The Malcontent 


Several revenge tragedies were written following some of the conventions set by The Spanish Tragedy. However popular they were, a change came within two decades: playwrights elaborated on the details of the Kydian characterisation and plotting. Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus tried to outrival it in the portrayal of blood; John Marston extended the Italianate atmosphere and characterisation
. With these new ideas, the genre started to transform rather into satirical tragedy: they showed the excessiveness of some aspects of the Kydian tragedy of blood.

The new type of drama, which united satire and tragedy, proved quite popular during the late Elizabethan and Jacobean periods. The fundamental elements of satire are vice, pretence, greed, dishonesty, and hypocrisy – usual elements of revenge tragedies as well –, through holding them up to ridicule. Satire is supposedly motivated by a desire to reform either society or one or more people.

According to these criteria of satire, several plays were written in the tradition of the revenge tragedy. This alteration reached its peak in such dramas as, for example, Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy. Of course, there were plays in-between these two categories of revenge tragedy. One of these is John Marston’s The Malcontent, a play that set the pattern for later revenge tragedy. It is a story of intrigue, politics, and love – typical themes on which the contemporary authors based their plays –, integrated with comic functions. It is also a revenge play but somewhat different from the other ones: revenge is not taken physically but mentally; the antagonist is not murdered but banished, the protagonist excels himself in not soiling his hands with blood while taking revenge. Therefore it is more a tragicomedy based on the theme of revenge than a tragedy.

The hero of the play, as the title suggests, is a railing malcontent: a never content, never happy man; moreover he is a real ill-wisher – his name is Malevole. Pietro describes him in terms that identify him as the traditional satirist
:

This Malevole is one of the most prodigious affections that ever conversed with nature; a man, or rather a monster, more discontent than Lucifer when he was thrust out of the presence. His appetite is unsatiable as the grave; as far from any content as from heaven. His highest delight is to procure others’ vexation, and therein he thinks he truly serves heaven; for ‘tis his position, whosoever in this earth can be contented is a slave and damned; therefore does he afflict all in that to which they are most affected. The elements struggle within him; his own soul is at variance within herself; his speech is halter-worthy at all hours.

But this is only the appearance. Malevole is Altofronto, the banished duke of Genoa in 

disguise, who returns to his former court and, pretending to be mad humoured, he speaks the bitterest home truths. But all this is only role-playing: Altofronto, the banished duke tries to get back his dukedom, and his imprisoned wife with the help of this role-playing. He pretends to be a malcontent, an ill-wisher courtier who horns in everything, so he can get on to Mendoza who orders him to kill Pietro, the present Duke of Genoa. From this point on Altofronto has the opportunity to take revenge ‘with the help of Malevole'. When the time comes to unfold Mendoza’s conspiracy to get the ducal title, Altofronto unmasks himself, and Malevole disappears. Therefore revenge is the only objective of Malevole, when it is carried out, he disappears for ever, and only Altofronto is present.

Kernan’s double-personality theory can be applied to this play. Altofronto in his ‘public’ person is truthful; he is forced into playing a malcontent because of the wickedness of the world about him. His wife is taken away, and imprisoned; his title and power are withdrawn. In consequence, he calls into play the darker ‘private’ aspect of his character, playing the role of the ill-wisher Malevole. 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, at least seemingly.

In The Malcontent role and reality are created through language. The role of Malevole gives Altofronto the possibility of free speech: when Altofronto turns into Malevole, he begins cursing, ill-speaking of the world. Thus are role and language use strictly connected. Altofronto says to Celso in Act III:

...I find the wind begins to come about.

I’ll shift my suit of fortune.

I know the Florentine, whose only force,

By marrying his proud daughter to this prince,

Both banished me and made this weak lord duke...

I’ll lie in ambush for conveniency, 

Upon their severance to confirm myself.

But when Mendoza enters, Altofronto becomes Malevole, the most cunning of rhetoricians
:

...Illo, ho, ho, ho! Art there, old truepenny? Where hast thou spent

thyself this morning? I see flattery in thine eyes and damnation

i’ thy soul. Ha, ye huge rascal!

Altofronto plays the part of Malevole, who, as his name suggests – in Italian it means ill-wisher –, is a cynical observer, disillusioned almost beyond sanity. He plays this role with the patience of the poker-player who knows that his turn will come when the others make their mistakes. He intrigues, and satirises; he uses his rhetorical skills as a potent political weapon:

CELSO. ...let’s mutiny and die.

MALEVOLE. O no, climb not a falling tower, Celso; 

‘Tis well held desperation, no zeal,

Hopeless to strive with fate. Peace! Temporise

....Discord to malcontents is very manna; 

When the ranks are burst, then scuffle Altofront.

Malevole is a complicated figure. He is not merely an upholder of virtue whose disguise allows him to satirise everyone at will. Despite his high moral standards, he has learnt the foul arts required to manipulate people. He can exchange aphrodisiac recipes with court ladies, and Machiavellian sayings with Mendoza; he can insult people with obscene jokes, and fool Mendoza with his disguise.

Before banished, Altofronto was a duke of a most free and open nature. But disillusionment overtook him when he was deposed. His wife was imprisoned, and his former court became a place of intrigues and corruption. So he became Malevole who is not only a disguise, but also a facet of Altofronto’s character. He, like other satirists, has been disenchanted as he discovered that men follow their selfish desires rather than right, and that virtue can be defeated by cunning: ’Life, why art thou numbed? Thou foggy dullness, speak! Lives not more faith in a home-thrusting tongue than in these fencing tip-tap courtiers?’
.

 When speaking as Altofronto, he reflects on the depravity of the world in restrained terms; but when he acts in the role of Malevole, he gives violent expression to his despair. Having achieved his goal to regain the throne and his wife, he returns to believe that most men live in a moral way: he disposes of his disguise Malevole
.

While Hieronimo of The Spanish Tragedy is a feeble-minded, passionate man, Altofronto is not a subject to any passion; he is determined, and does not hesitate to act: he is not a traditional avenger. Altofronto can dominate his emotions and passion; therefore his role-playing is clear, not confusing. He can differentiate his role and identity all through the play and, when the character Malevole becomes useless, Altofronto can dispose of him without any difficulty.

Despite the contraries, both Hieronimo and Malevole succeed in taking revenge and so their objectives are fulfilled. However, Hieronimo dies while Altofronto can return to his normal life as Maria’s husband and Duke of Genoa. The humane world triumphed over disorder, and order is restored to the world.

METADRAMA
The Revenger’s Tragedy

Few years later an innovation reformed the genre of revenge tragedy. Henry Chettle's The Tragedy of Hoffman (1602) created a new type of the revenger of blood, represented as a villain from the start. Until that time, the revenger had the audience’s sympathy if his cause was good, and he acted according to the notion of fair play. Although, when he turned to the treacherous tools of intrigue, and Machiavellian plotting, the sympathy turned away. This way wronged heroes turned to bloody maniacs in the eyes of the audience.

Chettle’s Hoffman created a villain-revenger who used intrigue and plotting to achieve his goal, but at the same time could maintain the audience’s sympathy. This kind of revenger was fashioned further by Cyril Tourneur in The Revenger’s Tragedy: Vindice, the main character is free from any frustrating sense of wrong which had halted the Kydian hero-revenger in completing his duty. He seems to feel no hesitation, instead he deceits and dissimulates. However, he has the audience’s sympathy because his cause is good: he wants to revenge his betrothed’s death, and, moreover, he wants to purge the corrupt court of the Duke.

In The Revenger’s Tragedy Tourneur took not only from Chettle, but from John Marston, too: the temptation scenes in The Revenger’s Tragedy are modelled very closely on those of The Malcontent. Tourneur also used the double personality, defined by Kernan, of the disguised villain hero: good and evil are present in their extremist forms combined in a single person. Vindice is two characters in one.

At the very beginning of the play Vindice is intent on taking revenge on the death of his mistress who has been poisoned by the lecherous old Duke of an Italian state:

Vengeance, thou Murder’s quit-rent, and whereby
Thou show’st thyself tenant to Tragedy,
Oh keep thy day, hour, minute, I beseech;
For those thou hast determined: hum, whoe’er knew
Murder unpaid? Faith, give Revenge her due…

In order to achieve his goal, Vindice disguises himself as 'Piato', a mischievous panderer. Nevertheless, he seems for a while to forget his intention to kill the Duke, as he becomes totally caught up in the intrigue that prevails in the palace. He seems to be seeking out and thoroughly enjoying the kind of filth, which he claims to be attacking
. He looks on the world not with the aim to see what is there but with the intent of uncovering its inconsistencies and perversions. He is suspicious and cynical in approaching goodness. He is unable to fight the need to test and corrupt it.
 When he is hired to procure his own sister he feels satisfied that he could test her and their mother because, in his grotesque vision of the world, he scents hidden corruption, and he is unable to ease until he has uncovered it:

…Swear me to foul my sister!…

It would not prove the meanest policy

In this disguise to try the faith of both…
 

Instead of being sternly keen on his duty of revenging his mistress, he feels a savage and sadistic lust for destruction. Revenge is not any longer a solemn duty for Vindice; he feels a malicious desire for vengeance. He cannot content with the death of the Duke – Gloriana’s murderer – but he must intrigue and banish all the Duke’s offsprings from the court. He uses
the satirist’s standard tools to achieve this: words. He scourges his fellow men, passes moral
judgement on them, and this way he becomes an egoistic monster bursting with his own
righteousness, completely devoid of any doubts about his own moral status
. His purpose is to cleanse society of its impurities, and his tools are crude: intrigue and malicious meddling. He employs irony and sarcasm with vigour, determined to cut away the infected parts of society. He becomes a monster of cruelty. Therefore, Kernan’s theory on the satirical hero can be wholly applied to him.

Vindice awaited his vengeance upon the Duke for nine years. Waiting for the right occasion, his mind was focusing on revenge. The malicious thought was lurking in him, fading the memory of his betrothed and his real motivation for revenge.

After nine years of waiting to take revenge, Vindice finally carries out his long-awaited vengeance. He tricks the old Duke into kissing the poisoned skull of the long-dead mistress. However, even in taking revenge, he does not know his limits. He fuses the sadistic delight, with which the satirist scourges humanity, and the blood lust of the revenger. He sees killing as necessary to cleanse the world of its rottenness, and he enjoys it. He executes his victims with fiendish ingenuity and cruelty:

…now I’ll begin

To stick thy soul with ulcers, I will make

Thy spirit grievous sore; it shall not rest, 

But like some pestilent man, toss in thy breast….

When the bad bleeds, then is the tragedy good.

He even succeeds in setting one party of the court against the other, and animating them into a bloody massacre. Having achieved all this, Vindice reveals his crime of murdering the Duke, and seems proud of it:

…We may be bold to speak it now.

‘Twas somewhat witty carried, tho’ we say it;

‘Twas we two murdered him…

None else i’faith, my lord. Nay, ‘twas well managed.
 

The more evil he notices, the more proud he becomes in thinking that he is the only just man. 

Vindice perfectly fuses the blood-revenger and the satirist. He tempts his mother to become a bawd for her own daughter. He tricks the old Duke into kissing the poisoned lips of the skull of Gloriana, who the Duke wanted to seduce; then treats him to the sight of his
bastard Spurio embracing the Duchess. This is more than revenge because the scene that Vindice arranges is the image of lust. Finally, at the end of the play he contrives a masque in which the dancers fall on Lussurioso, the Duke’s legitimate son and his party, and kill them. In reaction to the vicious world of the palace, Vindice’s imagination has become infected, and with the satirist’s characteristic pessimism and lack of balance, he can see only rottenness around himself.  With Vindice the pessimism and the cruel methods of the satirist are given their ultimate expression
. His evaluation of the world, no matter how grotesque his vision may be, reveals that he too is morally sick.   

When he is condemned to death, he seems to be quite satisfied with his fate – the revenge cycle is terminated:

…are we not revenged?

Is there one enemy left alive amongst those?

‘Tis time to die when we are ourselves our foes…

I’faith, we’re well, our mother turned, our sister true,

We die after a nest of dukes. – Adieu.
 

Vindice’s double-dealing ingenuity, inhuman relish for destruction, vice, and wit provoke laughter on the part of the audience in spite of his evil. 

By the end of the play, the aims of both the satirist, and the blood-revenger have been achieved. The members of the malicious ducal family who destroyed Vindice’s probable happy future, and depraved the state have either been killed or banished. An elderly noble, who personifies the older and better society for Vindice, for which the satirist always longs for, is proclaimed the new duke. But Vindice, blinded by the satirist’s usual delight with his own skill, cannot resist revealing that he and his brother committed the murders, and they are executed for the crimes. Ironically, Vindice is aware of his fate when he says that it is time to die when they are their own foes. The thorough healing of the world requires that the chief means for it, the satirist-revenger should be destroyed after his work is finished
.   

Tourneur also applied metadrama to express his discontent with the corrupt society of his age. Although there is play-within-the play in The Revenger’s Tragedy – a dumb show towards the end of the play, more precisely, a banquet that involves two masques – role-playing is more important. It is central to the play, since its protagonist, Vindice is constantly role-playing – which disguise is a related symbol of a transformation within the moral and social order
. He is a disguised villain hero who is good and evil at the same time. These two poles are present in their extremist forms combined in a single person: Vindice. 

From the very beginning of the play Vindice is intent on taking revenge on the death of his mistress who has been poisoned by the lecherous old Duke. In order to achieve his goal, Vindice disguises himself as 'Piato'. This is voluntary role-playing because he consciously and willingly takes on a role different from his usual self so as to achieve his goals. He uses disguise to take revenge, but the personality of his disguise becomes so integral a part of him 

that he cannot differentiate between the two. When he is hired to procure his own sister he feels satisfied that he could test her and their mother. This is the identity taken up by his role-playing.

He lives so much according to his false identity that it suggests that the role is closer to his real self than his ordinary personality is. After many years of waiting to take revenge, Vindice finally carries out his long-awaited vengeance. He tricks the old Duke into kissing the poisoned skull of the long-dead mistress. Although his goal is achieved, he does not give up role-playing. Instead he carries on with it. He intrigues and manipulates. He even succeeds in setting one party of the court against the other, and animating them into a bloody massacre. 

To further complicate the character, Tourneur made Vindice’s role-playing double: he uses complete disguise – with a different name and a different background – when he plays the role of Piato; and he also feigns to be partly different, when he hires himself out to Lussorioso.     

Tourneur even wrote a situation where the identity problem, suggested by the role-playing motif, is evident. Vindice does not feel enough to simply state his identity when killing the Duke, he repeatedly confirms it when saying ‘‘Tis I, ‘tis Vindice, ‘tis I!’
. This suggests that he feels unsure about his identity. 

Vindice also takes the role of a director, as did Hieronimo. Vindice directs the course of events as a revenger-director. He manipulates and corrupts the corpses on stage. Moreover, he acts like a real director: when he asks for thunder, it lightens.   

Nevertheless his identity problems, Vindice believes that he is good and, in spite of his bloodthirsty madness and more and more perverse actions, finally he brings about good by purging the corrupt court. However, he committed murder, as he confesses it at the end of the play, and as such he deserves death.

The Revenger’s Tragedy is an excessive revenge tragedy interlinked with farcical satire of Jacobean theatre itself, in which members were cut off with recklessness, blood flowed freely, moreover disguise also contributed to the confusion. It emphasises the tendency of comic functions, used by Marston in The Malcontent, in the genre of revenge tragedy to move from parody to satire. Tourneur is burlesquing the very revenge tradition that his play epitomises.

‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore


Although the social and political problems were still present in the later years of James’ rule, and also during the Caroline period, the genre of revenge tragedy underwent another change. The highly moral grounds of the late Elizabethan revenge tragedies, and the satiric and intensely grotesque features of the early Jacobean plays thinned down, and resulted in such plays as, for example, John Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore. 


Nevertheless ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore was written about 1630, and thus can be considered a Caroline play since James ruled from 1603 to 1625, and Charles I from 1625 to 1649; as Rowland Wymer puts it: ‘… [‘Tis Pity] achieves a ferocious intensity unique in Caroline theatre, prompting occasional suggestions that it should be dated much earlier and seen as a Jacobean tragedy.’
 


The characteristics of Caroline plays, including their decadence from an earlier highpoint, can be put down to their intensive relationship with the mass of already existing drama. Changes of taste generally clear the ground for new authors, and new forms of dramaturgy to emerge. Caroline authors, however, faced a situation in which their predecessors had written plays considered classics. They had already used up every possible plot, kind of character, and style of writing. John Ford, and his contemporaries had to ‘compete for an audience with the giants of the recent past’
, who had written in so notable ways that could not be further improved, only weakly echoed.

'Tis a Pity She's a Whore is a play dedicated to the macabre, full of horror, passion and decadence. It is a disturbing play, making immense emotional demands on its audience. It can modulate swiftly through sorrow, anger, joy, and passion. It tells the story of an incestuous
brother and sister. Moreover, it gives a new edge to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet by fusing the tragic story of two young lovers with a challenge to the existing moral order.   
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