Revenge Tragedy and Changes of the Genre in the Early 17th Century

Drama was a dominant genre in Renaissance English literature; a most favourite kind of it was revenge tragedy. The main idea that defines this genre is that of injustice done to somebody, and there being no other way of making justice but through taking revenge personally. The revengers of these plays become possessed by the thought of taking revenge, and act in this frame of mind until their goal is achieved. Sometimes this results in bloody massacres, in other cases in disguise and role-playing, or in intrigue and plotting.

Seneca became the major influence on English tragedy in the sixteenth century. The indulgence in horror in his plays delighted the Elizabethan audience who knew a world where death and violence were familiar. By the 1560s, the first English Senecan tragedies were staged.
 The daring obscenities and the blood-and-thunder horrors of these plays, inspired by Senecan tragedies, were very refreshing to the Elizabethan and Jacobean audience, which were extremely callous: they were used to seeing atrocities in daily life.

Elizabethan moralists described the figure of the revenger as one tormented by lust for vengeance and who, therefore, will suffer great tortures. Moreover, the Elizabethans, as essentially religious people, believed that damnation awaited those who disobeyed the order of God, who declared vengeance to be his own. Nevertheless, the Elizabethan sentiment was on the side of the revenger: they approved and enjoyed the hero’s daring, intelligence, bitter wit, and successful plotting against his opponents. By the end of the 1580s, the dramatists wrote several revenge tragedies on the basis of the Senecan plays.

In social life, in thought, and in literature the period about 1600 marked a turning point in English history: human motives were no longer judged in the old way
. There were four main reasons for this change. Towards the end of the sixteenth century, there was an epistemological crisis throughout Europe due to the Reformation; the emerging questions about divine providence; the disquieting news from the New World; the astronomical discoveries; the shake of the traditional power structures, and the rise of new ones. Although the medieval picture of the world survived, it was in consequence precarious by the time, disintegrating the medieval sense of security. Cosmic order was very important for Renaissance people and they were terrified by the thought that it could be upset. The visible tokens of disorder, characteristic for that period, appalled them.
 The world they lived in was becoming ever more difficult to fit into a rigid order, and for Renaissance people mutability was fearful.

There was political uncertainty about the succession in the last years of the reign of Elizabeth I, which led to instability and disillusion in the first years of the reign of King James. The ‘golden age’ was irrecoverable. In addition, a medieval notion revived, according to which, the world was running down, and civilisation was on the edge of decomposition. But the clearest sign of the new morality was the pursuit of fame, and that of public glory in the court of King James. Men of letters were increasingly bitter against courtiers who were in search of advancement, and by whom the notion of honour was commercialised, especially by the sale of titles. The Court was the highway of patronage. Because of this social crisis, the drama of these decades was full of criticism, its humour became ever more grim. The playwrights turned to satire as a corrective of public morals, through which they could express their personal discontent
 and desire for order. These satires were attacking the social pretensions intertwined with civility. Playwrights turned to mockery, incarnated the society animated by greed, intrigue, and hypocrisy. The revenge plays of, for instance, John Marston 

and Cyril Tourneur are loud with bitterness against the corrupted society of the age: they burlesque the genre of revenge tragedy, and the demoralised humankind of the age. They are Senecan plays, but they surpass their predecessors in staging the revenge motif with absurd, grotesque satire, and moral allegory, mixing domestic satire with Senecan tragedy. Besides, to investigate the problem of the worldview, playwrights also turned to the use of metadramatic devices, through which they could express their discontent. 

I will investigate the question of the change in the genre of revenge tragedy through examining four plays, and the main characters of these plays, of the period: Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (c.1589), John Marston’s The Malcontent (1604), Cyril Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy
 (1607), and John Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore (c.1630). I will concentrate on the heroes of these plays. As a basis, I will analyse Hieronimo’s behaviour in Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy; then I will examine Malevole-Altofronto in Marston’s The Malcontent, and Vindice in Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy. Finally, I will investigate the characters of ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore.  Moreover, I will also examine the question of metadramatic devices used in these plays. 

With the help of the characterisation of the heroes mentioned above, and with the discussion of the metadramatic devices found in the four plays, I will show some changes in the genre of revenge tragedy, and the way playwrights expressed their concerns about life and identity in accordance with the change in the worldview of the period. At the beginning of its tradition, revenge tragedy was full of horrors, bloody vengeance, and heroes moralising, and expressing their woe. By the coming of the Stuart period, however, revenge tragedy turned into rather the satire of the genre because of the corrupted values of the society, and the exhaustion of dramatic and iconographic traditions. 

Dramatists expressed their discontent with the society of the age, with the corruptness of the court in their plays. They used their characters as mouthpieces to satirise – and thus to criticise – the query values of the period.   

The epistemological crisis

Elizabeth I ascended her throne in 1558. Ruler of England for forty-four years, she achieved many things. This period is often referred to as the Golden Age. However, there were many problems during her reign. Late Elizabethan politics was damaging from several viewpoints. Her constancy, so admired in her youth, deteriorated with age into indecisiveness, inertia, and benign neglect. Taxation was inadequate, local government and military recruit were both criticised. Moreover, there was a rise in corruption in central administration; and the royal prerogative to grant monopolies was abused. By 1603, Elizabeth’s death, a newly ambitious and not the least scrupulous generation of courtiers was ascendant. Tudor stability and economic expansion were over. 

The question of succession already created political uncertainty in the last years of Elizabeth’s reign. She died childless, and finally James succeeded her as James I, the first Stuart king of England. However, the Stuarts were one of England’s least successful dynasties. James I lived to see all his hopes fade and ambitions thwarted. The Tudor political system collapsed. 

Although James I was, in many ways – despite some grave defects of character and judgement –, a highly successful king, during his reign political stability grew in England, religious passions were lessening, and there was domestic peace; he was a visionary king. In terms of his own hopes and ambitions he was a failure. He was the very reverse of Queen Elizabeth. He had an articulate and wholly consistent view of the nature of monarchy – and he wholly failed to live up to it. His greatest failings, however, were not intellectual but moral. His court was corrupt, and the public image of it was made worse by a series of scandals invoking sexual offences and murder. 

Just as there is a startling contrast between Elizabeth I and James I so there is between James and Charles I, who followed him on the throne. Charles I was glacial, prudish and shifty. Government was very differently run. In Charles’ court venality and peculation were stanched, the budgets were balanced, the administration streamlined. But there were misunderstandings, and failures of communication. Moreover, there were the wars with Spain and with France. The administrative and military preparations were seen as offensive and burdensome by many. All this, and the conflict with Parliament, led to civil war and to the execution of the king.
       

In addition to this political uncertainty created by the different monarchs, there were also the questions of the discoveries, of the New World, and that of the Reformation. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries many a scientific, navigational, and geographical discovery was made, creating a mass of new knowledge, which was difficult to work up. Furthermore, the Reformation brought forth questions concerning the divine providence. On the whole, this resulted in the reconsidering of the universe, and of the human’s place in it.  

The Vice


An important character in the morality tradition was the Devil. However, in the late morality plays it became functionless, it was only the source of all evil, whose deputies in the


real action of the plot were the vices. The vices were the witty exponents of evil: they were tricksters, dissemblers and humorous. They were an allegory for human frailty.


Since the Devil was not anymore important from the viewpoint of the content, vices became the representations of evil, and even among them, play by play, there formed a distinction between the vices and the Vice. This difference is very important in the development of Tudor drama
 – and thus in that of Jacobean one, as well. 


The psychomachia, so typical of medieval drama, was gradually transforming from battle to intrigue. Almost in every play, one of the vices was aggrandised into a figure of special significance: that of the intriguer. Play by play, the vice acquired a unique theatrical personality, and, gradually, he became the most constant and popular character on the Tudor stage. From 1530 onward, a single figure, that is the Vice, was emerging, and he ruled both allegorical and literal plays.
     


The Vice’s aim is the moral and spiritual ruin of his victim. To achieve this, his main strategy is deceit, in many forms – his chief weapon is dissimulation. Moreover, understanding is perfect between the Vice and his audience. He often unfolds his plans to them, comments on the events of the plot, or invites the audience to admire his talents in manipulating and plotting. He is on stage almost all the time. He heralds the action, and concludes on it; tells the audience what he is going to do, and predicts its consequences. In comedy, his performance is a representation of wit; in tragedy that of villainy.
   


The evil dramatised – and the respective virtues – always change with the religious, political, moral, and social doctrines of the age. In late Elizabethan and early Jacobean – even Caroline – England traditional doctrines were being questioned due to the epistemological


crisis. Old values were disappearing or transforming into new ones. Ethos was not the most important thing for the people of the period. Corruption and moral impurity ruled over the once traditional virtues. No wonder that in such a time authors kept their minds occupied by these problems. They dramatised the evils of the age; they tended to satire in their plays – using the Vice, the perfect intriguer – hoping to highlight the social, political and moral troubles of the period.     

The satirical hero

The high number of revenge tragedies written in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was due to a reflection of a general interest in the social and ethical implications of revenge: personal honour, which was often violated by lawlessness, and therefore, cried for vengeance, was very important to the Renaissance people.

Several remarkable tragedies were written in the Elizabethan period, according to the Senecan traditions of blood-revenge for murder, for instance Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of Denmark and Titus Andronicus. Yet, the genre went through a metamorphosis at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: a relationship, which distinguishes the drama of these years, was forming between revenge tragedy and satire.

In periods of transition in the life of a culture, satire is often applied to express general uncertainty. In the 1590s satirical journalism became more and more popular in England. The causes for it were social and economic factors. People were to face considerable social disintegration: upper-class prodigality and lust, and middle-class greediness prompted rapid social mobility. 

By the end of Elizabeth’s reign, satirical journalism made a considerable impact on drama. The English satirical drama of the period thrived on the sensual, dealing variously with prostitution, lechery and lust. Nevertheless, it was sophisticated; it invested the sordid realities of everyday life with a grotesque, physical energy. This new tone and style were the causes for the huge success of satirical drama. Towards the end of the 1590s, it started to displace the history play and romantic comedy from theatrical repertoires. Chapman, Dekker, Middleton, Jonson and their fellow-dramatists all exploited, in different ways, the satirical techniques.       

Satiric representation assumes as its norm the existence of a sustained, unresolved state of crisis. It lasts until the causes of it return to a more or less latent or habitual phase. The aggressive and parodic powers of satire prescribe actions such as lying, misspeaking, power mongering, corrupting, and distorting; and they position the satirist as the source of opposition and resolution to the crisis.
 Most of these elements, beyond satire and the cause for it – crisis – are important elements in the plot formation of the Jacobean revenge tragedies. Society is represented as one in crisis, and the revenger is an opposing force to it. He intends to resolve the insupportable situation, and to achieve his aim, he needs lying, power mongering, and in some cases even corrupting. Once he managed to resolve crisis, and life returns to its habitual course, the satirist loses his cause for existence.    

The approach to examine the plays of the period could be based on L. G. Salingar's remarks on the importance of the poetic imagery of the plays
: the repetition of poetic symbols, and the general handling of language shape the imaginative structure as much as action, and character; and thus it is an important characteristic of the whole play. There are cumulative metaphors describing the disgust felt about the corrupted society in several plays of the period. However rich an analysis based on this theory could be, I will examine the four plays by Kyd, Marston, Tourneur, and Ford from a different aspect: that of the satirical hero, defined by Alvin Kernan, and so well summarised by Gamini Salgado
.

Although the satirical hero rages and criticises the world, his frantic outbursts do not change either the world or himself: in fact, in tragic satire he is destroyed. The main character has two personalities: in his ‘public’ person, he is dull, truthful and simple; he is forced into utterance by the hypocrisy of the world about him. His very need for utterance drives him to choose violent expression as the only efficient protest, and consequently, he calls into play the darker ‘private’ aspect of his character. The urge to tell the truth conflicts with the need to paint that truth as black as possible. Therefore the satirical hero finds a sort of sadistic relish in scourging humanity: the simple, plain-speaking moralist becomes a monster of egoism and cruelty.

The union of satirical railer and vengeful intriguer is well seen, for example, in the person of Malevole-Altofronto in Marston’s The Malcontent, and in Vindice, hero of Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy.

Kernan’s theory supports my research question, which investigates the change in the genre of revenge tragedy at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I will use Kernan’s double-personality theory in examining the heroes of the plays The Spanish Tragedy, The Malcontent, The Revenger’s Tragedy, and ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore. With the help of this thesis I will indicate the main changes in characterising the heroes of revenge tragedies. Hieronimo of The Spanish Tragedy is a typical revenger from the time of the birth of the genre. He is desperate because of his loss, he is madly seeking justice, and after succeeding in taking revenge, he dies. Malevole of The Malcontent, being ill-wishing and telling bitter home truths – which Marston might have been so discontented with –, already foretells the real satirical hero, which Vindice personifies so well in The Revenger’s Tragedy. He almost forgets his aim of revenge, so much does he become caught up in the intrigue prevailing in the palace. ‘Tis Pity
Studying the four revenge tragedies mentioned above, we can observe the transforming function of the genre: the mostly entertaining purposes, in which revenge tragedies were grounded in the Elizabethan era, changed into deliberate means of criticising public morals in the Jacobean and Caroline periods.

Metadramatic devices


Metadrama is drama about drama, it occurs whenever the subject of a play turns out to be, in some sense, drama itself.
 However, the effect it causes in its audience varies –playwrights applied metadramatic devices more or less consciously in order to achieve their
goals: to alter the norms and standards by which their audience views the world, to estrange the audience, and make them ‘seeing double’.  

I will investigate the probably most common and preferred metadramatic devices in the late Elizabethan and Jacobean periods, the play-within-the play and the role-playing within-the-role motifs in The Spanish Tragedy, in The Malcontent, in The Revenger’s Tragedy, and in ‘Tis Pity She’s A Whore. 


The play-within-the play motif has two types. While, in the inset type the inner play is secondary, it is a performance set apart from the main action; in the framed type the inner play is primary and the outer play is a framing device for it. The estrangement effect of the play-within-the play as a whole raises epistemological questions. Therefore, both kinds of it


are used in time of crisis, since they reflect on the society’s cynicism about life. It becomes the metaphor for life itself when people see the world precarious and illusionary.
   


Role-playing-within-the role occurs when we see the characters of the inner performance also as individuals in the outer performance.
 It often suggests that the role is closer to the character’s real self than his ordinary personality is. The estrangement effect of this metadramatic device is applied to the individual character and, as such, it raises the question of identity. It is best applicable to explore the concerns of the individual. 

It also has more types. We can speak about voluntary role-playing when a character consciously and willingly takes on a role different from his usual self so as to achieve his goals. This type is the most metadramatic and widely used in the sixteenth-seventeenth centuries. Involuntary role-playing is caused by factors outside the character or inner weakness, and allegorical role-playing occurs whenever the situation, action or imagery of the play make the character related to some well-known literary or historical figure. 


Both the play-within-the play and the role-playing-within-the role motifs are present in many late Elizabethan, and Jacobean plays. They help the playwrights to demonstrate their uneasiness about the present state of the world, and to emphasise the current social and individual problems. For example, we can observe that in the plays of the period there is a lot of disguise. The revenger, like playwright and actor, fashions himself as his own character, adopting a disguise that allows him safe entry into his opponent’s world. Disguise is one of the genre’s conventions; it is the revenger’s assumption of a protective mask. It is also, however, his first step in fashioning himself as his opponent’s equal. In creating a disguise, the revenger acquires two bodies: his authored self – evanescent and dispensable – and his authoring self, god-like in its self-creation. He finds that disguise allows him to fashion others as well: he can set scenes, and prompt action. Like his opponent – usually a tyrant – the revenger becomes author of his world’s law and, therefore, he is above and outside it.


I will investigate the research question of this thesis – why and how the genre of revenge tragedy changed at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – through Kernan’s double-personality theory, and the metadramatic devices discussed above.
The Spanish Tragedy

Thomas Kyd was one of the most remarkable figures of English Renaissance drama. He established the tradition of revenge tragedy around 1589 with his play The Spanish Tragedy. This play tells us the story of Hieronimo, Marshal of Spain, and of his vengeance upon the murderers of his son. Lorenzo and Balthazar murdered Horatio, Hieronimo’s son because of jealousy. The play shows how the heart of a loving, rational man can become envenomed with such extreme hate that he will revel in violence. From the moment he discovers his son’s corpse in Act II, scene IV until the end of Act III, when he has become calmly and totally decided upon revenge, Hieronimo is an image of contrariety, uncertainty, and confusion. He is desperate, mad; once he remembers the past, then he feels attempt to suicide or to revenge Horatio’s death:

Ay me most wretched, that have lost my joy, 

In leesing my Horatio, my sweet boy!. . . 

To know the author were some ease of grief, 

For in revenge my heart would find relief.
 


Hieronimo seeks revenge but first he does not have any clue about the identity of the murderers. Then he is not sure of Bel-imperia’s statement about the misdoers: is she right when stating that Balthazar and Lorenzo killed Horatio? In spite of his uncertainties Hieronimo is keen on avenging his son’s death:

See’st thou this handkercher besmear’d with blood?

It shall not from me, till I take revenge. 

See’st thou those wounds that yet are bleeding fresh? 

I’ll not entomb them, till I have reveng’d. 

Then will I joy amidst my discontent; 

Till then my sorrow never shall be spent.
 


He seems to think that revenge will lessen his woe: he hopes to find consolation for his grief through taking revenge. After he gets to know who the murderers were, he seems to be determined to do justice to his cause by his legal rights:

But wherefore waste I mine unfruitful words, 

When naught but blood will satisfy my woes? 

I will go plain me to my lord the King, 

And cry aloud for justice through the court, 

Wearing the flints with these my withered feet,

And either purchase justice by entreats, 

Or tyre them all with my revenging threats.
 


After he fails in gaining hearing from the King, and thus failing in doing legal justice, there comes the possibility of taking revenge, offered by the murderers themselves. When Hieronimo declares that he wishes a tragedy of his own composition to be acted to entertain the royal guests, Balthazar asks in surprise, but without any idea of the grim significance of his question ‘What? would you have us play a tragedy!’
 Lorenzo and Balthazar never


suspect that the story of Soliman and Perseda has been chosen because it fits Hieronimo’s bloody purposes. Hieronimo uses the play-within-the-play motif to take revenge on Horatio’s murderers: Lorenzo and Balthazar die by the hands of Hieronimo and Bel-imperia. Finally Hieronimo commits suicide.


Kernan’s double-personality theory cannot be wholly applied to Hieronimo. Although Hieronimo has two personalities, it is not in the sense Kernan defined it. He does not find sadistic relish in scourging humanity, nor does he become a monster of egoism and cruelty. Hieronimo is a man who tries to find consolation for his son’s death in taking revenge on Horatio’s murderers. After he succeeded in taking revenge, he commits suicide because his life has lost sense when his son was killed. Moreover, the strain of the grim situation in which he found himself bent his character so much that further existence became impossible for him and death was the only solution.


The loss of his son makes Hieronimo think of his existence as meaningless, and he embraces revenge as a new source of meaning. This loss and recovery of meaning result in shifts in his attitude towards death. First he is overwhelmed by a painful sense of his own mortality while later, when seeing his revenge to be successful, he feels a power over death.  

Kyd applied both the play-within-the play and the role-playing motifs in The Spanish Tragedy. As a frame of the play, he adopted the ancient chorus. In The Spanish Tragedy, the ghost of Andrea and the allegorical character of Revenge make up the chorus. They comment on the events that take place in the main play. Their story is a framed type of play-within-the play, because the inner play is primary, and the chorus serves as a framing device for it. Although chorus is usually not metadramatic, in this case, it is because there are two sharply distinguishable layers of act – that of Andrea and Revenge, and the plot of the play. 

The main play contains three inset plays. At the beginning of the play, there is a parade of the victorious Spanish army. It is a dumb show: as the characters of it pass by, the characters of the main play are talking about them. It is a performance set apart from the main action. Then there is a masque to entertain the Spanish king and the ambassador. It is also a performance set apart from the main plot. Finally, there is the play Soliman and Perseda, which Hieronimo directs to take revenge. The two murderers – Lorenzo and Balthazar – do not suspect that the play Soliman and Perseda, the inset play, serves Hieronimo’s goal: that is taking revenge on them.     

Beside it being a play-within-the play, it also creates boundary crossing because the characters of the outer play are playing themselves in the inner play. Moreover, the audience of the play Soliman and Perseda is watching the inset play believing it to be a play only, but it turns out to be reality. The deaths in it turn out to be real deaths. This creates ambiguity because the inset play interferes with the main play. 

The experience of the audience of The Spanish Tragedy is, therefore, triple-layered: there is a play, in which there is a play-within-the play, and the whole is framed by a play- within-the play – that is, the audience is watching a play-within-the play-within-the play.  

As for role-playing, Revenge is playing the role of a director, and so is Hieronimo. Revenge influences the plot as a real director when – as part of the chorus –, for example, he foretells what will happen. 

Hieronimo is also like a director. He directs the events as a revenger, and he also directs the inset play. Moreover, when he finally decides on taking revenge, he assumes the role of a hypocrite when deciding to kill his son’s murderers by trickery: he plans the staging of the play Soliman and Perseda. Furthermore, he disguises his ill will under friendliness. By applying such Machiavellian devices to achieve his goal, by consciously giving up an open revenge for a treacherous one, he turns from Hieronimo the hero to Hieronimo the villain. Consequently, as a villain, he shall not survive in order to satisfy the audience’s assumption concerning the fate of blood-revengers.

Although the play of Thomas Kyd already resembles – in respect of the hero’s double-personality and the metadramatic tools applied – the later revenge tragedies satirising the age, The Spanish Tragedy cannot yet be viewed as a burlesque of the genre of revenge tragedy. Nevertheless his identity problem, Hieronimo does not become an egoist scourger of humanity. The Spanish Tragedy merely foretells the harsh and mainly grotesque revenge tragedies of the Jacobean period, reacting to the yet only emerging questions of being and reality.  

Kyd developed some rules of revenge tragedies from The Spanish Tragedy. The fundamental motive is revenge in the play. An accomplice aids the revenger in achieving his aim, and after it is done both of them commit suicide. The revenger goes through justifiable hesitation before choosing revenge as a solution. The revenge is accomplished terribly: there are bloody acts and many deaths throughout the play. Finally, the minor characters are left to deal with the situation at the end of the play.
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