Common features


Aside from satire, and metadramatic tools, playwrights also employed the figure of the Machiavel, the use of rhetoric and the motif of madness. All these leitmotivs were widely exploited by playwrights because they are themes that capture the audience. The Machiavel personifies wit, buoyancy, artifice and cunning; rhetoric is the sum of artfulness, persuasion, and grandiloquence; and madness is quite a perfect tool to achieve dramatic feeling and touch the spectators.

The Machiavel figure is an after-come of the devil in the morality tradition. There is scarcely a Jacobean tragedy in which a Machiavel figure does not play a significant role. Playwrights used the Machiavel figure to represent contemporary politics and the corruptness of the court. They tried to express their passions in accordance with the change in the worldview of the period: their discontent with courtiers who, to achieve their aims, used lying, power mongering, and in some cases even corrupting. 

 However, it originates from the politics of Machiavelli, the Machiavel figure and its conventional stage portrait have little direct connection with Machiavelli’s thought. He has little political significance. Nevertheless, he is cynical, and appreciates his own villainies. He is an enemy of the moral order, a modern representative of ancient evils. 

As such, playwrights popularised and exploited the Machiavel because it had a very immediate significance for the English mind: it epitomised the ruthless economic and political opportunism of the time, it intensified and expressed popular anxieties. The figure of the Machiavel provided artists with a malevolent prototype of the new man, the devil at loose, intriguing for wealth and power.
 

Dramatists also tried to satirise the corrupt society of the age through their heroes’ rhetorical skills. The so much disliked courtiers of the time used their oratory to persuade their fellowmen – they were mongering with their words to gain power and status. Therefore playwrights portrayed their characters as one with high rhetorical skills, able to manipulate and deceit. 

Both the use of the figure of the Machiavel, and that of rhetoric is well seen in two figures of the play The Malcontent: Altofront-Malevole, the protagonist and Mendoza, the antagonist. Nevertheless both of them apply Machiavellian tools to achieve their goals, they are two different types of the Machiavel figure. Altofront disguises himself as Malevole, and becomes a Machiavel only to achieve his goal, while Mendoza is a born-Machiavel, his only motive is his own ambition. 

Malevole – Marston’s mouthpiece – tells his opinion of several things with criticism and sardonic contempt. When he is asked where he has come from, he answers:

From the public place of much dissimulation, the church ... I have seen seeming piety change her robe so oft, that sure none but some arch-devil can shape her a new petticoat ... damnation on a politic religion!

He has also a definite view of courtiers, ‘...those antique painted drabs that are still affected of young courtiers, Flattery, Pride, and Venery?’
, and of high society in general:

Why, methinks I see that signor pawn his footcloth; that metreza her plate; this madam takes physic that t’other monsieur may minister to her; here is a pander jewelled; there is a fellow in shift of satin this day that could not shift a shirt t’other night; here a Paris supports that Helen; there’s a Lady Guinevere bears up that Sir Lancelot.
 

Malevole can also see what will become of the few virtuous men in such a world: ‘Alas, poor Celso, thy star’s oppressed, thou art an honest lord, ‘tis pity.’
 Malevole serves as a mirror held up to nature, his figure helps Marston express his dark thoughts about contemporary society, politics and religion. 

The Malcontent is the satire of the genre of revenge tragedy, and of the period it was written in. It represents the changes and transformations of the individual and of society. Malevole is a satirist of the corrupt society within which he intrigues. Mimesis is thought to be the mirror held up to nature, to contemporary society. 

He also knows how to use rhetoric to persuade someone of his own truth. He intrigues and keeps power mongering. However, he does not forget himself. He is aware of his own personality, and aim. 

Well, this disguise doth yet afford me that which kings do seldom hear or great men use, free speech. And though my state’s usurped, yet this affected strain gives me a tongue as fetterless as is an emperor’s. I may speak foolishly, ay, knavishly, always carelessly, yet no-one thinks it fashion to poise my breath; for he that laughs and strikes is lightly felt or seldom struck again. Duke, I’ll torment thee. Now my just revenge from thee than crown a richer gem shall part; beneath God, nought’s so dear as a calm heart.

Mendoza is the antagonist of The Malcontent, the ever-devil, who pursues only his own good. Malevole describes him as ‘that sharp-nosed lord, that made the cursed match linked Genoa with Florence’
 –, from which we get to know that Altofront lose his position because of Mendoza. So was he forced to disguise himself and play the role of an intriguer, who uses Machiavellian tools.  

While Altofront is a Machiavel only when he is playing the role of Malevole, Mendoza is a prototype of the contemporary courtiers united with the figure of Machiavel, who is motivated by ambition:

I’ll be revenged. Duke, thy suspect, duchess, thy disgrace, Ferneze, thy rivalship, shall have swift vengeance. Nothing so holy, no band of nature so strong, no law of friendship so sacred, but I’ll profane, burst, violate ‘fore I’ll endure disgrace, contempt and poverty.

He cannot stand being offended, despised or overlooked. He supposes himself to be witty and a perfect politician. He does not trust anybody except his own intelligence. He intrigues, manipulates, and even removes his opponents. When he considers Malevole to be dangerous for him, he charges the disguised Pietro to murder him.

Go to, then; thou must know that Malevole is a strange villain, dangerous, very dangerous; you see how broad a speaks, a gross-jawed rogue. I would have thee poison him. He’s like a corn upon my great toe; I cannot go for him. He must be cored out, he must.
 

At the same time, he also hires Malevole to kill the hermit-Pietro: he makes sure that no witnesses should stay alive. 

Mendoza is a real Machiavel, he incarnates the devil. ‘Thou hast a certain strong villainous scent about thee my nature cannot endure’
 – says Malevole-Altofront who is just a false Machiavel, he only plays the role of it. Contradictory to him is Mendoza, a representation of the devil: when he realises that Maria will not marry him, he simply dooms her to die. He summarises his sort in an aside: 

Now is my teachery secure, nor can we fall. Mischief that prospers, men do virtue call. I’ll trust no man; he that by tricks gets wreaths keeps them with steel; no man securely breathes out of deserved ranks; ... who cannot bear with spite, he cannot rule. The chiefest secret for a man of state is to live senseless of a strenghtless hate.
            

He is so self-confident that he cannot believe when he is overthrown – he has never thought that such a thing could ever happen to him: ‘What strange delusions mock our senses? Do I dream? … Where am I?’

Studying The Malcontent, we can observe that Marston used Mendoza to represent the contemporary politician, and Malevole to represent the corruptness of the society, these politicians and courtiers were living in. 

In The Malcontent the audience is confronted with a society at war with itself. A strong sense of disorder can be felt in the play: the disorder of society. Marston tried to represent the typical courtier of his time in the figure of Mendoza, and at the same time to satirise the corrupt society of the age with the help of Malevole’s rhetorical skills. 

Mendoza represents the contemporary politician-courtier, who was interested in getting always the higher title, and to achieve this, he did not care about morals or virtue. He was intriguing against his fellow-courtiers, manipulating his environment, and corrupting whomever he could. 

Malevole presents us the corruptness of the Jacobean court and church. He speaks of the world with contempt and discontentedness, which Marston might have felt regarding the contemporary circumstances. 

SP.TR. + R’S TR + ‘TIS PITY – MACHIAVEL + RHETORIC
The Spanish Tragedy first popularised revenge as a tragic motive in Elizabethan drama by using blood-revenge as the core of dramatic action. Although the theme of the play was sensational – blood-revenge as a solemn duty of the father to avenge the murder of his son –, it was a universal one, appealing to all classes of people.

Kyd’s play created a set of conventions that were widely followed by subsequent playwrights. Such conventions are, for example, madness and disguise. Both Marston and Tourneur employed these conventions in their plays, although somewhat in a modified way.

In The Spanish Tragedy madness is used as a device for delay. Hieronimo becomes mad by his overwhelming grief, and the sense of his severe duty to take revenge. He is under considerable pressure – his son murdered, his wife a suicidal –, his wild talks show the state of his unbalanced mind.

Marston picks up these conventions and develops them according to his own goals. His hero, Altofronto disguises as a malcontent, a court railer who, in his railings, even seems to be mad. He is jesting bitterly with the fools, commenting outspokenly on the enormities of the court, and the wickedness of the world.
 This disguise allows him to do what he could not do in any other way. It differentiates him from the world around him, and permits him to make such observations on the society that would not normally be tolerated. When he needs the disguise no more, he simply disposes of it.

Tourneur further develops the device of madness and disguise in his play. Vindice seems to be already mad as the play opens. He has been waiting for nine years for vengeance, and meanwhile his mind became obsessed with the thought of revenge. He is proud of his wisdom but his anger and hatred burn away everything else. His passion became his mind and created a barrier between reason and reality.

Tourneur made a vision rather of satire than of tragedy with The Revenger’s Tragedy. Vindice’s madness finds expression in the unbalanced railings of the satirist. He is excessively obsessed with evil, like the satirist. According to Kernan, both satirist and blood-

revenger find themselves in a world where virtue has been dislodged by vice, and in a once healthy society they become morally sick. Both of them are unable to hold their tongues but discover in themselves a need to reveal the truth by speaking out, and to unmask the world’s pretences to virtue by clever arrangement of events and scene. Both find it necessary to investigate the very source of infection in the state, and cut it out of the body politic
. 
The Renaissance epistemological crisis emphasised the notion of the relativity of perception, recalling the appearance-versus-reality motif recurrent through Renaissance drama. It was a manifestation of theatrical illusion. Confusion between appearance and reality, and the exploration of their validity, is a feature of contemporary plays
, such as The Malcontent or The Revenger’s Tragedy. Disguise is used in these plays in order to hide the truth; appearance and reality are mingled through role-playing and the revenger’s more or less grotesque vision of the world.

Conclusion +’TIS PITY 

The genre of revenge tragedy became popular during the latter years of Elizabeth’s reign, and in the early mid-Jacobean period it achieved a particular and note-worthy blend of politics and sex. Concentrating evermore keenly on crimes of personal violence committed by the figure authorised to prosecute and punish them, revenge tragedy spoke to the cultural moment.
 People were uneasy about James’ reign, and this manifested in the plays of the period. The genre of revenge tragedy altered in the political climate of James’ absolutism. This is well-seen in the Jacobean plays’ habitual portrayal of rulers as self-authorising tyrants.

While The Spanish Tragedy is a typical revenge tragedy from the time of the birth of the genre, comprising all necessary elements of the revenge tragedy at its ‘childhood’, The Revenger’s Tragedy and The Malcontent are the satire of the genre and of the period they were written in: they represent the changes and transformations of the individual and of society. The new geographical discoveries, the new cosmography, and the cultural relativism stimulated critical questions regarding actual institutions and values. What was once a vice was then regarded as a virtue.

The revengers of earlier, Elizabethan tragedies, like Hieronimo, spend a long time in expressing their anguish, and moralising in their soliloquies. They are hero-revengers, led to revenge by forces outside themselves. The heroes of later, Jacobean revenge tragedies, like Malevole and Vindice, are villain-revengers motivated by only their own carvings. They are occupied with savage indignation and sardonic contempt, rather than personal anguish and metaphysical questioning. They are satirists of the corrupt society within which they intrigue. Mimesis is thought to be the mirror held up to nature, to contemporary society. The characters of these plays, and the speeches delivered by them represent the Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre as a site on which contemporary history was invoked as one of the meanings, perhaps even the primary one, to which the playwrights pointed.

The early revenge tragedies were written for the most part with the purpose of entertaining, adapting the Elizabethan taste for atrocities: they reflected the society where daily tortures were made spectacles. When, at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there came an intellectual crisis due to the changing values of the age, the
epistemological crisis and the corruption of values at high society, playwrights turned to satirising the genre of revenge tragedy so as to express their personal discontent. The set of Kydian conventions was being employed for new dramatic purposes.

Satirical drama is concerned with social frugality, as well as with the exposure and castigation of corruption.
 The satirical revenge hero characteristically plays on moral ironies besides illustrating theatrical ones and, accordingly, indicates the relevance of the play’s action to the life of its audience: pretension and hypocrisy.

In each of the four plays discussed above, most particularly in The Revenger’s Tragedy, the audience is confronted with a society at war with itself. A strong sense of disorder can be felt in these plays: the disorder of society. If social order disintegrates, the entire order of existence is threatened. However, the social chaos was merely a manifestation of the breakdown of the worldview developed in the Middle Ages to interpret the universe.

The turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was a time of crisis for science, politics, religion and moral philosophy. The Medieval worldview, which integrated so well the individual with the ground of being, started to break down. Values that formally were self-evident became less apparently so or even arbitrary. People became less certain about their very existence – they searched for order. In reaction to this situation, they looked back to earlier periods when the world seemed to be stable. Literature, its outlook on life, and its evaluation of contemporary society reflected the common sentiment, the desire to return to order
.  

An artist’s function in a dynamic – changing – society is to hold up the social order for examination.
 Playwrights widely applied metadramatic devices in order to investigate the problems of the period at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.    

They applied play within the play. This device is both reflective and expressive of its society’s deep cynicism about life. It is applied when the world is generally considered to be illusory. It may become a metaphor for life itself. The inner play is obviously an illusion because we see other characters watching it. This reminds us that the play we are watching is also an illusion. Finally, this implies that the world is also an illusion. Consequently, the play-within-the play is projected onto life itself.

Late Elizabethan and early Jacobean playwrights applied also role-playing within the role to deal with the epistemological crisis. Role-playing raises questions of human identity, which is also shaken in time of crisis, in relation to society. The individual becomes unsure of his identity when he sees the world to be an illusion. Role-playing-within-the role reminds the audience that human roles are relative, and social roles change with social order.

While revenge tragedy became popular during the troubled latter years of Elizabeth’s reign, its bloody heyday occurred during the reign of James. Fredson Thayer Bowers remarks on the change from the ‘highly moral’ Elizabethan plays – where violence was a testing ground for the human spirit – to the sensational and superfluous violence of the Jacobean plays, which focused on villainy and horror instead of heroism.
  

A parallel can be found between the man of the period, and revenge heroes. People of the late Elizabethan and Jacobean England had to ‘rebuild their lives on fragile ground’ due to the emerging questions about the former worldview. The heroes of revenge tragedies were represented as isolated and confused. They were seeking justice and, therefore, were representatives of men seeking order in time of civilisational crisis: search for justice is symbolic of the individual’s quest for order. The revenge heroes’ quest for justice can be associated with the general need for social order. Even if the plots of revenge tragedies are set in far-away places like Spain or Italy, which was used for social complaint and for a generalised satire
, the symbolic structure places them like templates directly over contemporary England.

In my paper I came to the conclusion that the change in the genre of revenge tragedy can be linked with the epistemological crisis of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Playwrights wanted to stress their opinions of the change in the worldview. Therefore they united the genre of revenge tragedy, and that of satire; and used metadrama to create alienation; resulting in such notable plays as The Malcontent, or The Revenger’s Tragedy. Since drama is imbedded in culture, it helps us understand reality. Playwrights wanted to provide the audience with a new vision of reality through illusion, which helps revealing reality.  

I tried to show the change of the genre of revenge tragedy from the aspect of characterisation. It will be the task of further research to investigate the question from the aspect of the imagery used in the plays, or the theatrical devices, for instance iconography that changed with the genre. 

Kuthy Petra
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