
 

 

JACOBEAN DRAMA 

Jacobean drama, flourishing during the reign of King James I of England (1603–1625), represents one 

of the richest and most intense periods in English theatrical history. It followed the Elizabethan era 

and is known for its darker tone, psychological depth, and preoccupation with corruption, revenge, 

and the complexities of human nature. While it retained some features of Elizabethan drama, 

Jacobean drama distinguished itself through several key characteristics that reflected the shifting 

social, political, and philosophical landscapes of early 17th-century England. 

Key characteristics of Jacobean drama: 

1. Dark and Pessimistic Tone 

• Unlike the more hopeful and idealistic tone of Elizabethan drama, Jacobean plays are marked 

by a sense of cynicism, despair, and moral ambiguity. 

• They reflect the disillusionment of the age, with concerns about death, decay, betrayal, and 

the futility of life. 

• The worldview is often bleak, suggesting that justice and order are illusions in a corrupt 

world. 

• Playwrights such as John Webster, Thomas Middleton, John Ford, and Cyril Tourneur focused 

on the decay of social institutions, the fallibility of human beings, and the corrupting 

influence of power. 

2. Revenge as a Central Theme 

• Revenge tragedies dominated Jacobean drama. 

• These plays often focus on personal vengeance in a corrupt society, where formal justice 

systems have failed. 

• Revenge is usually portrayed as both necessary and destructive, leading to further cycles of 

violence and moral deterioration. 

• Examples: The Duchess of Malfi 

• Unlike the more straightforward morality of earlier works, Jacobean revenge dramas delve 

into the psychological complexities of their protagonists, often showing them torn between 

duty, passion, and conscience. 

3. Obsession with Death and the Macabre 

• Jacobean drama exhibits a deep fascination with mortality, the afterlife, and decay. 

• Skulls, tombs, corpses, ghosts, and funerary imagery frequently appear on stage as symbols 

of life’s fragility and the inevitability of death. 

• Death is not only a physical end but a thematic device to explore moral corruption, spiritual 

decay, and the vanity of worldly pursuits. 

4. Violence and Gore 



 

 

• The plays often depict explicit scenes of torture, murder, and madness. 

• Violence is used not just for shock, but to highlight the moral breakdown of society and the 

consequences of unchecked ambition and revenge. 

• Bloodshed, torture, madness, and murder are frequently depicted with graphic detail 

• Examples include gruesome deaths and psychological torment, such as the Duchess being 

shown wax figures of her dead family in The Duchess of Malfi. 

5. Corruption of Power and Institutions 

• Jacobean plays frequently critique corrupt politics, decadent aristocracies, and hypocritical 

religious figures. 

• Rulers and clergy are portrayed as morally bankrupt, using power for personal gain or 

perverse pleasure. 

• Courts are often portrayed as dens of intrigue, manipulation, and hypocrisy, while figures of 

authority are shown to be morally compromised. 

6. Psychological Complexity 

• Characters in Jacobean drama are often deeply introspective and psychologically layered. 

• They engage in long soliloquies and dialogues reflecting on morality, conscience, guilt, and 

fate. 

• Mental illness, real or feigned, is a common theme—used to explore inner turmoil and the 

destructive effects of power or passion. 

7. Moral Ambiguity 

• Clear distinctions between good and evil are blurred. 

• Even villains (eg Bosola) may possess insight or sympathy, and heroes are often flawed or 

complicit in wrongdoing. 

• This complexity reflects a world where moral order is unstable, and choices are driven by 

circumstance rather than virtue. 

8. Strong but Doomed Female Characters 

• Jacobean drama often features bold, intelligent, and independent women, who suffer tragic 

fates for defying patriarchal norms. 

• The Duchess in The Duchess of Malfi is a prime example: she asserts her right to love and 

marry freely but is punished for it. 

• These women are often morally superior to male counterparts, yet their strength becomes 

their undoing in a corrupt society. 

9. Use of Poetic and Rhetorical Language 

• Despite dark themes, Jacobean plays are richly written with ornate language, eloquent 

soliloquies, and metaphysical imagery. 



 

 

• The poetic style intensifies emotional depth and lends grandeur to even the most horrific 

scenes. 

• Writers like Webster and Middleton combine philosophical reflections with lyrical 

expressions of despair, love, or horror. 

10. Interest in Supernatural Elements 

• Ghosts, omens, curses, and witches appear frequently, echoing the audience's fascination 

with the occult and the afterlife. 

• The supernatural is used to heighten the atmosphere, symbolize guilt or fate, and blur the 

line between the real and the metaphysical. 

 

 

 

John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi is widely regarded as one of the finest examples of a Jacobean 

revenge tragedy. Drawing on the traditional elements of the genre, Webster constructs a play filled 

with darkness, violence, madness, betrayal, and death. Revenge tragedy typically includes a central 

wrong or injustice, usually involving secret murder, which demands revenge. There are often ghosts, 

madness, a brooding malcontent, corrupt noble figures, and a catastrophic ending marked by 

multiple deaths. The Duchess of Malfi contains all these elements. 

The central act that prompts the chain of revenge is the Duchess’s defiance of her brothers, 

Ferdinand and the Cardinal, by secretly marrying her steward, Antonio. This action in itself is not 

morally wrong, but it is seen as a social insult by her brothers, who believe she has disgraced their 

noble blood. Their reaction is deeply rooted in pride, control, and obsession with status. Rather than 

seeking justice, their motives for revenge are personal and cruel, driven by hatred, possessiveness, 

and misogyny. The revenge carried out by Ferdinand and the Cardinal is cruel. They imprison the 

Duchess, subject her to psychological torture (such as presenting her with wax figures of her dead 

family), and eventually strangle her. Their revenge is not noble or heroic—it is dark, excessive, and 

morally corrupt. 

The theme of madness, another hallmark of revenge tragedy, is especially vivid in the character of 

Ferdinand. He suffers from lycanthropia—a psychological condition in which he believes he is a wolf. 

This madness symbolizes the complete breakdown of reason and morality, and reflects how deeply 

revenge and guilt have eaten into his mind. It is not just a personal breakdown, but a broader symbol 

of the moral decay that afflicts the aristocratic world Webster presents. 

Meanwhile, the Cardinal, who maintains a cold and calculated appearance, shows a more controlled 

form of evil. His refusal to admit his role in the Duchess’s death, even when Bosola confronts him, 

shows a refusal to accept guilt or show repentance. He continues to lie and manipulate until the very 

end. His murder of Julia using a poisoned Bible is one of the most shocking examples of religious 

hypocrisy and shows how Webster blends sacred and profane imagery to highlight moral perversion. 

A key component of revenge tragedy is the presence of a malcontent figure, who is disillusioned with 

the world and becomes an observer or critic of the action. In The Duchess of Malfi, Bosola plays this 



 

 

role. He is a deeply conflicted character, employed by the Cardinal and Ferdinand as their agent, 

spying on the Duchess and enabling her downfall. Yet, he is also an intelligent and sensitive observer 

of the world’s corruption. He begins as a Machiavellian tool of the brothers, but as he witnesses the 

horror and injustice of their revenge, he transforms into an avenger himself. This shift is crucial. 

Though he begins by participating in evil, he ultimately turns against his masters. His change of heart 

is driven by guilt and remorse, particularly after the Duchess’s death, which he sees as a tragic and 

unnecessary act of cruelty. 

Bosola’s revenge against Ferdinand and the Cardinal is not entirely noble—it is still marked by 

violence and deception—but it is presented as a form of justice. However, like many revenge 

tragedies, this justice comes too late and at a terrible cost. In the final scenes, Bosola kills both 

brothers but is also fatally wounded himself. His fate underlines the idea that no one emerges 

victorious in a world ruled by revenge—evil may be punished, but good people suffer, and 

redemption comes only through death. 

Supernatural elements—particularly ghosts or otherworldly signs—are a staple of revenge tragedy. 

In The Duchess of Malfi, this appears in the form of the Duchess’s echo, a ghostly repetition of her 

words after her death. This device symbolizes her lingering presence and moral superiority, and may 

be interpreted as her spirit seeking justice. It adds a chilling, otherworldly tone to the final act, 

reinforcing the play’s grim and fatalistic atmosphere. 

The ending of the play fulfills the classic revenge tragedy pattern: almost every major character is 

dead. The Duchess, Antonio, Ferdinand, the Cardinal, Bosola, and Julia all die by the end of the play. 

The chaos and bloodshed demonstrate that revenge leads not to justice, but to destruction. The only 

glimmer of hope is the survival of the Duchess’s son, who is offered a chance to inherit and possibly 

restore order. 

In conclusion, The Duchess of Malfi is a powerful and disturbing example of a revenge tragedy. 

Webster uses the structure of the genre to explore the moral decay of the ruling class, the madness 

that revenge creates, and the tragic consequences of trying to control others through power and 

violence. The play contains all the key features of the revenge tragedy—secret murder, madness, 

corruption, a malcontent figure, and a bloody ending. However, Webster adds his own complexity to 

the genre, making characters like Bosola and the Duchess morally rich and emotionally compelling. 

The play offers not only sensational drama but also a critique of a world where revenge replaces 

justice, and where personal ambition and pride destroy what is good and noble. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The Duchess of Malfi as a tragic character 

 

In John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, the Duchess emerges as a compelling tragic protagonist 

whose story aligns with and, in some ways, redefines the classical conventions of tragedy. Her noble 

birth, moral strength, personal suffering, and untimely death collectively establish her as a tragic 

figure, while Webster’s nuanced portrayal highlights her as a woman of integrity and resistance in a 

corrupt, patriarchal world. 

The Duchess begins the play as a figure of power and dignity. A young widow and ruler of Malfi, she 

holds a position of high social status, which traditionally marks the beginning point of a tragic 

protagonist’s arc. Her tragic journey begins with a deeply human and courageous act: her choice to 

remarry for love. Her secret marriage to Antonio is not driven by recklessness, but by an earnest 

desire for companionship and emotional fulfillment. In this act, she asserts her autonomy, defying 

the roles of gender and class that seek to limit her freedom. Her declaration that she would make her 

royal kindred “her low footsteps” to pursue this union shows not only defiance but also a remarkable 

strength of will and identity. 

Webster’s portrayal of the Duchess throughout the play emphasizes her grace and inner strength. 

Even as her brothers—the vengeful and controlling Ferdinand and the coldly calculating Cardinal—

begin to enact their cruel vengeance upon her, she never descends into despair or madness. Instead, 

she maintains her dignity in the face of psychological torment and ultimately, death. One of the most 

striking aspects of her character is how she meets her end: calmly, even nobly. When she says, “I am 

Duchess of Malfi still,” she affirms her identity not in terms of social rank, but in terms of moral and 

personal worth. Her courage in death contrasts sharply with the moral disintegration of her 

persecutors, reinforcing the idea that true nobility lies in character rather than title. 

Her death, however, is not without purpose. While the cruelty she endures evokes pity and fear—the 

emotional core of tragic experience—her unwavering moral center elevates her suffering to 

something more profound. The Duchess becomes a symbol of virtue destroyed by a world obsessed 

with control, power, and appearance. Unlike many tragic figures who are ruined by their own flaws, 

the Duchess’s downfall is the result of others’ evil—specifically the misogyny and tyranny of her 

brothers. In this way, Webster critiques the corrupt structures of power that silence and punish 

female agency. 

Furthermore, the impact of the Duchess’s character lingers beyond her death. Her story serves as the 

moral and emotional core of the play. The eventual fates of her brothers—Ferdinand’s descent into 

madness and the Cardinal’s cold betrayal and death—underscore the justice of her cause and the 

horror of their deeds. In this sense, the Duchess achieves a posthumous triumph: though silenced in 

life, she speaks loudly in death. Her memory and moral victory are what remain, casting her as a 

tragic heroine whose legacy transcends her suffering. 



 

 

In conclusion, the Duchess possesses all the essential elements of a tragic protagonist—nobility, 

moral integrity, intense suffering, and a fall from greatness—but Webster reimagines these traits 

through the lens of gender and power. She is not destroyed by inner weakness, but by the external 

forces of a corrupt world that cannot accept a woman’s strength and independence. Her tragedy lies 

not in her choices, but in a society that punishes those choices. Through her, Webster crafts a 

powerful critique of patriarchal authority and a poignant portrait of human courage, making the 

Duchess one of the most enduring and admirable tragic figures in early modern drama. 

 

 

Ferdinand’s twisted relation with the Duchess 

 

Ferdinand’s incestuous attraction to his sister in John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi is one of the 

play’s most disturbing and psychologically complex elements. It functions not only as a mark of his 

personal depravity but also as a broader commentary on the themes of control, power, and 

repressed desire within a corrupt aristocratic world. 

Ferdinand’s obsession with the Duchess’s sexuality is evident from the outset of the play. Though he 

cloaks his interference in the language of honour and reputation, his reactions to her 

independence—especially her marriage—are far too intense and emotionally charged to be 

explained by social or familial concern alone. His fury when he learns that the Duchess has borne 

children and his grotesque descriptions of her imagined sexual activities suggest a fixation that goes 

beyond fraternal protectiveness. His desire to control her body, her choices, and her honour is deeply 

entangled with his own repressed erotic longing. 

This incestuous desire is never openly confessed by Ferdinand, but it is conveyed through his 

language, his actions, and his mental deterioration. His obsession is most evident in his reaction to 

the news of the Duchess’s sexuality—he speaks of her body with disgust, but also in vivid, sensory 

terms, revealing both repulsion and fascination. His language is rich with sexual imagery, and his 

fixation on her chastity implies that he cannot bear the thought of another man possessing what he 

secretly wishes to possess himself. This duality—longing and revulsion—points to an inner torment, a 

dissonance between forbidden desire and societal taboo, which ultimately drives him to madness. 

Webster uses this perverse dynamic to explore the psychological effects of repression and the 

destructive nature of power when it is rooted in personal insecurity. Ferdinand’s incestuous feelings 

are not just a symptom of lust but of his need to dominate and control the Duchess, whose 

autonomy threatens his fragile masculine ego. As a male aristocrat, he expects obedience from 

women, especially those of his own bloodline. When the Duchess asserts her independence through 

marriage and motherhood, Ferdinand responds with rage not simply because she disobeys him, but 

because her actions disrupt the idealized image he holds of her—a chaste, silent, and submissive 

sister. 

The incest motif also amplifies the grotesque and unnatural atmosphere of the play. It serves as a 

symbol of the moral and spiritual corruption at the heart of the court. Ferdinand’s desire is not 

merely personal but emblematic of a diseased social order, where power is exercised through cruelty, 



 

 

manipulation, and the violation of natural bonds. His descent into lycanthropy—believing himself to 

be a wolf—is the ultimate manifestation of his internal collapse, a physical and mental breakdown 

that mirrors his moral disintegration. 

Ferdinand’s incestuous desire, then, is not just a shocking element of the plot; it is integral to 

Webster’s tragic vision. It reveals the dangers of unchecked authority, the violence of repressed 

desire, and the terrifying consequences of a world where human relationships are perverted by the 

thirst for control. Through Ferdinand, Webster offers a chilling portrait of how love, when twisted by 

power and denied the possibility of honest expression, can curdle into something monstrous. 

 

 

Discuss the dual roles of Bosola as an accomplice of Duke Ferdinand and the 

avenger of the Duchess. How does Webster reconcile the two aspects in the 

presentation of his character? 

Or 

Character analysis of BOSOLA 

 

Bosola, in The Duchess of Malfi, is one of the most complex and ambiguous characters in 

Jacobean drama. He occupies a morally unstable position, serving both as an instrument of 

Duke Ferdinand’s tyranny and, later, as a remorseful avenger of the Duchess’s death. 

Webster crafts Bosola’s character to reflect the internal conflict between ambition and 

conscience, presenting a man torn between the corrupt demands of power and his own 

emerging sense of morality. Through Bosola, Webster explores themes of complicity, guilt, 

and the possibility—or impossibility—of redemption in a morally decayed world. 

At the beginning of the play, Bosola is portrayed as a cynical and disillusioned man who has 

been embittered by years of neglect and poverty. Having previously served time as a galley 

slave for a murder committed on the Cardinal’s behalf, he knows all too well how little 

reward there is for loyalty in a corrupt world. Yet he agrees to spy on the Duchess for Duke 

Ferdinand, motivated not by loyalty or cruelty, but by the hope of finally being recognized 

and rewarded. His decision to become an accomplice in the surveillance and eventual 

destruction of the Duchess stems from a bleak worldview in which survival demands moral 

compromise. He is acutely aware of the corruption of the court and constantly voices his 

disdain for it, yet he participates in its cruelty, suggesting a deep internal conflict between 

his intelligence and his actions. 

Bosola’s complicity in the Duchess’s downfall is not marked by pleasure in her suffering, but 

by a detached, even reluctant, execution of his role. He is not a cruel like Ferdinand or a cold 



 

 

manipulator like the Cardinal; rather, he is a man who knows he is doing wrong but feels 

trapped within the greed for power. His interactions with the Duchess, especially during her 

imprisonment and execution, reveal the stirrings of compassion and guilt. Her dignity and 

courage in the face of death affect him profoundly, awakening a conscience that had been 

long dormant. It is only after her death that Bosola fully recognizes the horror of what he has 

done, and this realization marks the turning point in his character. 

Haunted by guilt and disillusioned by the continued cruelty of the brothers he once served, 

Bosola shifts from accomplice to avenger. However, his transformation is not sudden or 

heroic in the conventional sense. It is steeped in bitterness, regret, and a sense of futility. His 

decision to take revenge is driven less by a thirst for justice and more by an overwhelming 

sense of personal failure and moral collapse. In this, Webster avoids romanticizing Bosola’s 

change of heart; instead, he portrays it as the painful reckoning of a man who has finally 

understood the price of his ambition. 

Webster reconciles Bosola’s dual roles by emphasizing the consistency of his inner struggle 

throughout the play. Even when Bosola acts as a tool of oppression, he does so with a keen 

awareness of the moral cost. His soliloquies and sharp observations reveal a man who sees 

through the hypocrisy of those in power and recognizes the rot at the heart of the court. His 

eventual turn against Ferdinand and the Cardinal is not a redemption in the heroic sense, 

but a final, desperate attempt to reclaim some sense of moral agency in a world where 

virtue is consistently punished and corruption rewarded. 

In the end, Bosola dies violently, just like the Duchess and her brothers, suggesting that in 

Webster’s universe, moral clarity offers no protection from destruction. His death does not 

erase his earlier actions, but it affirms the tragedy of a man who sought meaning in a world 

that offers none. Bosola’s duality—as both accomplice and avenger—is not a contradiction 

but a reflection of the human capacity for both complicity and remorse, for cruelty and 

conscience. Through him, Webster presents a darkly realistic portrayal of morality, where 

the path to justice is fraught with guilt, and where even the most self-aware characters can 

be drawn into acts they later come to regret. 

 

 

CHARACTER OF ANTONIO 

 

Antonio Bologna is portrayed as a deeply moral and loyal character in The Duchess of Malfi. 

As the Duchess’s steward, he demonstrates intelligence, efficiency, and a strong sense of 

responsibility, capable of managing her estate. Despite his lower social status and lack of 

noble birth, he is highly respected by the Duchess, who sees him as a "complete" man which 

suggests that she values his integrity and character over conventional status. Their secret 

marriage is rooted in mutual respect and genuine affection, and Antonio’s motivations are 

clearly grounded in love rather than ambition or greed.  

Antonio’s praise of the French court early in the play reveals his idealism and strong moral 



 

 

values. He admires its emphasis on justice, merit, and honest governance, contrasting it with 

the corruption of other courts. This shows that Antonio is politically aware and values 

integrity over ambition. However, his admiration also highlights his naivety—his ideals do 

not fit the corrupt world he lives in. The speech underscores both his noble character and his 

vulnerability in a society where virtue offers little protection. He also recognizes early on the 

corrupt and dangerous nature of the Duchess’ brothers, Ferdinand and the Cardinal. This 

awareness, however, does not translate into effective action. Although he understands the 

threat they pose, he is ultimately powerless to shield his wife and children from their cruelty. 

His failure is not due to a lack of will or morality but rather his position in a rigid social 

hierarchy that offers him no real influence or protection. 
 

Antonio’s goodness is consistent throughout the play, and he never wavers in his loyalty or 

moral compass. Yet, his decision to approach the Cardinal toward the end of the play—

believing he can appeal to the Cardinal’s conscience—reveals a certain naivety. He 

underestimates the depth of corruption in the Cardinal and overestimates the power of 

rational appeal in a world driven by ambition and brutality. This tragically misguided hope 

leads to his accidental death at the hands of Bosola, a moment that underscores the futility 

of virtue in a corrupt society. Antonio emerges as a tragic figure: noble in character but 

doomed by the limitations of his social position and the ruthless world he inhabits. 

 

 

 

CHARACTER OF THE CARDINAL 

 

 

John Webster’s plays showcase his remarkable skill in developing complex characters with 

varied personalities, moods, and motivations. Among them, the Cardinal in The Duchess of 

Malfi stands out as a particularly cold and calculating figure, embodying corruption and 

hypocrisy beneath the guise of religious authority. From the beginning, the Cardinal is 

portrayed as a man who has likely bribed his way into power and relies heavily on deceit and 

manipulation to maintain control. He uses gossip and spies to manage affairs, reflecting his 

deeply suspicious and untrusting nature. His treachery is evident early on, as it is revealed 

that Bosola was imprisoned for a murder committed at the Cardinal’s command—a crime for 

which the Cardinal later refuses to compensate him, highlighting his betrayal and lack of 

loyalty. 

The Cardinal carefully maintains a mask of virtue, refusing to acknowledge his involvement 

in the Duchess’s murder and avoiding interaction with those who might expose him. Unlike 

his emotionally volatile brother Ferdinand, the Cardinal is composed and guarded, speaking 

cautiously to preserve his image. His insistence that the Duchess remain a widow stems not 

from genuine concern but from a desire to protect the family’s reputation and uphold the 



 

 

illusion of moral superiority. This obsession with status is evident in his disdainful remarks 

about preserving “royal blood.” 

Despite his strict moral posturing, the Cardinal is deeply hypocritical. He carries on a selfish 

and exploitative affair with Julia, Lord Castruccio’s wife. His ultimate act of blasphemy—

murdering Julia with a poisoned Bible after forcing her to kiss it under the guise of a sacred 

oath—exposes the depth of his corruption and misuse of religious authority. All his actions 

are driven by a desire to cover past sins and safeguard his reputation. However, his control 

unravels in the end. His refusal to show compassion for the Duchess and her family, even in 

death, and his delayed, shallow remorse come too late. He is ultimately betrayed and 

murdered by both Bosola and Ferdinand, a punishment that mirrors the cold, calculated evil 

he has perpetrated throughout the play. The Cardinal’s character serves as a chilling contrast 

to Ferdinand’s emotional instability, representing Machiavellian evil masked by religious 

piety. 

 

 

Bosola as a Machiavellian Character 
 

Bosola, in The Duchess of Malfi, is a complicated character who shows many qualities of a 

Machiavellian figure—someone who is clever, selfish, and willing to do anything to gain 

power or favor, even if it means doing bad things. At first, Bosola seems bitter and angry 

with the world. He once killed a man for the Cardinal and ended up in prison, while the 

Cardinal denied knowing him. This betrayal makes Bosola believe that honesty and goodness 

are useless in a corrupt world. 

He agrees to work for Ferdinand as a spy, pretending to serve the Duchess while secretly 

watching her and reporting her actions. Bosola’s actions—lying, tricking, and spying—show 

how he uses cunning and manipulation to get ahead. These traits are typical of 

Machiavellian characters, who focus on success and survival rather than morality. However, 

Bosola is not just a heartless villain. As the play goes on, he starts to feel guilty, especially 

after seeing how bravely the Duchess faces her suffering and death. Her courage and 

innocence make Bosola question what he has done. This guilt sets him apart from characters 

like Ferdinand and the Cardinal, who show no remorse. 

By the end of the play, Bosola wants to take revenge on the Cardinal and Ferdinand for their 

cruelty and for using him. Even though his actions still involve violence and deceit, he seems 

to be seeking justice and trying to make up for his past mistakes. He kills both Ferdinand and 

the Cardinal, but is also killed himself in the process. Bosola is a tragic figure. He starts out 

trying to survive in a corrupt world by doing what powerful people tell him. But in the end, 

he is overwhelmed by guilt and tries to do what is right, even if too late. John Webster uses 

Bosola to show how difficult it is to stay good in an evil world, and how people can be both 

bad and good at the same time. 


