry, 

40 
"But now what follows f o r Hieronimo?", makes the f o l 
lowing speech: 

Hi Hier. Haply you think, but booltless are your 
thoughts, 

That t h i s i s fabulously c o u n t e r f e i t , 
And that we do as a l l tragedians do: 
To die today, f o r fashioning our scene, 
The death of Ajax, or some Soman peer, 
And i n a minute s t a r t i n g up again, 
Revive to please tomorrow's audience. 
No, princes, know I am Hieronimo,. 
The hopeless father of a hapless son, 
Whose tongue i s tun.'d to t e l l h i s l a t e s t t a l e , 
Not to excuse gross-errors i n the play. 
1 see your looks urge instance of these words, 
Behold the reason urging me to t h i s * 

Shows his dead son. 
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See here my show, look on t h i s spectacle: 
Here l a y my hope, and here my hope hath end: 
Here lay my heart, and here my heart was s l a i n : 
Here lay my treasure, here my treasure l o s t : 
Here lay my b l i s s , and here my b l i s s bereft: 
But hope, heart, treasure, joy and b l i s s , 
A l l f l e d , f a i l ' d , died, yea, a l l decay'di w i t h t h i s . . . 
And here behold t h i s bloody handkercher. 
Which at Horatio's death I weeping dipp d 
Within the r i v e r - o f his bleeding wounds: 
I t as propitious, see, I have reserv'd, 
And never hath i t l e f t by bloody heart, 
S o l i c i t i n g remembrance of my vow 
With these, 0 the^e accursed murderers. 
Which now perform.d, my heart i s s a t i s f i e d . 
And to t h i s end the bashaw I became 
That might revenge me on Lorenzo's l i f e . 
Who therefore was appointed to the part 
And was to represent the knight of Rhodes, 
That I might k i l l him more conveniently.•• 
And princes, now behold Hieronimo, 
Author and actor i n t h i s tragedy, 
Bearing his l a t e s t fortune i n his f i s t : 
And w i l l as resolute conclude his part 
As any of the actors gone before. 
And gentles, thus I end my play: 
Urge no more words, I have no more to say. 

He runs to hang himself.(41) 
I t seems here once again as though the s p i r i t of 7i 

Revenge i s speaking through Hieronimo's consciousness, 
thus incorporating a l l the plays w i t h i n plays i n t o one 
concurrently moving whole, amalgamating at the same time 
the members of a l l the audiences. Hieronimo does Indeed 
seem to have become detached f o r the moment from the 
proceedings i n order to take over Revenge's r o l e as Pre
senter and impress upon every member of the compound 
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audience that none of what they have seen so f a r or are 
yet to see i s 'fabulously c o u n t e r f e i t ' — i t i s r e a l . 

Hieronimo goes on to recount the d e t a i l s of both 
'tragedies' which, from the l o f t y p o s i t i o n of his new role 
as Presenter, he appears to see as being contained wi t h i n 
the same dramatic context of r e a l i t y . 

He begins by describing the f i r s t 'tragedy' i n which 
he played the part of himself and which constituted 'the 
reason' f o r the second 'tragedy': 'See here my showj look 
on t h i s spectacle.••' Incredible though i t seems, Hiero
nimo has kept the corpse of his murdered son and the 'bloody 
handkercher' as i f he knew at the time that he would have 
the opportunity to use them as stage properties i n the 
explanatory presentationilinking the two 'tragedies'. 
Both of these props, l i k e Ferdinand's waxen figures and 
Vindlce's a t t i r e d s k u l l , seem to pervade the atmosphere 
of t h i s scene with a weird phantasmagoric presence. Hiero
nimo recreates the circumstances of the f i r s t staged mur
der i n such v i v i d l y t h e a t r i c a l language that he forces 
himself along with the compound audience to see and hear 
i t a l l happen over again: 

There merciless they butcher'd up my boy, 
I n black dark nig h t , to pale dim cruel death. 
He shrieks, I heard, and yet methinks I hear, 
His dismal outcry echo i n the air;(42) 
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By thus establishing the i n i t i a l plot so firmly i n 
i t s h i s t r i o n i c context, Hieronimo has no* set the scege 
for an account of h i s own stage play which, he mates i t 
seem, i s the natural sequel to t h i s f i r s t 'tragedy': 'And 
to t h i s end the bashaw I became..,' In the t o t a l dramatic 
dimension which Hieronimo has brought to l i g h t through 
h i s role as Presenter he himself sees that the r e a l world 
and the imaginary realm of the drama have become inseparable, 
and fsurely i t must appear so from the spectators' perspec
tive as w e l l . Having merged h i s primary role as the r e 
venger with h i s portrayal of the bashaw, Hieronimo, now 
recognizes that he has arrived at the supreme moment of 
h i s dual existence. Beyond t h i s point he has no reason 
to l i v e . 

Unlike the Machiavels i n the playsoof Tourneur and 
Middleton, then, Hieronimo does not use the a r t i f i c i a l 
device of a dramatlcpperformance as a protective covering 
for h i s crime; the ultimate significance of t h i s speech 
appears to l i e i n Hieronimo's i n s t i n c t i v e r e a l i s a t i o n 
that h i s revengeful triumph over the murderers of h i s son 
has somehow become immortalized by the t h e a t r i c a l l y a r t i s 
t i c context i n which i t has been performed and presented. 
The extreme anguish which he suffered as a r e s u l t of h i s 
loss has enabled him to devise t h i s method of revenge 
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whereby the the actual moment of vengeance has transcended 
the reaches of time. 

In the l a s t seven l i n e s of the speech Hleronlmo as 
Presenter ref e r s to himself In the third person as 'Author 
and actor i n t h i s tragedy* and declares h i s intention to 
play out his part 'Bearing h i s l a t e s t fortune i n h i s f i s t * . 
Presumably he i s s t i l l clutching the knife with which he 
stabbed Lorenzo, as i f i t represented a moment of r e a l i t y 

43 
trapped for eternity i n h i s hands. 
The The idea that H&eronimo has, i n f a c t , transformed 
hi s supreme moment of vengeance into an immortal r e a l i t y 
by encapsulizlng i t within the a r t i s t i c form of a dramatic 
performance i s confirmed i n the f i n a l Chorus which con
s i s t s of a short dialogue between the two characters of 
the outer drama. The Ghost of Andrea and Revenge here 
seem to pick up where Hieronimo l e f t o ff, for, a f t e r deter
mining that Bel-imperla and Hieronimo and hi s family s h a l l 
enjoy a pleasant eternity i n the Underworld, they begin 

44 
to set the stage i n ̂ deepest h e l l " i'cfojisyetiianbtherrdrama 

45 
i n which they will',"Work j u s t and sharp revenge" i>forever 
upon Lorenzo, Balthazar and t h e i r tool v i l l a i n s . Revenge 
closes the play with the suggestion that they now go and 
watch t h i s eternal epilogue which w i l l be performed by 

46 
the same v i l l a i n o u s c a s t : 
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Sevenge. For here though death hath end th e i r misery, 
I ' l l there begin t h e i r endless tragedy.(47) 

Although the Elizabethan spectators w i l l not accompany 
Revenge and the Ghost of Andrea to the new t h e a t r i c a l 
location, t h i s does not prevent them from envisaging the 
tortuous scenes which have been described i n d e t a i l ; nor 
can they avoid being aware of the horrifying realism which 
i s created by t h i s immortal continuity of the dramatic 
action. 

One might argue, t i n ."concluding t h i s chapter, that 
the a r t i s t i c vehicle of the drama, more than any other 
ar t form, d i s t o r t s the measurement of earthly time. The 
spectators are asked to step out of t h e i r own time zone 
and into another which the dramatist provides. Within 
t h i s new dimension the dramatist, through the medium of 
hi s characters, can make anything happen, and the burden 
of adjusting to the dramatic laws of time, location and 
action r e s t s with the audience. At the end of the f i c t i o n a l 
sequence the spectators are f i g u r a t i v e l y thrust back into 
contemporaneity and are again faced with the task of syn
chronizing t h e i r personal behaviour with t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r 
chronological setting. 

In a l l the works discussed i n t h i s chapter, however, 
one finds that the character of the Stage Machlavel suddenly 
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appears to take over the task of the dramatist i n order 
to interrupt the passage of t h e a t r i c a l time so that he 
himself may i n s e r t a rehearsed segment of hours and minutes 
which w i l l e f f e c t i v e l y accomplish a desired g o a l — a goal 
which seemingly could not otherwise be achieved within 
the boundaries of the f i c t i o n a l world created for him by 
the Elizabethan dramatist. Each p l a y l e t then i t s e l f be
comes a separate realm of dramatic r e a l i t y , peopled by 
the Machiavel with characters who are destined to perform 
a pre-arranged sequence of actions leading always to a 
f a t a l conclusion. 

I n t h i s way the Machiavel brings into operation the 
h i s t r i o n i c paradox referred to e a r l i e r i n the chapter 
which suggests that when for some reason i n a dramatic 
production the main action i s removed one stage further 
from a c t u a l i t y , the r e s u l t i s that a heavier s t r e s s i s 
l a i d upon some deeper r e a l i t y . In a l l the works discussed 
that extra emphasis invariably f a l l s squarely upon the 
character of the Machiavellian v i l l a i n who, as the common 
denominator of both f i c t i o n a l worlds, emerges ultimately 
from t h i s dramatic p l u r a l i t y and enters a realm of 
horrifying a c t u a l i t y . 

The apprehension and unease which the spectators may 
f e e l when they leave the theatre could well be related 



-144-

to a marginally conscious r e a l i z a t i o n that the t h e a t r i 
c a l presentation which they have j u s t witnessed has some
how invaded t h e i r own time and place and become part of 

48 
thei r own past experience. The p o s s i b i l i t y that the 
most r e a l i s t i c character i n that drama may suddenly/re
appear at some future point i n t h e i r own contemporaneity 
i s hardly comforting. 
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Pootnotes - Chapter I I I 

1. R. Berry elaborates an i n t e r e s t i n g argument i n defense 
of Webster's use of waxwork stage properties i n the torture 
scene of The Duchess of Malfl. concluding that they "embody 
the appearance-reality theme" which i s p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l e 
vant to Webster's ultimate purpose. The Artuof John Webster. 
Oxford University Press, 1972, pp. 19-22. 
2. The Duchess of Malfl. 1$. i . 136-42. 
3. I b i d , 11. 97-102. 
4. I b i d , IV. £i$.6-8/ 
5. Although "the motif of disguise often gave r i s e to 
the crudest improbabilities'' i n the Elizabethan drama, W. 
Creizenach goes on to point out: "Apparently English 
audiences, as i t were by some t a c i t agreement, accepted 
these improbabilities as something t r a d i t i o n a l which was 
part and parcel of the dramatic manner." The English 
Drama i n the Age of Shakespeare. London^ Sidgwick AwJack-
son Ltd., 1916, p. 223* 
6. The Duchess of Malfl. IV. i i . 158-9. 
7. J.R. Mulryne discusses i n d e t a i l the death scene of 
the Duchess and i t s atmosphere of "shadowy t h e a t r i c a l i t y " 
i n h i s essay "The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfl". 
Jacobean Theatre, edited by J.R. Brown and B. Harris, 
London, Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd., 1960, p.221. 
8. The Revenger's Tragedy. I I I . v. 123. 
9. P.B. Murray acknowledges the a r t i s t i c perfection 
toward which Vindice's plot s t r i v e s ; however, he points 
out that "this perfect revenge against the Duke i s an 
i r o n i c perversion of the very value i t i s to a f f i r m — t h e 
purity of Vindice's murdered love—and i s therefore 
morally flawed." -Qyril Tourneur. p. 234. 
10. The Revenger's Tragedy. I I I . v. 9^-107 1 
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11. Murray takes the view that the s k u l l of Gloriana i s 
one of the most important symbol's of the entire play, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i n regard to the development of Vindice as 
a Machiavellian dissembler. C y r i l Tourneur.pp. 193-5. 
12. The Revenger'ssTragedy. I I I . v. 197-205. 
13. Margeson describes t h i s process i n terms of an 
all-pervasive scheme of dramatic irony: "The Ir o n i c struc 
ture of the play i s therefore complicated by the varied 
roles Vindice plays. There are scenes of splendidly 
t h e a t r i c a l irony, growing out of Vindice's disguises and 
deceptions, scenes that Vindice enjoys because Tourneur 
has made him an i r o n i s t , conscious of the s h i f t i n g d i f 
ferences between appearance and r e a l i t y , and ready to 
use ambiguous language to sharpen his enjoyment... 

At t h i s point we may ask what Vindice's part i s i n the 
i r o n i c scheme or the tragic idea. As a shrewd and cyni
c a l commentator on everything that happens, he i s able 
to point c l e a r l y to the way that e v i l passions lead to 
self-destruction. He i s also agent and tempter i n t h i s 
very process, tainted by what he condemns with so much 
disgust. Gradually, he loses the o b j e c t i v i t y and the 
freedom of the s a t i r i c commentator: the black comedy of 
the whole s e r i e s of situations i s spiced with the irony 
of his increasing involvement, which he cannot recognize, 
p. 143. 
14. The Atheist's Tragedy. I . i i ^ . 231-40. 
15. I b i d , I I . i . 117-20. 
16. Ibid, I I . l v . 844169. 
17. See Murray, C y r i l Tourneur. p. 110. 
18. The Atheist's Tragedy. I I . i v . 134-5. 
19. I b i d , 1. 111. 
20. I b i d , 11. 152-64. 
21. Bradbrook comments on the use and dramatic e f f e c t 
of t h i s Elizabethan convention: "In addition to the con
ventional narrative and i t s formal arrangement the 
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ELlzabethans r e l i e d upon th e i r 'feeling for allegory'. 
On the l e v e l of the presentation t h i s was developed i n 
different kinds of representation, such as the dumb show, 
and conjuring; and on the l e v e l of the action by the 
contrast between different moods (almost d i f f e r e n t genus) 
of drama i n the plot and subplot. 

The early dumb shows were a l l e g o r i c a l , and the l a t e r 
ones have a sp e c i a l atmosphere of portentdusness which 
e a s i l y becomes a l l e g o r i c a l . S i l e n t movement i s always 
doubly s i g n i f i c a n t on the stage." pp. 43-4. 
22. The White Devil. I I . i i . 1-4. 
23. I b i d , 1. 21. 
24. Ibid, A dumb show. 
25. As Murray points out i n c i t i n g t h i s f i r s t dumb show: 
"The r i t u a l forms of piety have been perverted by the 
white d e v i l so that they have become black masses to go 
with the black book that i s Monticelso's bible." A Study 
of John Webster. The Hague, Mouton & Co. N.V., Publishers, 
1969, p. 41. 
26. The White Devil. I I , i i . 37. 
27. I b i d , 11. 34-5. 
28. I b i d , A second dumb show. 
29. I b i d , 11-38 
30. Mehl, D«, The Elizabethan Dumb Show, London, Methuen 
and Co. Ltd., 1964,pp. 141-2. 
31. The White Devil. I I . i i . 38-9. 
32. See Mehl, p. 12. 
33. Brown, A., "The Play within a Play: an Elizabethan 
Dramatic Device", E & S.. Vol. X I I I (1960), p. 48. 
34. Mehl gives a detailed analysis of the function of 
the dumb show i n Women Beware Women.pp. 151-2. 
35. I b i d , p. 133. 
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36. See Brown,pp. 38-9* 
37. The Spanish Tragedy. I . i . 86-91. 
38. A.H. Thorndike provides a detailed analysis of 
Hieronimo's development into the Machiavellian revenger 
i n h is a r t i c l e "The Relations of Hamlet to the Contemporary 
Revenge Play", PMLA.. Vol. XVII (1902), p. 147. 
39. The Spanish Tragedy. IV. i l l . 21-30. 
40. Ib i d , IV. i v . 72. 
41. I b i d , 11. 76»95...122-34...146-52. 
42. I b i d , 11. 106-9. 
43. When Hieronimo's attempt to hang himself f a i l s , he 
bites out h i s tongue, and t h i s gesture too symbolizes the 
Revenger's a r t i s t i c eternity, as Tomlinson says: "Again, 
Xyd (with the help of h i s collaborator) stage-manages the 
business of Hieronymo biting out h i s tongue—and doing so 
for no very obvious reason—simply so that he can f i n a l i z e 
his picture of the revenger pleased with h i s own a r t , for 
i t s own sake.". A Study of Elizabethan and Jacobean Tragedy. 
Cambridge University Press, 1964, p. 76. 
44. The Spanish Tragedy. IV. v. 27. 
45. Ib i d , 1. 16. 
46. H. Hawkins discusses the ef f e c t of the 'outer drama* 
on the overall t h e a t r i c a l framework of the play. Likenesses 
of Truth i n Elizabethan and Restoration Drama. Oxford 
University Press, 1972, p. 31. 
47. The Spanish Tragedy. IV. v. 47-8. 
48. Hawkins emphasizes thi s idea s p e c i f i c a l l y i n r e l a t i o n 
to an audience watching a performance of The Spanish Tragedy: 
" A l l their previous conceptions about the t h e a t r i c a l s i t u a 
tion i n s t a n t l y crumble when the spectators r e a l i z e that the 
show they thought was 'fabulously counterfeit' i s i n f a c t 
deadly r e a l i t y — t h e human tragedy i t s e l f rather than a 



-149-

dramatic imitation of a tragic action. Thus the Spanish 
and Portuguese audience ceases to experience the aesthetic 
delight of watching a well-acted play, and experiences 
the personal horror of death at f i r s t hand. And while 
the members of Kyd's audience view everything that happens 
on the stage as part of the fabulously counterfeit Spanish 
Tragedy, the action of h i s play forces them to ask how 
they might f e e l i f the events seen on the stage suddenly 
turned out to be r e a l . " p. 30. 



-150-

Ooncluslons 

In t h i s f i n a l section i t i s perhaps appropriate to 
consider b r i e f l y the influence of Machiavellianism on the 
conclusion of some of the plays referred to i n the course 
of the present discussion. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to observe 
that i n t h i s regard a recurring pattern once again emerges 
the Machiavel i s usually either destroyed by h i s own hand 
or caught i n a trap which he himself has constructed i n 
order to ensnare otherB. One can of course accept that 
according to the code of human ethics which casts an 
audience into the role of righteous moral judge the Machia 
v e l , l i k e a l l subsequent stage and f i l m v i l l a i n s , had to 
die or at l e a s t be seen to be punished severely for h i s 
crimes. This notion of j u s t i c e by i t s e l f , however, does 
not account for the fact that i n a number of cases the 
Elizabethan dramatist arranged for the Machiavellian 
v i l l a i n to i n i t i a t e d i r e c t l y h i s own destruction. 

When one comes to look for an explanation, two pos
sible reasons present themselves. The f i r s t has to do 
with setting and background which, as was discussed i n 
a previous chapter, draw i n most instances on the vice 
and corruption found i n foreign courts. The fundamental 
nature and assumptions of many of these plays therefore 
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i s accurately reflected i n a cast of characters who d i s 
play against a regal setting most of the baser aspects 
of human nature as, for example, i n The Revenger's Tragedy. 
Even i n a play such as Women Beware Women which s t a r t s 
off with a group of personages who are f a i r l y evenly h••. 

balanced between vice and vi r t u e , one finds that by the 
fourth act the respectable characters of Bianca and Lean-
tio have been converted to the dec e i t f u l methods of the 

1 
Machiavellians, Guardiano and L i v l a . 

In two other works mentioned elsewhere, The Spanish 
Tragedy and The Duchess of Malfl. where there are p r i n c i 
pal characters who represent the decent q u a l i t i e s and 
goodness of mankind, i t i s s t i l l always the theme of 
v i l l a i n y driven by s e l f - i n t e r e s t which predominates, and 
the virtuousaare either victims and are thus eliminated, 
l i k e Horatio and the Duchess respectively, or they play 
e s s e n t i a l l y passive roles throughout the greater portion 
of the dramatic action, as do Belimperla and Antonio, 
before they are eventually struck down i n the f i n a l scene. 

One may assume from such examples as these that the 
Elizabethan dramatist did not intend that the moral out
come of h i s play should f a l l into the pattern of the 
Miracle and Morality drama,whose fundamental structure 
was so arranged that good triumphed over e v i l with a 
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dramatic as well as a metaphysical i n e v i t a b i l i t y . Since 
the l a t e r dramatist apparently deliberately refrained .; 
from creating characters s u f f i c i e n t i n stature to counter
act dramatically the wickedness of the Machiavel—since 
he evidently chose instead to make the Machiavel's v i l 
l a i n y seem to triumph u n t i l the very f i n a l s c e n e — i t be
came necessary to devise a new formula to s a t i s f y the 
metaphysical demand that good should p r e v a i l over e v i l . 
The Elizabethan playwright therefore established a new 
pattern?-one which was c e r t a i n l y more in t e r e s t i n g drama
t i c a l l y than the Miracle-Morality pattern—whereby e v i l 
ultimately triumphs over i t s e l f . In order to achieve 
t h i s r e s u l t the Machiavel i r o n i c a l l y had to be cast i n 
the dual role of v i l l a i n - h e r o . 

That a character should be h i s own a n t i t h e s i s i s 
not as improbable as i t may f i r s t appear, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
i n the case of a character such as the "Stage Machiavel, 
for a close analysis of h i s inner l i f e does indeed provide 
the second possible reason why he i s usually d i r e c t l y 
responsible for his own downfall* The character of the 
Machiavellian v i l l a i n , as a human incarnation of the non-
human e v i l force of the pre-ELizabethan drama, i s a con
tradiction which cannot long survive i n the world of men. 
As I have indicated i n an e a r l i e r chapter the Machiavellian 
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myth merged with the stage figure of the Devil of the 
Miracle plays while also encompassing many of the Vices 
represented i n the Moralities. He therefore provided 
dramatists with a human character gifted at the same time 
with a superior capacity for i n t e l l e c t u a l cunning and an 
e n t i r e l y unregulated appetite for depravity. Prom a 
human perspective the Machiavel i s an incomprehensible 
paradox. The gulf between his superhuman reason and h i s 
sub-human passions i s too large to make easy sense; i n 
addition both reason and passions seem to operate i n a 
sphere which i s removed from earthly laws and p r o b a b i l i t i e s , 
and t h i s permits the v i l l a i n to create chaos and disorder 
i n the l i v e s of a l l with whom he comes in contact before 
he himself i s ultimately consumed. I believe t h i s i s vr 

what Rosslter means when he describes the Machiavel as 
2 

°a superhuman sub-man"f ia character, as i t were, who 1B 
allowably human for a short while on the stage because 
he 'brackets' the human norm not because i n any sense he 
embodies i t . The tension between extremes which keeps 

3 
him allowably human must i n the end break. 

To i l l u s t r a t e the adaptability of such a notion I 
have purposely chosen plays which f a l l into three d i s t i n c t 
categories of the drama, tragedy, s a t i r e and comedy r e * 
spectively: The Atheist's Tragedy. The Jew of Malta and 
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Volpone. In spite of the f a c t that Tourneur, Marlowe and 
Jonson apparently set out with e n t i r e l y difier-ent dramatic 
alms, the i r works are remarkably s i m i l a r i n terms of theme 
and structure, a f a c t which, I would suggest, i s the d i r e c t 
r e s u l t of t h e i r choice of a protagonist fashioned a f t e r 
the Machiavellian image. 

In a l l of the above-mentioned works i t i s again always 
the more virtuous characters who f a l l victim to the devised 
v i l l a i n y of the Stage Machiavel or who play primarily pas
sive r o l e s . I t i s also important to observe that i n each 
play there are at l e a s t two or three characters who, though 
not maliciously e v i i , are nevertheless guided by a doubt
f u l code of morals which becomes most f l e x i b l e when t h e i r 
personal i n t e r e s t s are involved. In The Atheist's Tragedy, 
for example, one finds a sizable group of characters cen-
t r i n g round the l i c e n t i o u s a c t i v i t i e s i n the houseyuata-
plasma; while i n The Jew of Malta Bellamira and F i l i a - b o r z a 
may also be found to be involved i n the business of sexual 
promiscuity for monetary p r o f i t . Certainly the three birds 
of prey i n Volpone are of questionable moral character, 
as they show themselves prepared to d i s i n h e r i t s i b l i n g s 
andr: pander t h e i r wives i n order to become r i c h . 

In addition to these characters who practice corrup
tion for s e l f - i n t e r e s t , one cannot ignore those figures 



-155-

who outwardly represent the highest established values 
i n society, but who are, i n r e a l i t y , no more than f a l l i b l e 
human beings, susceptible to the same earthly temptations •s 

as a l l men. Languebeau Snuffe, for instance, i s an un? 
scrupulous creature who sella' h i s advisory Influence to 
the highest bidder and f r e e l y enjoys the very i l l i c i t 
pleasures of the f l e s h which he should condemn. Marlowe 
also comments on the v u l n e r a b i l i t y of men of r e l i g i o n i n 
the characters of the two f r i a r s who r e s o r t to physical 
violence In order to obtain the p r i v i l e g e of converting 

4 
Barabas and i n h e r i t i n g h i s wealth. F i n a l l y , i n the court 
scene i n Volpone one of the judges shows himself to be 
more concerned with finding a wealthy match for h i s daugh
ter than with administering h i s professional duties. 

The pursuit of the Renaissance values of pleasure, 
p r o f i t and power, then,would seem to be the predominant 
theme i n a l l these works, and i n t h i s connection i t would 
appear that the three dramatists have sought to expose, 
a l b e i t through a different dramatic medium, the same qu a l i -
t i e s e s o f l immorality, s e l f i s h n e s s and ambition wherever 
they occur i n human nature. These minor characters, how
ever, serve to provide a minimum l e v e l of comparison as i t 
were for the Introduction of the Machiavellian figure who 
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stands out i n bold r e l i e f against such a background l i k e 
a monstrous snake among a s l i t h e r i n g p i l e of worms. The 
proportions are so gigantic that the Hachiavel appears 
to be some kind of mutant of the species, an atom of 
matter and form that has gone wrong but been allowed to 
develop through a careless oversight. The mistake must 
be corrected and ultimately i t i s , not by some super
natural impulse or counteracting force but by the v i l l a i n 
himself. 

When one comes to compare the three stage v i l l a i n s 
i t immediately becomes evident that they share a number 
of character t r a i t s , foremost among them i s t h e i r passion 
for material r i c h e s . Although the acquisition of wealth 
i s a major theme of the play* as a whole and i s a goal 
toward which many of the secondary personages s t r i v e , for 
the Machiavel i t / o f t e n the p r i n c i p a l part of h i s credo. 
D'Amville, Barabas and Volpone a l l seem to draw t h e i r 
lifeblood from physical contact with t h e i r gold or jewels. 
The Atheist compares the g l i t t e r i n g , chinking pieces of 
metal to the st a r s i n the heavens, i n the b e l i e f that the 

5 
former determine man's destiny. As he unpurses h i s gold 
he worships: 
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D'Am. Here sounds a music whose melodious touch 
Like angels' voices ravishes the sense... 
These are the s t a r s whose operations make 
The fortunes and the destinies of men.(6) 

D'Amville's passionate response to the sound of the gold 
i s s i m i l a r to the Jew's rapturous admiration of the jewels 
which surround him i n his counting house. Ther terms he 
uses to describe them are, for the most part, not only 
sensual but energetic and animated. The 

Bags of f i e r y Opals, Saphires, Amatists, 
Jacints, hard Topas, grasse-greene Emeraulds, 
Beauteous Rubyes, sparkling Diamonds (7) 

appear to him infused with a being a l l t h e i r own, an i n 
t r i n s i c quality which acts as an I n s p i r a t i o n to those 

8 
who contemplate t h e i r worth. Under an influence so power
f u l the Fox too has become an ardent worshipper and spends 
the f i r s t part of every day i n r e l i g i o u s adoration at the 
only a l t a r which he recognizes: 

Vblp. Good morning to the day; and, next, my gold: 
Open the shrine, that I may see my s a i n t . 
Haile the worlds soule, and mine. More glad then i s 
The teeming earth, to see the long'd-for sunne 
Feepe through the homes of the c e l e s t i a l l ram, 
Am I , to view thy splendor, darkening h i s ; ( 9 ) 

Like D'Amville and Barabas, Volpone extols the near blinding 
b r i l l i a n c e of h i s i d o l and emphasizes i t s immanent poten
t i a l i t y . 

For a l l three Machlavels the luminous aura of t h e i r 
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wealth i s the key to some deeper knowledge, enabling them 
to see beyond the mundane routine of d a i l y l i f e and philo
sophize i n metaphysical terms. Consider, for example, 
the second part of Volpone's speech: 

VoVolf. Well did wise Poets, by thy glorious name, 
T i t l e that age, which they would haue the best; 
Thou being the best of things: and f a r transcending 
A l l s t i l e of ioy, i n children, parents, friends, 
Or any other waking dreame on earth. 
Thy lookes, when they to Venvs did ascribe, 
They should haue giu n her twentie thousand Cupids; 
Such are thy beauties, and our louesl Deare s a i n t , 
Riches, the dumbe god, that giu'st a l l men tongues: 
That canst doe nought, and yet mak'st men doe a l l 

things; 
The prioe of soules; euen h e l l , with thee to boot, 
I s made worth heauent(lO) 

Voltoone's meditation here leads him to the conclusion that 
gold i s , i n f a c t , the Unmoved Mover of the cosmos. I t 
appears to him that material wealth i s at once F i r s t Cause 
and F i n a l Cause, and a l l things move toward i t as the pure 
and supreme form, not by mechanical impulsion but by a t t r a c 
tion, as the object of desire. 

Although the possession of worldly riches plays an 
important part i n inspiri n g the criminal schemes of these 
three stage v i l l a i n s , i t would seem that i n each case 
some sort of philosophical impetus l i e s behind t h e i r r e 
solve to become wealthy men. Beginning with the Atheist 
one finds that his reasoning f a c u l t y has led him to deny 
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the existence of any supernatural force and place h i s t 
t r u s t instead i n physical nature as the ultimate power 
in the universe. I n the opening scene of the play D'Am-
v i l l e confirms h i s n a t u r a l i s t position i n a conversation 
with h i s prospective t o o l - v i l l a i n Borachio. I t soon 
becomes cl e a r that the Atheist believes that i f a man u 

uses h i s r a t i o n a l powers to the i r f u l l e s t extent he can 
escape the fact of human mortality and l i v e on through 
h i s descendants who w i l l I n h e r i t h i s wealth, tlie only 
key to true happiness on earth. Human reason then becomes 
D'Amville's guiding p r i n c i p l e , and the goal toward which 
he s t r i v e s throughout the remainder of the play i s to pro
vide his blood l i n e with an h e i r and to provide that h e i r 
with a fortune. 

Barabas, on the other hand, does not go to the trouble 
of r e j e c t i n g r e l i g i o n ; however, he has a great deal more 
f a i t h i n a c y n i c a l l y opportunist philosophy. There i s 
no room i n such a creed for any of the t r a d i t i o n a l e t h i c a l 
principles or values such as mercy, j u s t i c e or love: l i f e 
i s simply a question of each man for himself. I n t e l l i ? 
gence alone i s a l l that counts, and i t i s i n t h i s respect 
that r e l i g i o n does have some value for the Jew as a handy 
means of discriminating between those of the Chosen Nation 
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who, l i k e himself, are superior I n I n t e l l e c t and cunning, 
11 

and the "swine-eating C h r i s t i a n s 8 whose grossly hypo
c r i t i c a l attitude toward materialism only serves to con
firm Barabas i n h i s cynicism and p i l e f u e l on the f i r e s 
of h i s revenge when Ferae ze seizes h i s wealth. With h i s 
venomous egoism aroused the Jew, l i k e D'Amville, i s pre-

12 
pared to "search his deepest wits" for a plan to regain 
his l o s t riches and be revenged upon h i s enemies; l i k e 
the Atheist Barabas also takes a pragmatic almost s c i e n t i 
f i c approach to the problem. I n the case of both Machia-
vels a kind of s t a t i c i n t e l l e c t u a l passion repeatedly 
stimulates the active process of v i l l a i n y . 

I f the character of Volpone presents us with a s l i g h t 
l y d i f f e r e n t picture, i t i s nevertheless s t i l l possible 
to draw a number of p a r a l l e l s between the Pox and the o 

other two stage v i l l a i n s . I t seems from the opening speech 
of the play that Volpone i s no Machiavellian at a l l but 
merely a miser whose avarice knows no bounds. He appears 
at f i r s t to be consumed by a passion for gold which allows 
for no other consideration, but i t soon becomes evident 
that the Fox finds the t r i c k e r y which he uses to procure 
h i s wealth a f a r more absorbing occupation than the wor
ship of i t . 
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I t may be suggested then that Volpone, l i k e L'Amville 
and Barabas i s also propelled by a kind of I n t e l l e c t u a l 
impetus—which also happens to be the i d e a l theme to run 
through a comedy—a compulsive desire for constant amuse
ment. I t i s almost as though at one time or other the 
Fox, unlike the other v i l l a i n s , was a manicrdepressive 
who had no philosophical outlook on l i f e whatsoever ex
cept that he found i t to be one gigantic bore; at some 
point he must have discovered to h i s surprise and delight 
that he could turn h i s natural contempt for humanity into 
a full-time profession from which he might derive end
l e s s amusement and coin a p r o f i t as w e l l : 

Volf. What should I doe, 
But cocker vp my genius,- and Hue free 
Too a l l delights, my fortune c a l l s me to? 
I haue no wife, no parent, c h i l d , a l l i e , 
To glue my substance to; but whom I make, 
Must be my he i r e : and t h i s makes men obserue me.(13) 

I t would seem then that the Fox has developed into a 
free-wheeling Hachiavel as an alternative to a l i f e of 
boredom and misery, fie too has a greatly exaggerated 
opinion of his own cleverness, and t h i s coupled with a 
basic i n t u i t i v e understanding of human nature and behaviour 
serves to increase his self-confidence s t i l l further and 
i n t e n s i f y h i s sense of daring which again takes no heed 
of the t r a d i t i o n a l moral r e s t r a i n t s . 
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In each of the dramatic works considered thus f a r , 
then, one finds an e g o t i s t i c a l , amoral Machiavellian pro
tagonist, whose superior i n t e l l e c t and driving obsession 
for s e l f - g r a t i f i c a t i o n have endowed him with a seemingly 
unlimited power to manipulate people and events, effect 
t l v e l y disrupting the natural order of l i f e and superim
posing upon the anarchy which he has created a perverse 
order of hi s own design. Like a master a r c h i t e c t the 
Machiavel methodically builds his hideous structure of 
deceit, combining a l l manner of materials which come to 
hand, spontaneously off s e t t i n g the stresses with counter
acting s t r a i n s , so that the tension of the c o n f l i c t i n g 
elements i s sustained. Whenever a break occurs the 
v i l l a i n must do some hasty patchwork to keep the str u c t 
t u r a l framework i n t a c t , but as long as h i s ordering hand 
remains steady, the repulsive e d i f i c e continues to grow, 
warping and twisting i t s way upward in defiance of a l l 
the natural laws, r e f l e c t i n g ^ i t s t i g h t l y drawn tensions 
the tensions i n the character of i t s creator. 

Atop t h i s massive outgrowth the Machiavel works f i e n 
dishly adding story upon story, stopping only occasionally 
to look down i n gleeful admiration at h i s ugly handiwork. 
His triumph over t h i s monument of perversity, however, 
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can l a s t only a short moment In time, for the foundations 
upon which i t stands are t o t a l l y unstable. When the o r i 
ginal chaotic base of the structure suddenly begins to 
subside, the Machiavel becomes aware of h i s own f a l l i b i -

14 
l i t y and self-delusion. 

For the Atheist the revelation comes i n the form of 
the death of his two sons whose l i v e s he cannot save even 
at the price of a l l h i s gold, and with t h e i r demise D'Am-
v i l l e also loses h i s only hope for immortality. As a 
r e s u l t h i s f a i t h i n the guiding powers of nature and human 
reason i s shaken, and he i s forced to admit that there 
must be a force stronger than both of these which rules 
the universe. The f i n a l blow i s struck when D'Amville 
sees the courage with which Charlemont and Castabella are 
prepared to face death; i t i s the Atheist himself who 
wields the axe: 

D'Am. What murderer was he 
That l i f t e d up my hand against my head? 

I Judge. None but yourself, my l o r d . 
D'Am. .i. I thought he was 

A murderer that did i t . 
I Judge. God forbid. 
D'Am. Forbid? You l i e , judge; he oommanded i t 

To t e l l thee that man's wisdom i s a fool.(15) 
The f a c t that Gharlemont and Castabella a c t u a l l y appear 
to welcome death as a hopeful release proves to D'Amville 
that the worldly gains of pleasure, p r o f i t , power and not 
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l e a s t of a l l posterity are worthless, that the reasons 
for which he committed murder and attempted rape were a l l 
the wrong reasons. I t i s indeed an appropriate conclusion 
to the play that the Atheist should be destroyed by a 
blow to h i s sorely distorted i n t e l l e c t which has deluded 
him from the beginning. 

In the f i f t h act of The Jew of Malta one finds 
Barabas, l i k e D'Amvllle, wholly submerged i n self-delusion. 
He has taken to applying h i s opportunist philosophy to the 
business of p o l i t i c s and, l i k e the Atheist, has become 
grossly i n f l a t e d with a v i s i o n of h i s own grandeur: 

Barabas. Why, i s not t h i s 
A<kingly klnde of trade to purchase Townes 
By treachery, and sell'em by deceit? 
Now t e l l me, worldlings, underneath the sunne, 
I f greater falshood ever has bin done.(16) 

Barabas soon discovers, however, that t h i s l a s t question 
i s a r h e t o r i c a l one, for Feraeze has already arranged 
for the Jew to step unwittingly into h i s own death trap. 
One i s then confronted here with a Machiavellian v i l l a i n 
whose exaggerated opinion of h i s own Inte l l i g e n c e has 
led him to underestimate the a b i l i t y of others to apply 

17 
the same treacherous technique with equal success. 

Volpone presents us f i n a l l y with the pure embodiment 
of the superhuman sub-man whose compulsion for amusement 
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knows no bounds. Volpone i s a f a r more v o l a t i l e character 
than the other two Machiavels we have been discussing, 
and i t i s t h i s very quality of explosive unpredictability 
which not only adds greatly to the comic ef f e c t of the 
play but also eventually proves to be the Fox's undoing. 
In much the same way as D'Amville and Barabas believe that 
they can have anything they want, Volpone believes that 
he can be anything he wants, and h i s subhuman greed to be 
and do what he wishes i s f i n a l l y the problem which defeats 
a l l h is superhuman w i t s — a s though h i s brutish greed can
not conceive that i t s desires may only be g r a t i f i e d by 
the most enormous and sophisticated i n t e l l e c t u a l e f f o r t . 
In the second act of the play he seems to a t t a i n the apex 
of exciting diversion with h i s Inspired portrayal of the 
mountebank Scoto of Mantua, a disguise which he assumes 
i n order to catch a glimpse of Corvine's beautiful wife 
C e l i a . Once struck by the pangs of love, however, the 
Fox never again performs at the high l e v e l of cunning he 
achieves i n the f i r s t h a l f of the play. 

In an attempt to seduce the virtuous*Celia Volpone 
subsequently throws off h i s death-bed act and advises her 
to follow his own creed, to discard the teachings of con
science i n favour of the sensual argument put forward by 
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th e power of r i c h e s : 
Volp. I f thou hast wisdome, heare me, C e l i a . 

Thy bathes s h a l l be the iuyce of iuly-flowres, 
S p i r i t of roses, and of v i o l e t s , 
The milke of vnicornes, and panthers breath 
Gather 'd i n bagges, and mixt with Cretan.-wines. 
Our drlnke s h a l l be prepared gold, and amber; 
Which we w i l l take, v n t i l l my roofe whirle round 
With the vertigo: and my dwarfe s h a l l dance, 
My eunuch sing, my foole make vp the antique. 
Whilest, we, i n changed shapes, act Ovids t a l e s , 
Thou, l i k e Evropa now, and I l i k e love, 
Then I l i k e Mars, and thou l i k e Sryeine, 
So, of the r e s t , t i l l we haue quite run through 
And weary'd a l l the fables of the gods. 
Then w i l l I haue thee i n more moderne formes, 
Attired l i k e some sprightly dame of France, 
Braue Tuscan lady, or proud Spanish beauty; 
Sometimes, vnto the Persian Sophies wife; 
Or the grand-signlors mistresse; and, for change, 
To one of our most a r t - f u l l courtizans. 
Or some quick Negro, or cold Russian; 
And I w i l l meet thee, i n as many shapes: 
Where we may, so, trans-fuse our wandring soules, 
Out at our lippes, and score vp summes of pleasures.(18) 

I n t h i s speech the quintessential Machiavellian character 
emerges to preach to a prospective convert with a l l the 
energy of an evangelist, a believer who has placed h i s 
unswerving f a i t h i n the i n f i n i t y of wealth and the amuse
ment i t may purchase. The Fox's ambitiously possessive 
nature i s most evident i n the f i r s t f i v e l i n e s where the 
ephemeral Images he conjures up are indicative of an extra-
human e f f o r t to halt the passage of earthly time i n order 
to drain the l a s t drop of sensual pleasure from the 
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transient, f r a g i l e phenomena of nature which he mentions. 
This i s the preliminary stage leading to a transcendent 
state of euphoria where Volpone sees a way opening into 
a further dimension; the entire spectrum of time and space 
would become perceptible and the soul might then escape 
from i t s physical bonds and metamorphose endlessly, one 
transfiguration e c l i p s i n g the l a s t through the whole range of 
forms and experience. 

In t h i s scene then Volpone c l e a r l y envisages a kind 
of p l e a s u r e - f i l l e d eternity i n which he and Celia might 
transcend t h e i r worldly selves and wallow i n a glut of 
b l i s s f u l sensation. Although the Fox's plan i s prevented 
from succeeding, the detailed image which he creates i s 
so powerful that for the moment he almost seems to have 
superceded the natural force of time and the resistance 
of the plot i n order to impose a rapturous v i s i o n of r e a l i t y 
a l l his own i n which he can, i n f a c t , be anything or any
one he wants to be. The intervention of Bonario, however, 
temporarily traps Volpone i n a corner from which he i s 
only barely able to extricate himself with the help of 
Hosca some scenes l a t e r . The Fox's fear and desperation 
then suddenly turn again into an even more f r a n t i c search 
for amusement; the f i n a l stratagem, which involves yet 
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another disguise so that he can go abroad and observe the 
reactions of the birds of prey to the news of h i s death, 
eventually ensnares him i n a f i n a l trap which he admits 
i s e s s e n t i a l l y of h i s own making: 

Volp. To make a snare, for mine owne neckel and run 
My head into i t , w i l f u l l y ! with laughterI 
When I had newly scapLt, was free, and c l e a r e l 
Out of mere wantonnesseI(19) 

I t i s perhaps i n t e r e s t i n g to speculate as to whether 
or not the cumbersome system of human Justice, which has 
already been activated before Volpone launches h i s l a s t 
scheme, could have eventually coped s u f f i c i e n t l y to punish 
the Fox and the Parasite without t h e i r own sel f - i n c r i m i n a 
tion. One would probably suspect that i t could not, for 
Jonson has been at pains to note that one of the inagis-
strates of the Venetian court i s himself ruled by motives 

20 
of s e l f - i n t e r e s t and vanity. One might conclude that 
i t i s fortunate for the sane world, represented i n Volpone 
by the a l b e i t wooden characters of Gelia and Bonarlo, that 
the Fox himself supplants the ordinary course of j u s t i c e 
which seems otherwise helpless. 

Referring to the play's conclusion J . B. Bamborough 
makes the following comment i n respect to the manner i n 
which Volpone brings about h i s own downfall: 
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There i s no room i n t h i s for tragedy, although 
we may f e e l i f we w i l l a kind of doomed or des
tined quality about Volpone (a modern psycholo
g i s t might even say that his-constant f l i r t i n g 
with danger andidiscovery indicates an under
lyi n g desire to be unmasked and punished). 

As Bamborough points out Volpone i s not a t r a g i c play, 
and i t i s therefore rather d i f f i c u l t to Interpret the 
character of the fox i n terms of the way he might f u l f i l l 

22 
the role of v i l l a i n - h e r o . One may nevertheless c l e a r l y 
see how Bamborough's statement applies to B'Amville and 
Barabas as well as to other Machiavels discussed i n the 
course of previous chapters. The Atheist and the Jew, 
for example, can be seen to tempt the Fates repeatedly, 
and the rapid pace of the dramatic action i n those works 
accurately r e f l e c t s the l e v e l of f e v e r i s h a c t i v i t y pre
sent inaa Machiavel f a t a l l y obsessed by sub-human passions 
which only an angelic cunning can adequately serve. 

I n prosaic terms the character of the stage v i l l a i n 
might be compared with the compulsive gambler who deludes 
himself into believing that h is 'system* w i l l always win, 
and who can never break the habit even when he seems to 
be winning; there i s always the larger jackpot yet to be 
won. The Machiavel too i s stimulated by a l u s t for per
fection, or rather a l u s t requiring perfection, which 
propells him on i n h i s glorious v i l l a i n y with a pre-...* 
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determined kind of urgency, as i f he knows i n s t i n c t i v e l y 
that he must either a t t a i n h i s ultimate goal or destroy 
himself i n the attempt. Another i l l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s 
notion may be found i n the f i n a l death scene of The Duchess 
of Malfl where the three v i l l a i n s , Ferdinand, the Cardinal 

23 
and fiosola are s l a i n by each other. Ferdinand comes 
to h i s senses at the l a s t moment to remark: 

Ferdinand. "Whether we f a l l by ambition, blood, or l u s t , 
"Like Diamonds, we are cut with our owne dust.(24) 

In conclusion i t may be suggested that the Machiavel 
i s some sort of supersonic dramatic m i s s i l e hurtling 
through time and space, breaking down a l l the natural 
barriers which obstruct the way, leaving behind a wake 
of chaos and rui n . Occasionally he must make corrections 
i n order to keep in range of the ultimate target; the r e s u l t 
i s inevitable; h i s greatest success i s h i s own f i n a l des
truction. The Machiavel's fundamental programming I s a l l 
wrong and toward the end the truth usually becomes evident 
even to him. A f i n a l thrust and he careers into h i s target; 
no amount of l a s t minute rethinking can repair the basic 
disharmonies of his nature. B u i l t into h i s being i s a 
self-destruct mechanism; the Machiavel explodes into 

25 
nothingness; the in s a t i a b l e demands of h i s brute desires 
home with accuracy upon what may most nearly s a t i s f y them 



-171 

and drive an angelic cunning and i n t e l l i g e n c e to destruction. 
When the dust cl e a r s the rubble and debris seem to 

have vanished leaving no trace. The Machiavel i s gone 
and on stage there remains only the spokesman of normality 
who proclaims the end of an interregnum and the restoration 
of the natural order. At t h i s point i t seems that the 
whole might have been a transitory i l l u s i o n — a horror-
f i l l e d moment i n time which had no c l e a r beginning and 
no explicable end. The Machiavellian superhuman sub-man 
now appears to have been some e x t r a - t e r r e s t r i a l trans
f i g u r a t i o n , a demon who has erupted through the crust 
of earthly society to create havoc and impose a v o l a t i l e 
reign of terror. He has disappeared, but an unease remains. 
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gootnotes - Conclusions 

1. Margeson corroborates t h i s view i n regard to many of 
of the vi l l a i n - h e r o e s of the Elizabethan drama: "These 
v i l l a i n s represent the strong force of the individual 
w i l l set up against society and the r e s t of the world. 
This i s not to say that the r e s t of the world i s good i n 
contrast with the blackness of the v i l l a i n . On the con
trary, the world the v i l l a i n i s dealing with i s l i k e l y 
to be hy p o c r i t i c a l , as i t i s i n The Jew of Malta, or 
thoroughly corrupt i n the manner of the court i n The 
Revenger's Tragedy or Women Beware Women, One of the 
Remarkable features of the development of t h i s kind of 
play i s the gradual darkening of the world i n which the 
v i l l a i n l i v e s and against which he act s . 1 1 p. 138-9 
See also Engelberg, E., "Tragic Blindness i n The Change
l i n g and Women Beware Women". MLQ.. Vol. X X I I I (1962), 
P. 27. 
2. See Rossiter, p. 158. 
3. Ornstein elaborates on th i s point s p e c i f i c a l l y i n 
regard to Webster's Machiavellian v i l l a i n s of The White 
Devil: "i n h i s 'glorious v i l l a i n s * Webster creates heroic 
characters who escape the r e s t r i c t i v e bonds and i l l u s i o n s 
of morality only to be swept to di s a s t e r by the i r r e s i s 
t i b l e tide of th e i r d e s i r e s . They are not slaves of 
passion i n any ordinary sense, confused and blinded by 
uncontrollable appetites. In a strangely perverse way 
they know themselves better than do Cornelia and I s a b e l l a , 
but that self-knowledge i s a tyranny as well as an eman
cipation. Because they see t h e i r goals so c l e a r l y they 
recognize no alte r n a t i v e s , and although they create the 
circumstances of their l i v e s they never transcend them." 
p. 137. 
4. In his essay "Marlowe the Dramatist", Elizabethan 
Theatre. London, Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd., 1966, 
p. 96, H. Brooke points out: "Yet the force of Machla-
v e l ' s stated attitudes i s f e l t throughout the play, and 
hi s cap f i t s every single actor i n i t , C h r istian, Jew, 
prostitute or pagan slave." 
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5. Murray maintains that i n t h i s scene "D'Amville 
" i d e n t i f i e s himself quite c l e a r l y as a n t i c h r i s t , esta
blishing h i s own r e l i g i o n with gold coins as the mini
st e r s of 'Mans high wisedome- the superior power'." 
C y r i l Tourneur. p. 82. 
6. The Atheist's Tragedy. V. i . 8-9...14-5. 
7. The Jew of Malta. I . i . 25-7. 
8. Several c r i t i c s have remarked on t h i s passage from 
The Jew of Malta, drawing p a r t i c u l a r attention to the 
way i n which i t emphasises the character of Barabas 
not as a mere miser but as a Machiavellian Superman. 
As Boyer says: "There i s no grovelling, miserly greed 
i n such a passion as t h i s . I t i s the ambition of a 
Paustus for i n f i n i t e power expressed i n terms of gold. 
The man who i s capable of such a stupendous conception 
of wealth has within him an imagination that commands © 
our admiration, i f i t does not touch us with awe." 
p. 54. And Tomlinson observes: "From the Jew's r e s t l e s s 
ness over mere money and goods, Marlowe leads on to the 
metaphysics of riches without possessions. 'Pie, what 
a trouble ' t i s to count t h i s trash1 1—Barabas despises 
money, the laborious goal of Western mercantilism, and 
w i l l emulate the Indian jewel merchant and 'the wealthy 
Moor' who deal i n metal and stones whose value bears no 
re l a t i o n to size or quantity. From here i t i s an easy 
step to the f i n a l conceit which, outdoing Jonson, d e f i n i 
t i v e l y states the difference between the miser's wealth 
and his attitude to wealth. The ultimate value of 
riches i s expressed i n the idea of power divorced from 
bulk or numbers. Money and goods can be accumulated, •••> 
but only i n arithmetical progression which i s limited 
because i t s end i s vague and out of sight, Barabas's 
conceit expresses the i n f i n i t e of wealth i n possession." 
pp. 90-1. 

9. Volpone. I . i . 1-6. 
10. Ibid, 11. 14-25. 
11. The Jew of Malta. I I . i i i . 7. 
12. Ibid, I . 11. 221 
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13. Yolpone. I . i . 70-5. 
14. H. Hawkins confims t h i s ¥viewpoint i n regard to the 
superman of the Elizabethan drama: "And time a f t e r time, 
i n Elizabethan drama, there comes some such moment of 
truth when a character i d e n t i f i e d with supreme human 
power, whether i t be the power:1 of the crown or the power 
of a r t , i s confronted by c e r t a i n f a c t s of ordinary l i f e , 
by some empirical truth which no power of royalty, i n t e l l i 
gence, or imagination can a l t e r , and which therefore must 
be taken into account."^p. 1-2. 
15. The Atheist's Tragedy. V. i i . 243-8. 
16. The Jew of Malta. V. v. 49-50. 
17. One i s inclined to agree with Thorp i n t h i s regard: 
"Previously he had known only success i n h i s favorite de
vice of dissembling with two p a r t i e s . Never for a moment 
does he suspect that anyone i s capable of serving him i n 
kind. Like Iago he counts on the stupidity of mankind 
and goes down as a r e s u l t of h i s own myopic policy. The 
play has been j u s t l y c r i t i c i z e d for the f a l l i n g off i n 
poetic b r i l l i a n c e and the degeneration i n the character 
of the hero i n the l a s t three acts but Marlowe's judgment 
in connecting Barabas' fate with the one talent on which 
he most prides himself deserves high praise. Barabas i s 
gu i l t y of the only s i n which e x i s t s i n h i s moral code, 
ignorance, and he perishes as a r e s u l t . " p. 135. 

18. Yolpone. I I I . v i i . 212-35. 
19. I b i d , V. x i . 1-4. 
20. R.H. Perkinson, i n h i s a r t i c l e "Yolpone and the 
Reputation of Venetian J u s t i c e " , MLR., Vol. XXXV,(1940), 
pp. 11-18, suggests that Jonson e s p e c i a l l y chose Venice 
as the setting for Volpone because of i t s reputation for 
disinterested j u s t i c e . 5Perhaps Mr. Perkinson overlooked 
V. x i i . 50-1. 
21. See Bamborough, J.B., Ben Jonson. London, Hutchinson 
& Co. Ltd., 1970, p.388. 
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22. Ornstein, however, maintains that Jonson was a 
'moral r e a l i s t ' i h i comedy as well as tragedy, and that as 
a r e s u l t he came close to 'tragic grandeur i n comedy: 
"For the comic s p i r i t presumes a moral security, an 
ineffable sense of the f u t i l i t y of v i c e , and an assurance 
that inhuman intent w i l l be thwarted by human f a l l i b i l i t y . . 
In Yolpone the helplessness of C e l i a and Sonario i s incon
sequential because avarice, lechery, and overreaching 
ambition are self-defeating." p. 88. 
23. See Boas? F.S., Introduction to Stuart Drama. Oxford 
University Press, 1946, p. 202. 
24. The Duchess of Malfl. V. v. 89-90. 
25. Ornstein describes much the same process occurring 
with the character of Flamineo i n The White Devil; " i f 
Flamineo i s a baffling character, i t i s not because^he 
suspected,, even i n The White Devil, that the Machiaveli'i./... 
lianlsm which seemed to release man s heroic p o t e n t i a l i 
t i e s was ultimately a negation rather than a f u l f i l l m e n t 
of l i f e . Fearful of confounding knowledge with knowledge, 
Flamineo shuts h is eyes to everything except the 'necessity 
which his own mind creates. Despite h i s i n t e l l e c t he 
pursues a base i r r a t i o n a l goal, and l i k e Webster's l a t e r 
Machiavels ends i n a l i t t l e point, a kind of nothing, 
playing desperate games with V i t t o r i a before he i s 
slaughtered, apparently without resistance, by hi s enemies, 
p. 139. 
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