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INTRODUCTION 

Cyril Tourneur»s The Atheist's Tragedy; or the 

Honest Man's Revenp;e is the first radical departure from 

the mainstream of Elizabethan revenge tragedy. The play 

was entered in the Stationers* Register on September llj., 
1 

1611, as "The tragedy of the Atheist"; the date of com

position is uncertain. Although the play retains many of 

the characteristics of the revenge tragedy, for one reason 

it is unique: the revenger takes no action, and looks to 

Heaven for Justice. The ramifications of Tourneur's 

approach in the play are far-reaching. Essentially, what 

he has done is to offer a theological answer to a question 

that was cogent to the Elizabethan mind: how does one 

revenge a wrong and avoid damnation in the process? 

Fredson T. Bowers, in Elizabethan Revenp;e Tragedy, 

considers the evolution of personal revenge in English 

society. He observes that the idea of revenge was a 

prominent factor in the lives of primitive peoples: "In 

the first inception of revenge the injured person alone was 

concerned with the return of the injury. There was no 

question of right or duty but merely one of strength." 

With the growth of a social instinct, however, there came 

a shifting of emphasis from force to right in the revenge 
2 

theory. As this social consciousness matured, the indi

vidual foimd himself in the family imit, and, as Bowers 



indicates, "the right to revenge x̂ras no longer a matter of 

choice but a binding obligation." A wrong perpetrated upon 

one member of the family was considered a crime against 

the whole family. The revenger's vengeance was all-inclu

sive; that is, he felt Justified in murdering even an 

unoffending member of the hostile family.^ Clifford's 

murder of young Rutland in 3 Henry VJ is an example of such 

indiscriminate slaiighter. To Rutland's pleas for mercy, 

Clifford replies: 

Had I thy brethren here, their lives and thine 
Were not revenge sufficient for me; 
No, if I digg'd up thy forefather's graves 
And hung their rotten coffins up in chains. 
It could not slake mine ire, nor ease my heart. 
The sight of any of the house of York ^ 
Is as a fury to torment my soul. (I. iii. 25-31) 

By the time of Elizabeth's ascension of the throne, the 

meting out of Justice was the prerogative of the state. 

According to Bowers, however, "the spirit of revenge had 

scarcely declined . . .: its form v/as merely different.""^ 

With this synopsis of the English revenge tradition in 

mind, one can clearly see why the Elizabethans were preoc

cupied with the problem of revenge and why the revenge 

play became a popular genre during this period. 

Any study of Tourneur's special adaptation of the 

revenge motif must perforce be prefaced by a consideration 

of the characteristics of the Elizabethan revenge tragedy. 

Elizabethan revenge tragedy begins with Thomas Kyd's The 
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Spanish Trap;edy. The Kydian formula for the tragedy of 

revenge is considered the touchstone by v/hich other revenge 

plays of the period are measured. At this point it may 

be well briefly to delineate the salient points of this 

formula and to note Tourne"ur's use of this guideline in 

his play. The first criterion for a revenge play, 

according to Kyd's formula, is to have revenge the motive 

for the tragic action. Charlemont, the "revenger" in 

The Atheist's Trap;edy, is entitled to seek revenge for the 

miirder of his father. But, as will be seen in the forth

coming analysis of the play, the revenge motive initiates 

almost no action whatsoever in The Atheist's Trap^edy. The 

Kydian formula requires that revenge beget revenge. This 

point is better illustrated by Shakespeare's Henry VI 

plays than by Tourneur's. To reiterate, revenge is not the 

prime mover of the action in The Atheist' s Trap:edy. 

A third characteristic of the Kydian revenge 

tragedy is to have a vengeance-seeking ghost. The ghost 

of old Montferrers does appear to Charlemont, but he adjures 

his son to leave revenge to Heaven. The proper Kydian 

tragedy of revenge has the dramatic device of a hesitating 

revenger. On this point, Tourneur once again takes privi

leges with the formula; for Charlemont not only hesitates, 

but he abstains. Madness, an important device in Kyd's 

approach, is practically absent in Tourneur's play. The 
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atheist, D'Amville, falls into fits of distraction as the 

play concludes; but this behavior has little effect upon 

the action of the plot and is a result rather than a mover 

of action. Kyd's forraula also includes a revenger who uses 

intrigue to upset his opponent. The Atheist's Tragedy 

contains an abundance of intrigue, but it is the atheist 

who skillfully machinates against Charlemont. Tourneur 

does leave Kyd's scheme unmolested in one important area: 

deaths abound and the action is bloody. Montferrers is 

treacherously murdered by Borachio. In self-defense, 

Charlemont kills Borachio in the graveyard. Rousard dies, 

and Sebastian and Belforest kill each other. Levidulcia 

commits suicide. And, finally, D'Amville knocks out his 

own brains. 

Several points remain to be considered before this 

analysis of Tourneur's constancy and inconstancy to the 

tradition of the revenge tragedy can be concluded. Bowers 

observes that the Kydian approach requires that the con

trast and enforcement of the main situation be achieved by 

parallels. The action of The Atheist's Tragedy consists 

of two parallel movements. Irving Ribner notes in the 

"Introduction" to his edition of The Atheist's Tragedy that 

these parallels consist of "the one devoted to a systematic 

refutation of D'Amville's creed and a demonstration of the 

falseness of his view of human felicity, the other [of] a 
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demonstration of Charlemont's way as the only one which 

can assure man's happiness on earth as v/ell as in heaven."' 

Two points in Kyd's formula remain to be considered. The 

villain should be a miscreant in the finest tradition of 

Machiavelli. D«i\mville, with his ungodly credo, is cer

tainly drawn with all the Machiavellian trappings. 

Finally, Kyd thought the revenge should be accomplished 

terribly, fittingly, and with irony and deceit. That 

D'Amville should die by his ovm hand is both ironic and 

fitting; and the manner of his death is horrible enough. 

Only the deceit is lacking in D'Amville's downfall, for his 

death is not the result of Charlemont's intrigues. Because 

Tourneur is both innovator and emulator in his treatment 

of the revenge tragedy, this rather lengthy comparison 

with Kyd seems justified. 

Since the refutation of D'Amville's atheism is one 

of Tourneur's objectives in this play, an understanding 

of the Elizabethan conception of atheism is pertinent to 

what is to follow in this paper. A seventeenth century work 

describes an atheist in the follov/ing terms: 

Of Atheists there are two sorts: the 
inx;ard, and the outv/ard. The inx̂ ârd Atheist is 
he, that slyly carieth the countenaunce of a 
sheep, and yet is no sheep, but a sheep-biter. 
He swaloweth up aduox;sons, hospitals, and other 
mens goods under pretence of simplicity. He 
raiseth rents, incloseth commons, and enhaunceth 
the price of corne. With his v;ooll or x/oalth hee 
useth to snarle &: deceyue honest-ininded men, whom 
at length hee notx/ithstanding having Scripture in 



his mouth snatcheth at most greedily, & clappeth 
in irons. Tliis kind of Atheist I x̂/ill decipher 
hereafter. 

The outvjard Atheist on the other side 
openly professeth nature to be his God. And even 
as the spider infecteth with poyson the fragrantst 
liquours hee suckes; so the outv;ard Atheist most 
wickedly extracteth commonplaces out of the 
secretes of nature, and turning them to his own 
use, hee blaspheme th God, v;hom he never knex;.9 

The so-called "outward Atheist" is the appellation the 

author would use to designate Tourneur's D'Amville. 

D'Amville scoffs at the Christian religion and is convinced 

that he can live by the laws of nature and have naught to 

do with religion. "In general, the atheist attributes to 

nature what belongs to God." A seventeenth century 

treatise. The difference between the ancient phyisicke and 

the latter phyisicke, attributed to R. Bostocke, has as a 

theme the displacement of God as the center of one's quest 

for knowledge and the establishment of nature as a false 

center. The Elizabethans considered atheism to be self-

destructive. I7illiam Vaughn has something to say about 

the death of that famous atheist of the period, Christopher 

Marlowe: 

Not inferiour to these was one Christopher 
Marlow by profession a play-maker, x/ho, as it is 
reported, about 7 yeares a-goe wrote a book 
against tho Trinitie: but see the effects of Gods 
iustice; it so happened, that at Detford, a little 
village about three miles distant from London, as 
he meant to stab with his ponyard one named Ingram, 
that had Inuited him thither to a feast, and was 
then playing at tables, he quickly perceyuing it, 
so auoyded the thrust, that x-̂ ithall drawing out 
his dagger for his defence, hee stabd this Ilarlow 



into the eye, in such sort, that his braines coraming 
out at the daggers point, hee shortlie after dyed. 
Thus did God, the true executioner of diuine 
iustice, worke the ende of impious Atheists.^^ 

That Marlox;e should meet such a bloody end was no 

wonder to the average Elizabethan. This end is the fate 

that awaits all atheists. God intervenes to destroy the 

wicked and protect the innocent. In light of this concept, 

it is understandable that D'Amville should die in some 

miraculous way. V/itness the ends of other famous atheists 

of the stage during this period: Aaron and Barabas are 

good examples. -̂  A major premise of this paper is to 

point out the self-destructive nature of D'Amville's 

atheism; ipso facto, his death at his ox-m hands is no mere 

ludicrous accident; it is, rather, a fitting end to a career 

that by its very nature (and the precepts of Elizabethan 

theology) must destroy itself. 

More will be said of the atheist in a subsequent 

analysis of the play, but now to the Christian element of 

the play as personified by Charlemont, or "the Honest Man." 

Charlemont is an honest man because he foregoes revenge. 

Although revenge was a part of Elizabethan life, theologians 

preached vociferously against it. A seventeenth century 

treatise attributed to one Bishop Hall inveighs against 

revenge: 

Revenge is a motion of the he arte x>rhereby 
it doth not onely turne aside from that x-jhich 
offendeth, but labours x/ithal either to repell and 
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vanquish it, or to punnishe him that is the cause 
thereof. 

For tx-jo causes menne ought not to desire 
revenge. 

First, because God hath said vindicta mihi, 
vengeance is mine, and therfore it is rebellion to 
offer to pull that priuilege out of his hands. 

And secondly, because it is a great part of 
folly and iniustice, to thinke we are reuenged of 
iniurye, x;hen we have punnished the body of him, 
that offered it, knowing the soul and affections 
are the chiefe cause (which are not of our reach) 
and the body buOO the soules instrument. . . .H-

Charlemont triumphs in the end because he does not avenge 

himself upon D'Amville, who is responsible for his father's 

mui'der. Only by eschewing revenge does Charlemont save 

himself from the fate suffered by other stage revengers. 

No matter how Just the cause, the revenger hazards self-

damnation because he usurps that x-;hich is God's prerogative. 

Thus every revenger presented on the Elizabethan stage, 

once the deed is done, must be destroyed. 

V/hat Tourneur has done, then, is to offer a solution 

to the problem of revenge as it x-ras presented on the 

Elizabethan and Jacobean stages. He has proffered the only 

possible alternative to personal revenge that x̂ ill allow 

a man Justice and at the same time save his soul from 

eternal damnation. The ramifications of Tourneur's play 

on the drama of revenge tragedy are obvious: The Atheist's 

Tragedy is the final stage in the evolution of revenge 

tragedy. Toxirneur has accomplished his solution by 

Juxtaposing the disparate elements of the atheist and the 



Christian. It is Charlemont's passivity that emboldens 

D'Amville and allox̂ s him to impetuously x̂ ork out his own 

self-destruction. It is this sarde passivity that prevents 

Charlemont from taking any action and consequently either 

destroying or damning himself. The next consideration of 

this paper is to examine these elem.ents and point out how 

each serves its proper function in the denouement of The 

Atheist's Tragedy. 



CHAPTER I 

ACT I 

D'Amville's courtship of nature becomes evident 

from the first words he utters:^ 

Borachio, thou art read 
In Nature and her large philosophy. 
Observ'st thou not the very self same course 
Of revolution both in man end beast? (I. i. 3-6) 

This passage would mark D'Amville as an atheist to the 

average reader or spectator of the play in the seventeenth 

century. More than once in the course of the play, D'Amville 

v/ill attempt to equate man with the beasts. V/hat he seems 

to be saying here is that man and beast are subject to the 

same laws of nature; that is, both are born, mature, and 

die; the implication is that man suffers the fate of the 

beast at death: a cessation of life, nothing more. He 

obviously has no faith in a life after death. D'Amville's 

"instrument," Borachio, echoes the selfsame belief, with 

one exception: 

The same, for birth, growth, state, decay and death; 
Only a man's beholding to his Nature 
For th' better composition o' the tx;o. (I. i. 7-9) 

Presumably by "his Nature," Borachio is referring to man's 

ability to reason. But D'Amville counters x̂ îth the 

assertion that this reasoning ability is less than useless 

if it be "not full and free" (I. i. 11). Ho wishes no 

constraints whatsoever to placed upon his ability to fend 

for himself in a x̂ orld x/here the mind (or so he thinlis) is 

10 
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the sine qua non of felicity. 

This heresy is continued by Borachio, x-rho posits 

that: 

there's nothing in a man above 
His Nature; if there were, consid'ring 'tis 
His being's excellency, 'twould not yield 
To Nature's v;eakness. (I. i. 13-16) 

Borachio again denies the existence of God by averring 

that man has naught to do x-zith the ethereal. If he did, 

as Borachio sees it, he would not "yield / To Nature's 

weakness"—death. Tourneiir x-yould have his audience look 

upon D'Amville as the arch-atheist; for this reason he 

identifies D'Amville as an Epicurean--a term synonymous 

x̂ ith atheism in the seventeenth century. D'Amville says: 

Then if death casts up 
Our total sum of Joy and happiness. 
Let me have all my senses feasted in 
Th' abundant fulness of delight at once. 
And x̂ ith a sweet insensible increase 
Of pleasing surfeit melt into my dust. (I. i. 16-21) 

That D'Amville should consider his reasoning poxver 

to be an infallible guide is ironic, because it is 

immediately shoxTn to be both fallacious and perverse. 

Witness his corroboration of Borachio's statement that an 

honest man without x̂ êalth is "both miserable and contempt

ible" (I. i. 33): 

He's worse, Borachio. For if charity 
Be on essential part of honesty 
And should be practis'd first upon ourselves. 
Which must bo granted, then your honest man 
That's poor is most dishonest, for he is 
Uncharitable to tho man x-7hom he 
Should most respect. (I. io 3̂l-*'̂0) 
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It is D'Amville's complete reliance upon such reasoning 

that is to prove his downfall. To reiterate: a major 

premise of this paper is that D'Amville's iniquity is 

self-destructive. 

D'Amville would somexî hat mitigate the circumstances 

of his greed by avowing that what he does, he does for his 

sons: 

Had not my body spread itself 
Into posterity, perhaps I should 
Desire no more Increase of substance than 
V/ould hold proportion with Biine ovm dimensions. 

(I. i. 14-2-1̂.5) 

This admission is an important point, for it is in his sons 

that D'Amville sees his only chance for immortality. It 

is for this reason that he relies so heavily upon them and 

is quite distraught at their deaths. He uses a rather 

standard image of the period to emphasize his dependence 

upon his sons: " . . . they are as near to me / As branches 

to the tree whereon they grow" (I. ii. 53-5^) • As D'Amville 

would say, what is the tree x/ithout its branches? A major 

device employed by Tourneur in The Atheist's Tragedy is 

irony; and D'Amville concludes this discussion x̂ îth 

Borachio x-7ith the ironic assertion that "as they /fliis 

sonsjf Increase, so should my providence" (I. i. 55)• 

Irving Ribner points out that not only is this line ironic 

in light of vjhat occurs later in the play, but the atheist's 

choice of the x̂ rord "providence" is unfortunate. Ribner 
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remarks that this term is "commonly employed in the religious 

sense of God's foreseeing care for his creatures." 

At this point Charlemont makes his first appearance, 

and D'Amville's Machiavellian character nox7 comes forth. 

He begins his deceitful machinations, and the puerile 

Charlemont is helpless. This was to have been the day 

that Charlemont was to have set forth to war. D'Amville 

quizzes Charlemont and discovers that Montferrers has 

interdicted his son's plans. His designs threatened, 

D'Amville begins to goad Charlemont: 

0 noble x-7ar, thou first original 
Of all man's honourl How dejectedly 
The baser spirit of our present time 
Hath cast itself below the ancient worth 
Of our forefathers, from whose noble deeds 
Ignobly we derive our pedigrees. (I. i. 67-72) 

Charlemont's passivity as a character becomes apparent as 

he replies that his father will not allow him to go: 

Sir, tax not me for his unx̂ îllingness. 
By the command of his authority 
My disposition's forced against itself. (I. i. 73-75) 

Charlemont complains that his father has refused him the 

funds to maintain himself in his sojoiirn abroad. It is 

this unwillingness to act on his own that makes it possible 

for D'Amville to manipulate him so faciley, and D'Amville 

eagerly offers a solution: 

For want of means? Borachio, x̂ rhere' s the gold? 
I'd disinherit my posterity 
To purchase honour. 'Tis an interest 
I prize above the principal of vxealth. (I. i. 87-90) 
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This passage evidences the initial example of Tourneur's 

system of images. The terms "interest" and "principal" 

are a part of his commercial imagery. Irving Ribner opines 

that the comiaercial imagery "is used to emphasize the 

17 crassness of the x^rldly views." ' To Charlemont»s paens 

of thanks for the loan, D'Amville Hachiavelli-like answers: 

"Sir, 'tis a witness only of my love" (I. i. 98). Charle

mont 's naivete remains intact. 

Tourneur's dramatic plan requires that Charlemont 

absent himself in order that D'Amville's machinations may 

prove fruitful. To accomplish this end, Tourneur has 

endoxired Charlemont x;ith a monomaniacal desire for reputa

tion, which he believes can only be gained by going to war. 

He insists that "the force of reputation shall prevail" 

against his father (I. i. 103). Borachio gloats over this 

propitious tiirn of events and x̂ ârrants that the absence of 

Charlemont may prove 

A subject for commodious providence. 
He has a wealthy father, ready ev'n 
To drop into his grave, and no man's power 
I'Jhen Charlemont is gone can interpose 
'Twixt you and him. (I. i. 111-116) 

It is true that, as Borachio says, "no man's power" can 

intercede betx;een D'Amville and his plans; but the irony 

of the situation is that the tx/o atheists aî e convinced 

that mere men stand betxreen them and the fruition of 

their schemes. 
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The entrance of his tvjo sons, Rousard and 

Sebastian, elicits a response from D'Amville that is a 

succinct summation of his creed: 

Here are my sons. . . . 
There's my eternity. My life in them 
And their succession shall for ever live. 
And in my reason dx̂ ells the providence 
To add to life as much of happiness. 
Let all men lose, so I increase my gain: 
I have no feeling of another's pain. (I. i. 123-129) 

D'Amville's ansx-;er to the orthodox Christian belief in a 

life after death is to offer his sons as his only hope of 

"eternity." V/hat felicity D'Amville expects to ferret out 

of life X\rill not be the result of God's providence, but 

rather, his own ratiocination. He needs (or so he thinks) 

the help of no preternatural intervention to make his x̂ ay 

successfully through this life. He has a consummate 

confidence in his ability to solve any earthly problems 

which may confront him, merely through an application of 

his reasoning power; v/ith extra-terrestrial matters, he 

concerns himself not at all. And to compound his villainy, 

Toui^neur has him, in the tradition of the stage llachiavel-

lian, boast of his intention to do evil. 

Old Montferrers's importuning of Charlemont to 

remain at home introduces tx̂ ô new elements into the play: 

the first of a series of parallels, and a new dimension 

to the system of imagery. Montferrers begins: 
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I prithee let this current of my tears 
Divert thy inclination from the x>rar. 
For of my children thou art only left 
To promise a succession to my house. (I. ii. l-k) 

Montferrers' s concern for the succession of his faioily 

parallels that of D'Amville. But Montferrers is a 

Christian, and he does not equate Charlemont»s survival 

with his hopes for immortality. He is the Christian 

father concerned only for the succession of his earthly 

family. This passage also introduces x̂ ater imagery which 

plays a dominant role in the imagery of the play; considering 

the abimdance of tears that are shed as the action progresses, 

one may say that the play has a tear motif. 

The first clue that the play has a French setting 

(discounting the names of course) comes in Charlemont's 

reply to his father's entreaties: 

But my affection to the v/ar 
Is as hereditary as my blood 
To ev'ry life of all my ancestry. 
Your predecessors were your precedents. 
And you are my example. Shall I serve 
For nothing but a vain parenthesis 
I' th' honour'd story of your family. 
Or hang but like an empty seutcheon 
Betv/een the trophies of my predecessors 
And the rich arms of my posterity? 
There' s not a Frenchman of good blood and youth. 
But either out of spirit or example 
Is turn'd a soldier. (I. ii. II4.-26) 

Tourneur's stage directions are meager, and it appears that 

he chose a passing reference to "a Frenchman" to suffice 

as an indicator of the x^hereabouts of the play. A return 

to an examination of the action reveals that Charlemont is 
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not solely to blame for his precipitate urge to X7age V7ar. 

He is a member of a society that accepts war as a glorious 

part of its order: honor and reputation are won in a 

moment of battle. In xirging GharlGmont to xfar, D'Amville 

is by no means v/orking outside of the accepted dicta of 

society. He simply exploits this inherent x-zeakness in the 

society to gain his ends. 

From behind his mask of seeming innocence, D'Amville 

lends his voice to that of Charlemont's; and they overcome 

Montferrers' s doubts, not, hov/ever, before he gives vent 

to his prophetic fears: "Pray God my forc'd grant prove 

not ominous" (I. ii. Ĵ 3)« D'Amville proves the clever 

villain as he piously inquires the nature of Montferrers's 

anxiety: 

Ominous? in what? 
It cannot be in anything but death. 
And I am of a confident belief 
That ev'n the time, place, manner of our deaths 
Do follow fate vjith that necessity 
That makes us sure to die. (I. ii. I\.k-k9) 

Here, D'Amville hypocritically feigns a belief in some 

controlling power in the universe. He next comments upon 

the futility of preparing for the future in light of such 

Icnowledge: 

And in a thing 
Ordain'd so certainly unalterable, 
V/hat can the use of providence prevail? (I. ii. I4.9-5I) 

This allegation is ironic, because security is exactly 

what D'Amville is seeking through his machinations. 
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Castabella enters for the first time in scene two. 

She possesses all of the Christian virtues of Charlemont, 

and perhaps more. It is she x/ho is first put to the test 

by D'Amville. Both she and Charlemont have been criticized 

for being too good to be true. Irving Ribner notes that 

"naturalistic critics have been disturbed by the absolutes 

of good and evil in Tourneur, the virtues of Charlemont 

and Castabella being so perfect that the characters seem 

lifeless and unbelievable. • . ." But in the delineation 

of these characters, Toin'neur is not attempting to be a 

naturalistic writer; rather, he is moralizing, and these 

character types suit his purpose. The piety of these tv/o 

stands in contrast to the sensual atheists of the play. 

One such character is Languebeau Snuffe. He is the instru

ment of Tourneur's anti-Puritan satire. He speaks in a 

Jargon that anti-Puritan writers associated x/ith this sect. 

Snuffe's speech marks him as no holy man, despite his 

pretension: 

I salute you both x>̂ ith the spirit of 
copulation. I am already informed of your 
matrimonial purposes and v/ill be a testimony 
to the integrity of your promises. (I. ii. 103-105) 

It is interesting to note that Tourneur is here following 

the dictates of decorum, for the speeches of Snuffe and 

other "lox-?" characters are in prose. Before his departure, 

Charlemont entrusts Snuffe x/ith the safekeeping of Casta

bella. With a touch of foreshadowing, Charlemont v/onders 
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at the mental malaise which troubles him: 

Something within me x-roxild persuade me stay. 
But reputation will not yield unto 't. 
Dear sir, you are the man x-ihose honest trust 
My confidence hath chosen for my friend. (I. ii. 13]+-137) 

Charlemont is not only passive; he is inept. He has no 

social ac\3men whatsoever and accepts Snuffe for what he 

appears to be. Shortly, D'Amville is to approach Snuffe 

with a bribe that shox-/s that he is fully ax̂ are of xvhat 

Snuffe is. Commercial imagery once again poignantly 

illustrates the innocence of the lovers in the face of 

their more x̂ orldly antagonists. ChaJ?lemont requests 

Snuffe's friendship: 

Sir, I will take your friendship up at use. 
And fear not that your profit shall be small; 
Your interest shall exceed your principal. 

(I. ii. lli.6-li|.8) 

The terms "at use," "profit," "interest," and "principal" 

are employed in business transactions. Charlemont is 

saying that he x>rill borrov/ Snuf fe • s friendship, and Snuf fe» s 

recompense for the loan of his amity will be amply repaid. 

This coDmiercial iDiagery effectively heightens the impression 

of sordidness that Charlemont should so mistalcenly accept 

Snuffe's friendship as the real thing. 

D'Amville's schemng continues. He has successfully 

gotten rid of Charlemont; the second step in his plan 

requires that he marry liis elder son, Rousard, to Casta

bella. On this subject he approaches Snuffe, for he is 

X'joll axvare that Snuffe's loyalty can be easily bought: 
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She deserves a worthy husband, sir. I 
have often wished a match between my elder son 
and her. The marriage v7ould Join the houses of 
Belforest and D'Amville into a noble alliance. 

(I. ii. 179-182) 

Snuffe is easily persuaded and readily agrees that "the 

unity of families is a v;ork of love and charity" (I. ii. 

I81j.). D'Amville remarks to Borachio about the facility 

with which Snuffe has been bribed. This Indiscretion of 

the clergyman encourages the apostate, D'Amville, to remark: 

D'Am. Borachio, didst precisely note this man? . 
Bor. His oxTn profession x̂ ould report him pure. 
D'Am. And seems to know if any benefit 

Arises of religion after death. (I. ii. 206-209) 

He notes Snxif fe' s willingness to sin, and this observation 

strengthens his supposition that there is nothing to be 

derived from religion. Not yet done with Snuffe, he 

continues: 

Yet but compare 's profession with his life; 
They so directly contradict themselves 
As if the end of his instructions were 
But to divert the x̂ rorld from sin that he 
More easily might engross it to himself. 
By that I am confiiTm'd an atheist. (I. ii. 210-215) 

Commenting upon this speech by D'Amville, Ribner recalls 

that "among the causes of atheism according to Elizabethan 

apologists x-ras the zeal of Puritans and the corruption of 

19 
the clergy." At this point D'Amville reviev/s his successes 

and produces the third major image in this play: "V/ell, 

Charlemont is gone, and here thou see'st / His absence the 

foundation of my plot" (I. ii. 216-217). Throughout the 
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remainder of the play, D'Amville is to compare the progress 

of his plots with the building of a house. 

D'Amville, as a typical Machiavellian villain, 

exalts in his treachery. The successful Machiavelli is a 

politic villain; that is, he is stealthfxil, cunning, and 

deceitful. That D'Amville considers himself a miscreant 

of this cast is obvious from the following confession: 

This Castabella is a wealthy heir. 
And by her marriage with my elder son 
My house is honoxir'd and my state increas'd. 
This work alone deserves my industry. 
But if it prosper thou shalt see my brain 
Make this but an induction to a point 
So full of profitable policy 
That it v;ou2d malce the soul of honesty 
Ambitious to turn villain. (I. ii. 223-231) 

These are sentiments that are worthy of one of the greatest 

of all the stage villains, Richard III; and in this speech 

one can almost hear echoes of Richard's great soliloquy, 

which has since become the touchstone of villainous dis

closures: 

I am determined to prove a villain 
And hate the idle pleasures of these days. 
Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous. 
By di'unken prophecies, libels and dreams. 
To set my brother Clarence and the king 

In deadly hate the one against the other. (I. i. 30-35) 

Another of the mnor characters of The Atheist's 

Tragedy who deserves cominent is Baron Belforest's xjife, 

Levidulcia. She is represented as Castabella's opposite: 
for Castabella love has both a physical and a spiritual 

level, x̂ ith an emphasis upon the spiritual; for Levidulcia 
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love is absolutely physical, a mating of the sexes. It is 

no wonder, then, that her reaction to Snuffe's attempts to 

persuade Castabella to marry Rousard is an indignant, 

"Tush, you mistake the way into a xxoman; / The passage 

lies not through her reason but her blood" (I. iv. 65-66). 

Levidulcia is an atheist of the Epicurean creed; to her, 

the pursuit of sensual pleasure is the ultiraate goal in 

life. In contrast to this attitude is D'Amville's atheism, 

which may be described as an intellectual atheism. Levi

dulcia chides Castabella for her constancy to Charlemont: 

Prefer'st th' affection of an absent love 
Before the sx̂ reet possession of a man. 
The barren mind before the fruitful body. (I. iv. 79-8l) 

She argues quite ironically that Charlemont might "come 

home sick, lame, and impotent, / And wed thee to a torment. 

. . ." (I. iv. 97-98)• The irony of this statement is 

that it is Rousard who proves to be impotent. 

At the scene of Castabella's enforced marriage to 

Rousard, D'Amville piously insists: "My Lord Belforest, / 

I would not have her forc'd against her choice" (I. iv. 

126-127). The only one to sense an injustice in this 

enforced marriage is D'Amville's yoxmger son, Sebastian, 

x-fho incisively clamors: "A rape, a rape, a rape" (I. iv. 

128). And then, echoing the sentiments of Tourneur, 

Sebastian shouts after the receding wedding party: "And 

verify the proverb--the nearer the church, the further from 

God" (I. iv. 139-lil-O). 



CHAPTER II 

ACT II 

V/hereas the entire first act tal̂ es place in the 

light of day. Act II progresses at night. This arrangement 

is part of Tourneur's system of light and dark imagery. 

Scene one opens in a banquet hall (a necessary trapping to 

the proper revenge play) where the revelers are celebrating 

the marriage of Castabella and Rousard. D'Amville is 

among the heartiest of the v/ell-wishers. And v;hy not? His 

plan to disinherit Charlemont is x̂ jorking out perfectly. 

He has gotten rid of Charlemont; he has married his son to 

Castabella, and he has planned Old Montferrers's murder. 

To accomplish this end, he has had Borachio disguise himself 
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as a soldier, newly returned from Ostend. He is announced 

to the audience, and D'Amville—ever the dissembler--cheer-

fully surmises: "Ostendl Let him come in. My soul 

foretells / He brings the nev/s xfill malce our music full" 

(II. i. 31-32). This ejaculation by D'Amville is double 

entendre, for he is equivocating. Ostensibly he is craving 

good noxvTS of Charlemont, while, in fact, he has planned to 

have Borachio announce Charlemont's death. 

Borachio recounts the successes of the French 

forces at Ostend. This report is followed by the inevitable 

question from Montferrers: "0 what became of my dear 

Charlemont" (II. i. 72). Borachio has his ansv/or ready. 

23 
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and he has learned his part xirell: 

V/alking next day upon the fatal shore, 
Aiaong the slaughter'd bodies of their men 
V/hich the full-stomach'd sea had cast upon 
The sand, it was m' unhappy chance to light 
Upon a face, x/hose favour v/hen it liv'd 
My astonished mind inform'd me I had seen. 
He lay in 's armour as if that had been 
His coffin, and the v/eeping sea, like one 
V/hose milder temper doth lament the death 
Of him xirhom in his rage he slew, runs up 
The shore, embraces him, kisses his cheek. 
Goes back again, and forces up the sands 
To bury him, and ev'ry time it parts 
Sheds tears upon him, till at last, as if 
It could no longer endure to see the man 
V/hom it had slain, yet loath to leave him, with 
A kind of unresolv'd unv^illing pace, 
V/inding her waves one in another, like 
A man that folds his arms or wrings his hands 
For grief, ebb'd from the body and descends. 
As if it woxild sink dox̂ n into the earth 
And hide itself for shame of such a deed. (II. i. 73-91}.) 

This rather lengthy passage is important not only because 

it is a vital link in the plot, but also because it contains 

some of the best poetry in the entire play. The x>rater 

image, an important part of the symbolic structuî e of this 

play, is most effective here. In a series of similes, 

Tourneur pictures the ocean as a repentent slayer, who 

"sheds tears upon him" whom she has slain, "forces up the 

sands" in an attempt to hury him, and v/ould "hide itself 

for shame of such a deed." Commenting upon this passage, 

Peter 3. Murray, in A Study of Cyril Tournexu?, suggests 

that ". . . in Borachio's narrative of Ostend, the sea is 

a veritable iriar̂  mortuum, for the drox-jned Charlemont is 

described as having been deposited on the shore by the 
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'full-stomack'd Sea' that slew him. . . . In more senses 

than Borachio intends, Charlemont goes the Journey through 

the sea of death and returns to the shore of life--a 

symbolic pattern he often repeats in action and metaphor, 

as x-7e have seen. Borachio, of course, means only to say 

that Charlemont is dead." 

After divesting himself of his "heavy" news, 

Borachio shows Montferrers a scarf purported to be Charle

mont' s. This incident is borrowed from The Spanish 

Tragedy; for Hieronimo is given the blood-soaked scarf of 

his son, Horatio. D'Amville pretends outrage that Borachio 

should be the bearer of such tidings, and simimarily 

dismisses him: 

Thou art a screech-ox-jl and dost come i' night 
To be the cursed messenger of death. 
Away. Depart my house, or, by my soul. 
You'll find me a more fatal enemy 
Than ever was Ostend. Be gone. Dispatch. 

(II. 1. llO-llij.) 

Tourneur, by the use of asides, cleverly strengthens 

D'Amville's aura of perfidy. As Borachio retires, D'Amville 

congratulates him: 

£"Aside to Borachio] 0 th» art a most 
delicate sweet eloquent villain. 

Bor. rAside to D'Amville/ V/as't not v/ell 
L-. coxmterfeited? (II. i. 117-118) 

Then, after Borachio is gone, in another aside D'Amville 

returns to the imagery of house building to express his 

pleasure that he has thus far been so successful: "So. 
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The foimdation's laid. Now by degrees / The v;ork v/ill rise 

and soon be perfected" (II. i. 122-123). With unintentional 

irony, he addresses the others: "0 this uncertain state 

of mortal man" (II. i, 121].). 

Old Montferrers is overcome x̂ ith grief and propheti

cally predicts that, "My turn v/ill be next" (II. i. 129). 

It is unclear if x;hat follows is premeditated, but Snuffe 

volunteers some of his sage advice: "In my understanding, 

therefore, you shall do x/ell if you be sick to set your 

state in present order. Make your will" (II. i. I3I1.-136). 

Consequently, the senile old Montferrers places himself 

in the hands of the treacherous clergyman. It has already 

been pointed out that the third step in D'Amville's plan 

is to do ax̂ ay x/ith Montferrers. To expedite his intentions, 

D'Amville decides to malce use of the drunken servants: 

Their drunkenness that seems ridiculous 
Shall be a serious instrioment to bring 
Our sober purposes to their success. (II. ii. 19-21) 

D'Amville's use of drink as an integral part of his scheme 

to kill Montferrers is one of the most ironic incidents 

of this play, for D'Amville later knocks out his oim. brains 

under the influence of wine. He observes the truculent 

servants and confidently asserts: "My plot still rises / 

According to the model of mine ox̂ m desires" (II. ii. 29-30); 

in other v/ords, D'Amville feels that he is in complete 

control of the situation, thaiiks (he thinlcs) to his 
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omnipotent reason. 

D'Amville sets the servants against each other, 

and he suggests that they use their torches as v/eapons. 

Thus his plan is established: as they escort Old 

Montferrers home, they will quarrel and the torches v/ill 

be extinguished. With darkness to veil thê  deed, Borachio 

x̂ /ill murder Montferrers. A moment before departure, 

Snuffe informs D'Araville that Montferrers has 

Made his will, and by that Xvrill make 
you his heir, with this proviso, that as occasion 
shall hereafter move him, he may revoke or alter 
it when he pleases. (II, ii. 1].6-1|.9) 

To this last stipulation, D'Amville replies: "Yes, let 

him if he can—I'll make it sure / From his revoking" 

(II. ii. 50-51) • The scene of Montferrers' s murder follov/s 

soon, and Borachio passes across the stage x̂/ith a rock in 

either hand; of these he says: "Such stones men use to 

raise a house upon, / But with these stones I go to ruin 

one" (II. iv. 1-2). The party crosses the stage; the 

servants quarrel, and the torches are put out. As total 

darkness engulfs the group, D'Amville volunteers to lead 

them. As he says, he is "acquainted v/ith the x̂ ay" (II. iv. 

9). And indeed he is, for everything that is happening 

has been carefailly devised by him. Old Montferrers, with 

rather heavy-handed foreshadowing, piteously predicts (for 

the second time) his impending death: 
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My soul's oppress'd x>/ith grief. 'T lies heavy at 
My heart. 0 my departed son, ere long 
I shall be x/ith thee. (II. iv. 11-13) 

At this moment D'Amville pushes him into a gravel pit, 

where the waiting Borachio crushes his skull v/ith a rock. 

The servants retrieve Montferrers's body; and at the sight 

of his murdered brother, D'Amville's chicanery reaches its 

zenith, as he rends the air with counterfeit anguish: 

Dead be your tonguesi Drop out 
Mine eye-balls, and let envious Fortxme play 
At tennis x̂ ith 'em. Have I liv'd to this? 
Malicious Nature I Hadst thou born me blind, 
Th' hadst yet been som.ething favorable to me. 
No breath? No motion? Prithee tell me. Heaven, 
Hast shut thine eye to wink, at murder, or 
Hast put this sable garment on to mourn 
At 's death? (II. iv. 25-33) 

Professor Una Ellis-Permor, in The Jacobean Drama, comments 

upon this outpouring by D'Amville. She compares this 

speech x>/ith that of Macbeth, v/ho reacts similarly to the 

2"̂  

murder of Duncan. -̂  Professor Ellis-Fermor suggests that 

" . . . each man is overacting, in a crisis, the part of 

the horror-stricken discoverer of a murder he has in fact 

himself committed."^^ 

The conclusion of this speech by D'Amville is xforth 

noting, because he describes his brother's "accident" in 
terms of the light-dark motif: 

Not one poor spark in the v/hole spacious sky 
Of all that endless nutnber would vouchsafe 
To shine? You viceroys to tho king of Nature J 
\̂ fhose constellations govern mortal births, 
V-Zhere is that fatal planet rul'd at his 
Nativity? That might ha' pleas»d to light 
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Him out, as v/ell into th' v/orld, lonless 
It be ashaia'd t' have been the instrument 
Of such a good man's cursed destiny. (II. iv. 3lj.-l}.2) 

As employed here, the light-dark images appear to have 

been assigned their traditional roles: the darkness is 

symbolic of death, and the "sparkfsj" to v/hich D'Amville 

refers are stars, whose light (life) is v/anting; thus 

darkness devoid of any light equals death. More literally, 

D'Araville finds the stars culpable for not providing the 

light that might have prevented the "accident." 

With the deed accomplished, D'Amville and Borachio 

rejoice at the success of their plot. D'Amville addresses 

the night as "lovely night raven" (II. 1v. 88). He 

speaks of the ground x̂ /here his brother has been murdered 

as if it x̂ /ere hallowed. He sv/ears that, "Upon this ground 

I'll build my manor house, / And this shall be the chief est 

cornerstone" (II. iv. 99-100). D'Amville is so contemptous 

of moral law that he informs Borachio that the very stone 

that has killed his brother v/ill serve as the symbolic 

cornerstone for the new dynasty ("manor house") x̂ /hich he 

is attempting to found. His praise of his macMnations 

soon reaches the point of self-deification: 

Ay, mark the plot. Not any circumstance 
That stood x̂ /ithin the reach of the design • 
Of persons, dispositions, matter, time 
Or place, but by this brain of mine v/as made 
An instrumental help, yet nothing from 
Th' induction to th' accomplishment seem'd forc'd 
Or done o' purpose, but by accident. (II. iv. 103-109) 
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They eagerly recount each step in the plot, and for each 

success D'Amville credits his mental prowess. He is about 

to utter further blasphemies when he is suddenly and 

ominously interrupted: 

That power of rule philosophers ascribe 
To him they call the supreme of the stars. 
Making their influences governors 
Of sublunary creatures, v/hen their selves 
Are senseless of their operations--Thimder and lightnings 

(II. iv. 136-114.0} 

Tourneiu? makes use of the thunder motif to mark the stages 

of the rise and fall of D'Amville. At this moment D'Amville 

is at the height of his success, and his self-confidence 

is boundless; later, after a series of reversals, he reacts 

somewhat differently to the same natural phenomenon. For 

now hox̂ /ever, he notes Borachio's reaction to the sudden 

noise and offers an explanation to palliate his friend's 

fears: 

Dost start at thunder? Credit my belief, 
'Tis a mere effect of Nature, 
An exhalation hot and dry, involv'd 
V/ithin a x̂ at'ry vapour i» the middle 
Region of the air, whose coldness 
Congealing that thick moisture to a cloud. 
The angry exhalation shut within 
A prison of contrary quality. 
Strives to be free, and with the violent 
Eruption through the grossness of that cloud 

Makes this noise we hear. (II. iv. Il}.l-l5l) 

Irving Ribner s\3ggests that this explanation of thunder 

may come from a sixteenth century treatise by one Leonard 

Digges entitled A Prognostication everlastinge of righte 

good effect. Of thunder, Digges says: 
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fit7is the quenching of fyre, in a cloude. 
Or thunder is an exhalation, hot and dry, mixt x-/ith 
moisture caryed up to tho middle Region, there 
thicked and v/rapped into a cloud, of this hotte 
matter coupled in moystnes, closed in the cloud, 
grox-zeth a strife, the he ate beatinge, and breaking 
out of the sides of ye cloud v/yth a thundringe 
nosyse. . . .^3 

Whatever the source, it should be noted that D'Amville's 

is a scientific explanation: that the thunder could 

emanate from other than natural causes is a possibility 

he xi/ill not covmtenance. 

D'Amville even goes so far as to suggest that the 

thunder has been delayed in order that it would not inter

fere with the murder of Old Montferrers. That his reasoning 

in this matter is perverse can be seen from the following 

explanation: 

'Tis a brave noise. 
And me thinks graces oxor accomplished 
Project as a peal of ordnance 
Does a triumph; it speaks encouragement. 
Now Nature shov/s thee how it favour'd our 
Performance, to forbear this noise v/hen v/e 
Set forth because it should not terrify 
My brother's going home, which v/ould have dash'd 
Our purpose—. • • • (II. iv. 152-160) 

He suggests that nature has collaborated v/ith them in the 

murder. For the delayed thunder, and for the dark night, 

D'Amville thanks nature, whom he considers a fellox̂  

conspirator. He closes this scene x̂ /ith a salute to the 

propitious dark night, v/hich he addresses as, "Thou 

beauteous mistress of a murderer" (II. iv. 179). Later, 

as D'Amville is beset by ill-fortune, he will describe the 
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night and nature in less flattering terms. 

For five of the six scenes in Act II, Charlemont 

has been absent, allowing D'Amville to intrigue xmimpeded. 

It is necessary that D'Amville's destruction come as the 

resxolt of his ov/n wickedness; therefore he must be allov/ed 

to murder and otherv/ise commit crimes against both man and 

God with x̂ /hat appears to be impunity. It is for this 

reason that Charlemont, whose presence might have deterred 

D'Amville's concupiscence, has perforce been abroad. But 

now that D'Amville has successfully murdered his father 

and disinherited him, it is time for Charlemont to come 

once again to the fore. 

The setting for scene vi is the battlefield at 

Ostend. Charlemont is talking with a sergeant v/hen, for 

the second time in this play, thunder and lightning are 

employed as devices of portent; this time it is to announce 

the coming of the ghost of Montferrers. Charlemont 

retires, and the ghost approaches his fitfully-sleeping 

son and delivers the follov/ing admonition: 

Return to Prance, for thy old father's dead 
And thou by murder disinherited. 
Attend with patience the success of things. 
But leave revenge unto the King of kings. (II. vi. 20-23) 

For the first time in the history of the revenge tragedy, 

the ghost counsels against revenge. He tells his son to 

av/ait the Judgment of Heaven. By having Charlemont eschew 

vengeance, Tourneur is free to delineate the self--destructive 
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nature of evil. Irving Ribner points out that the 

"patience" which the ghost preaches is of the religious 

sort; that is, it is an "uncomplaining acceptance of fate 

as a manifestation of divine will, coupled X7ith faith and 

hope in a future felicity promised by Christ." It is 

not, as some critics have supposed, a form of "classical 

stoicism, with its indifference both to pleasure and to 

pain."^^ 

Charlemont's f i r s t react ion to the appearance of the 

specter , i s l i g h t l y to dismiss the appari t ion as a bad 

dream: 

0 my affrighted soul, x-zhat fearful dream 
V/as this that wak'd me? Dreams are but the rais'd 
Impressions of premeditated things. 
By serious apprehension left upon 
Our minds, or else th' imaginary shapes 
Of objects proper to th' complexion or 
The dispositions of our bodies. (II. vi. 2i|.-30) 

Here, Charlemont is calling upon his mental faculties to 

present him v/ith a logical explanation of what has occurred. 

He is still nonplussed by v/hat he has seen, but he finally 

concludes that "these idle dreams / Are fabulous" 

(II. vi. lj.5-i4-6). A second visit by the ghost, however, 

convinces him: "0 pardon me. My doubtful heart was slow / 

To credit that xv̂ hich I did fear to know" (II. vi. 68-69). 



CHAPTER III 

ACT III 

Act III finds D'Amville playing the role of 

grieving brother and xmcle. The funeral is for Montferrers 

and Charlemont, who must be buried in absentia. That 

D'Amville is sufficiently humble may be seen from his 

speeches over the caskets. Again, Toiirneur utilizes 

commercial imagery; this time to portray the specious 

quality of D'Amville's sorrow: 

Set down the body. Pay earth x̂rhat she lent. 
But she shall bear a living monument 
To let succeeding ages truly know 
That she is satisfy'd what he did ov/e. 
Both principal and use, because his worth 
V/as better at his death than at his birth. (III. i. 1-6) 

D'Amville concludes his eulogy with a reference to the 

tombs—one genuine, the other symbolic--in which Montferrers 

and Charlemont are to be buried: 

. . . So that on 
These two Herculean pillars, where their armes 
Are plac'd; there may be v/rit, Non ultra. For 
Beyond their lives, as well for youth as age. 
Nor young nor old, in merit or in name. 
Shall e'er exceed their virtues or their fame. 

(III. i. l]-3-l|-8) 

Peter Murray thinks that v/hat D'Amville is attempting to 

do here, xinder the pretext of praising his victims, is to 

forever seal their tombs. The "Non ultra" on the funeral 

monuments echoes the ancient belief that nothing lay beyond 

27 
the Straits of Gibraltar. D'Amville x̂ /ould have the 

interment of his brother and nephex-/ final. On this account 

31̂  
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he assures himself that 

'Tis done. Thus fair accompliments make foul 
Deeds gracious. Charlemont, come now x/hen t' xvou't 
I've bury'd under these tv/o marble stones 
Thy living hopes and thy dead father's bones. 

(III. i. I1-9-52) 

Soon after the finieral, Charlemont returns home 

and immediately encounters the funeral monuments: 

0, here's the fatal monument of my 
Dead father first presented to mine eye. 
V/hat's here? In memory of Charlemont? 
Some false relation has abus'd belief. 
I am. deluded. But I thank thee. Heaven. 
For ever let me be deluded thus. (III. i. 65-70) 

Then, as chance v/ill have it, he catches sight of 

Castabella mourning at his tomb. She forthwith sv/oons at 

his approach. After she revives, she tells him of her 

enforced marriage to Rousard and of his disinheritance at 

the hands of his uncle. In order to make Charlemont'3 

triumph in the end greater, Tourneur has compounded his 

injuries. His complaint against all that has befallen him 

is in the tradition of his famous prototype. Job: 

Of all men's griefs must mine be singular? 
Without example? Here I met my grave. 
And all men's v/oes are bury'd i» their graves 
But mine. In mine my miseries are born. 
I prithee, sorrow, leave a little room 
In my confounded and tormented mind 
For understanding to deliberate 
The cause or author of this accident— (III. i. I3O-I37) 

At this critical moment, Charlemont has forgotten his 

father's injxonction against personal revenge: 
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A close advantage of my absence made 
To dispossess me both of land and wife. 
And all the profit does arise to him 
By whom my absence was first mov'd and urg'd. 
These circumistances, uncle, tell me you 
Are the suspected author of those wrongs, 
V/hereof the lightest is more heavy than 
The strongest patience can endure to bear. 

(III. i. 138-114.5) 

This speech is a natural reaction on the part of Charlemont; 

it is to be, however, one of the last times that he exhibits 

a truly human response to what D'Amville has done. Charle

mont' s verisimilitude must be sacrificed to the needs of 

didacticism. 

V/hen confronted by Charlemont, D'Amville counter

feits a belief that he has seen a ghost: "V/hat art thou? 

stay I Assist my troubled sense. / My apprehension will 

distract me. Stay" (III. ii. 18-19). Sebastian, in an 

attempt to confirm the terrestrial composition of Charle

mont, strikes him. He is answered in turn by blows from 

Charlemont, who sv/ears that, "Revenge, to thee I'll dedicate 

this work" (III. ii. 31). But before Charlemont can carry 

out his act of revenge, the ubiquitous ghost materializes 

again, and enjoins his son, for the second time, to avoid 

murder in the name of revenge: 

Hold, CharlemontI 
Let him revenge my mxu?der and thy wrongs 
To whom the Justice of revenge belongs. (III. ii. 32-3ll-) 

Charlemont accedes, but not x̂ /ithout giving vent to this 

puzzled expression of his dilemma: "You torture me between 
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the passion of / My blood and the religion of my soul" 

(III. ii. 35-36); henceforth it is to be "the religion of 

my soul" that is to be the ruling passion in Charlemont. 

D'Amville quickly seizes upon this affront to his 

son as an excuse to incarcerate Charlemont: 

What, wounded? Apprehend him. Sir, is this 
Your salutation for the courtesy 
I did you when we paj?ted last? You ha' 
Forgot I lent you a thousand crovms. [̂ o the Officers] 

First let -̂  
Him answer for this riot. When the law 
Is satisfy'd for that, an action for 
His debt shall clap him up again. fTo Gharlemontf| 

I toc5k 
You for a spirit, and I'll conjure you 
Before I ha' done. (III. ii. 38-!|6} 

With the money that his father has given him to salve his 

injuries, Sebastian straightway buys Charlemont's freedom. 

To Sebastian's inquiries into v/hether he is dejected or 

disconsolate, Charlemont replies: 

No, Sir. I have a heart above the reach 
Of thy most violent maliciousness, 
A fortitude in scorn of thy contempt— 
Since Fate is pleas'd to have me suffer it— 
That can bear more than thou hast power t' inflict. 
I was a baron; that thy father has 
Depriv'd me of. Instead of that I am 
Created king. I've lost a signory 
That was confin'd within a piece of earth, 
A wart upon the body of the world. 
But now I am an emp'ror of a v/orld. 
This little world of man. My passions are 
My subjects, and I can command them laugh, 
V/hilst thou dost tickle 'em to death x-zith misery. 

(III. iii. 3l̂ --lf7) 

This speech reflects how totally Charlemont has accepted 

the Christian notion of peaceful forbearance; he has 
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achieved a spiritual resolution. It is assumed that this 

sudden spiritual conversion has occurred during Charlemont's 

imprisonment. He is now imbued v/ith the strength of a 

Christian martyr, and this fact will become especially 

clear later when he cheerfully ascends the gallows. He 

is nox̂  convinced that everything that has happened to him, 

and is to happen to him, is the result of divine will; 

therefore he has become quiescent in the knowledge that 

D'Amville will be punished; and that he v/ill find eternal 

felicity, if not earthly. He voices the Renaissance belief 

in the v/orth of man, and avers that a signory is a small 

price to pay for spiritual serenity. 

Castabella importunes D'Amville to release Charle

mont, and as a tactic coins another water metaphor in v/hich 

rain represents "hujnan bounty bestov/ed in response to 

God":^^ 

Dear sir, since by your greatness you 
Are nearer heav'n in place, be nearer it 
In goodness. Rich men should transcend the poor 
As clouds the earth, rais'd by the comfort of 
The sxin to water dry and barren groxmds. (III. iv. Il|.-l8) 

Their conversation is interrupted by the entrance of 

Charlemont and Sebastian, and D'i\mville decides that it 

might be wise to "temporize." He insists that he intended 

to release Charlemont, and he adopts Castabella's metaphor 

of the sun: 
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Nephev/, had not his open freedom made 
My disposition known, I x̂ rould ha' borne 
The course and inclination of my love 
According to the motion of the sxm. 
Invisibly enjoy'd and understood. (III. iv. 33-37) 

He continues his attempts to assuage Charlemont's 

suspicions by insisting that things v/ere really not as they 

had seemed: 

I will excuse you. 
To lose a father and, as you may think. 
Bo disinherited, it must be granted. 
Are motives to impatience. But for death, 
V/ho can avoid it? And for his estate. 
In the uncertainty of both your lives 
'Twas done discreetly to confer't upon 
A knov/n successor, being the next in blood. 
And one, dear nephew, whom in time to come 
You shall have cause to thank. I will not be 
Your dispossessor, but yoxir guardian. 
I v/ill supply your father's vacant place. 
To guide your green improvidence of youth 
And make you ripe for your inheritance. (III. iv. li.O-53) 

Charlemont is easily deceived by the atheist's artful 

protestations, and fatuously places himself in the hands 

of his malevolent uncle: "Sir, I embrace your gen'reus 

promises" (III. iv. Sk)• 

The first tangible evidence that D'Amville is not 

to go unpunished is supplied by his son, Rousard, who has 

become ill: 

A gen'ral v/eal<ness did sxirprise my health 
The very day I marry'd Castabella, 
As if my siclaaess v/ere a punishment 
That did arrest me for some injxiry 
I then committed. (III. iv. 63-67) 

This strange malady is unexplained; it has, hov/ever, 

prevented Rousard and Castabella from consuiznating their 
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marriage. It will be remembered that D'Amville's conception 

of immortality is that in the continuance of his family 

lies a man's only possibility for "eternity." This 

mysterious sickness that has beset Rousard means that, 

at least for the present, he can have no children. 



CHAPTER IV 

ACT IV 

In the second scene of Act IV, D'Amville begins to 

plot against Charlemont's life. He tells Borachio that 

That fellow's life, Borachio, 
Like a superflous letter in the law. 
Endangers our assurance. (IV. ii. 7-9) 

By "a superflous letter in the law," D'Amville means that 

an extra letter added inappropriately to a written law 

might radically change the meaning of the law, and thus 

endanger those to whom the law is to apply. D'Amville 

tells Borachio that Charlemont has gone for a walk in the 

churchyard, to which Borachio replies: 

The churchyard? This is the fittest place for death. 
Perhaps he's praying. Then he's fit to die. 
V/e'11 send him charitably to his grave. (IV. ii. 15-17) 

This passage brings to mind Hamlet's hesitation to murder 
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Claudius while he is at his prayers. ' On being left alone, 
D'Amville expresses concern over his posterity: 

But let me call my projects to accoxont. 
For what effect and end I have engag'd 
Myself in all this blood. To leave a state 
To the succession of my proper blood. 
But how shall that succession be continu'd? 
Not in my elder son, I fear. Disease 
And v/eakness have disabled him for issue. 
For th' t'other, his loose humoiu? v/ill endure 
No bond of marriage. And I doubt his life; 
His spirit is so boldly dangerous. 
0 pity that the profitable end 
Of such a prosp'rous murder should be lostI 
Natxire forbid. (IV. ii. 29-l|-l) 

He is suddenly struck with an idea: he will commit incest 
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with Castabella. His rationale for allowing himself to 

take part in such an act is completely distorted, but 

D'Amville's atheism excepts him from the rules of moral 

law; consequently, his decision is accompanied by no pangs 

of conscience: 

I hope to have a body 
That will not suffer me to lose my labour 
For v/ant of issue yet. But then 't must be 
A bastard. Tush, they only father bastards-
That father other men's begettings. DaughterI 
Be it mine ovm, let it come x̂ rhence it will. 
I am resolv'd. Daughter I (IV. ii. i|.l-ij.6) 

Scene iii takes place in an orthodox Kydian setting— 

the graveyard. The speech v/hich follov/s shows the extent 

to x-fhich Charlemont has become the esponsor of the spirit 

of contemptus mundi: 

That man with so much labour should aspire 
To X"/orldly height, v/hen in the hxomble earth 
The x>/orld's condition's at the bestl Or scorn 
Inferior men, since to be lower than 
A worm is to be higher than a king. (IV. iii. 17-22) 

Charlemont recognizes Heaven as the only goal worthy of 

man's aspiration; thus he scorns all worldly pursxiits, 

v/hich he sees as only ephemeral. His reverie is disturbed 

by the discharge of Borachio's pistol. Fortunately, the 

pistol misfires, and Charlemont grapples X'/ith his assailant, 

who is slain. Borachio is the first of the atheists to 

meet a fitting end; the others are to follov/ shortly. 

Charlemont's reaction to this encounter is one of pertxirba-

tion: 
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What, have I kill'd him? V^atsoe'er thou beest, 
I would thy hand had prosper'd, for I was 
Unfit to live and v/ell prepar'd to die. 
V/hat shall I do? Accuse myself, submit 
Me to the lax-/, and that v/ill qxiickly end 
This violent increase of misery. 
But 'tis a murder to be accessory 
To mine ov/n death. I will not. I will take 
This opportunity to 'scape. It may 
Be Heaven reserves me to some better end. 

(IV. iii. 25-3I1-) 

It is xjinfortunate—considering his premise of maintaining 

complete passivity for Charlemont—that Tourneur should 

find it necessary to have Charlemont kill, even in self-

defense. One might argue, hoxvever, that in this instance 

Charlemont is acting merely as an instrument of divine 

retribution. 

Concurrent to the preceding action is that of 

D'Amville's attempted seduction of Castabella. Her 

response to his proposition is an astonished: "Are y' a 

devil or a man" (IV. iii. 97)• D'Amville replies: 

A man, and such a man as can return 
Thy entertaiimient with as prodigal. 
A body as the covetous desire 
Of woman ever was delighted x-/ith; 
So that, besides the full performance of 
Thy empty husband's duty, thou shalt have 
The Joy of children to continue the 
Succession of thy blood; for the appetite 
That steals her pleasure, draws the forces of 
The body to an xmited strength and puts 
'Em together into action. 
Never fails of procreation. 
All the purposes of man 
Aim but at one of these tx-/o ends, pleasirre 
Or profit, and in this one sv/eet conjunction 
Of our loves they both x̂ /ill meet. V/ould it 
Not grieve thee that a stranger to thy blood 
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Should lay the first foxmdation of his house 
Upon the ruins of thy family? (IV. iii. 98-II6) 

Surely this attempt at v/ooing is one of the most unusual 

examples ever. D'Amville is not a sensual atheist, nor 

is his approach to love that of a sensualist. He woiad 

win Castabella not by sweet words and protestations of 

3-Ove; but, rather, he hopes to convince her of the practical 

necessity of this illicit union. To Castabella's depre

cation of incest, he riposts: 

Incest, tushl 
These distances affinity observes 
Are articles of bondage cast upon 
Oxir freedoms by our ovm subjections. 
Natixre allows a gen'ral liberty 
Of generation to all creatures else. 
Shall man, to whose command and use all creatures 
V̂Tere made subject, be less free than they? 

(IV. ill. 12I1.-130) 

Once again D'Amville turns to nature for a corroboration 

of one of his argx;iments. Again he equates man with the 

beasts, and insists that it is only man's faculty for 

reasoning that distinguishes him. In essence, he is 

denying that man is endowed xvith that spiritual quality 

which Christians believe separates mankind from the animals. 

D'Amville scoffs at Castabella's pleas for divine 

protection: "Nay then invoke / Your great suppos'd 

protector" (IV. iii. 158-159). This confession of atheism 

amazes Castabella, and the thxmder-lightning motif appears 

again as Castabella supplicates for divine intervention: 



Suppos'd protector? Are y' an atheist? Then 
I knox7 my prayers and tears are spent in vain. 
0 patient Heaven, why dost thou not express 
Thy v/rath in thunderbolts, to tear the frame 
Of man in pieces? How can earth endure 
The bxirden of this x̂ îckedness v/ithout 
An earthquake, or the angry face of Heav'n 
Be not enflam'd x/ith lightning? (IV. iii. 160-167) 

As D'Amville is about to force himself upon Castabella, 

Charlemont, in disguise, enters and frightens the would-be 

rapist away. To the criticisms that Tovirnexir's dependence 

upon chance vitiates the plot, one could argue that what 

appears to be chance is, on the contrary, intended to 

represent a divine manipulation of events. It is not mere 

chance that Montferrers makes his v/ill in favour of D'Amville 

the moment he hears of Charlemont's death; that the night 

is dark and stormy v/hen the party sets out for home; that 

the servants are all drxmk and bellicose and put out their 

torches so that the murder can be committed x-/ithout detec

tion; that Charlemont hears of the death tlirough the inter

vention of his father's ghost; that Borachio»s pistol 

misfires; that Charlemont is nearby to prevent tho rape of 

Castabella; and finally, that D'Amville kills himself 

instead of Charlopiont.-̂  These events are all a part of 

Tournexjr's design to shov/ the miraculous manner in x/hich 

evil destroys itself; that they should seem improbable is 

intentional. Because D'Amville is evil, he must bring 

ruin upon himself; but his fall is ordained and directed 

by Heaven. 
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Charlemont's Christian faith has become so intense 

that he now welcomes the tribulations that have befallen 

him, and he cheerfully faces the prospect of death: 

For all my v/rongs I thank thee, gracious Heav'n; 
Th' hast made me satisfaction, to reserve 
Me this blessed pxirpose. Nov/, sweet, death, 
I'll bid thee welcome. Come, I'll guard thee home. 
And then I'll cast myself into the arms 
Of apprehension, that the law may make 
This worthy work the crown of all my actions. 
Being the best and last. (IV. iii. 178-I85) 

He is at last fully aware that it is D'Amville who is the 

author of all his misfortune; yet he is content to remain 

passive and do nothing. In fact, he has become so mes

merized by his role as the patient, suffering Christian 

that he proposes to surrender himself to the atheist: 

My life he seeks. I would he had it, since 
He has depriv'd me of those blessings that 
Should make me love it. Come, I'll give it him. 

(IV. iii. 191-193) 

In the meantime, D'Amville, having been imnerved 

by his confrontation with Charlemont (who, by the way, 

was disguised as his father), is v/andering distractedly 

about the graveyard. He comes upon one of the death's 

heads that decorate the tombs, and starts: 

V/hy dost thou stare upon me? Thou aj?t not 
The skull of him I murder'd. V-Zhat hast thou 
To do to vex my conscience? Sure thou wert 
The head of a most dogged usurer, 
Th' art so uncharitable. And that bawd. 
The sky there, she could shut the v/indox-/s and 
The doors of this great chamber of the v/orld. 
And draw the curtains of the clouds betv/een 
Those lights and me about this bed of earth, 
V/hen that same strumpet. Murder, and myself 



kl 
Committed sin together. Then she could 
Leave us i' the dark till the close deed 
V/as done, but now that I begin to feel 
The loathsome horror of my sin and, like 
A lecher empty'd of his lust, desire 
To bxiry my face under my eyebroxi/s and 
V/ould steal from my shame unseen, she meets me 
I' the face v/ith all her light corrupted eyes 
To challenge payment o' me. (IV. iii. 211-229) 

For the first time, D'Amville has foimd nature wanting. 

Compare this speech with that in scene iv of Act II, in 

which D'Amville speaks of the night as his "beauteous 

mistress." But the night is now a "bawd"; for, at the 

very time that D'Amville would hide his guilt, the heavens 

are filled with stars that pierce the gloom of undiscovered 

guilt. The light-dark imagery is again prominent, v/ith 

the light of the stars representing a revelation of the 

undetected crimes of D'Amville. D'Amville's metaphors are 

a renewal of the house imagery; this time, however, instead 

of the building images, D'Amville likens the night to a 

bedroom in a brothel. He feels that nature has betrayed 

him, and this betrayal leaves him as disconsolate as any 

man who has ever found his religion to be false. He has 

discovered that his major premise of existence is mistaken: 

that is, that fortuna favet fortibus. 

With his faith in the mechanical lav/s of nature 

shaken, D'Amville begins to v/aver. One of the traits 

attributed to the seventeenth century atheists was 

cowardice; they were said to have an inordinate fear of 
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termerarious D'Amville: 

V/hy, was I born a coward? 
He lies that says so. Yet the coxmt'nance of 
A bloodless worm might ha» the courage now 
To turn my blood to water. The trembling motion 
Of an aspen leaf would make me, like 
The shadow of that leaf, lie shaking tinder 't. 
I could now commit a murder, v/ere 
It but to drink the fresh warm blood of him 
I murder'd, to supply the x̂ ant and weakness 
0' mine ovm, 'tis grown so cold and phlegmatic. 

(IV. iii. 23lj--2l|.3) 

D'Amville's concern that his crimes may not go unpimished 

is reflected in the folloX'/ing outcry: 

0 x̂ ere my body circx;imvolv'd 
V/ithin that cloud, that when the thxmdor tears 
His passage open, it might scatter me 
To nothing in the air J (IV. iii. 2l}.8-25l) 

For one who has been obsessed v/ith the need for earthly 

power, this plea for oblivion is, indeed, a remarkable 

change. Irving Ribner thinks that this passage may be 

reminiscent of the classical legend in x̂ /hich Jove destroys 

the giants who v/arred against him. He suggests that 

Tournexir Intended for this speech to foreshadoxi " . . . 

D'Amville's similar destruction as the foe of God."-' 

V̂hen D'Amville comes upon Charlemont and Castabella 

sleeping peacefully in the graveyard (here, Tournexu:» 

stretches one's patience a bit far), his misgivings about 

the omniscience of his knox/ledge assail him afresh: 

Asleep? So soxmdly? And so sx̂ /oetly upon 
death's heads. And in a place so full of fear and 
and horror? Sure there if? some other happiness 
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within the freedom of the conscience than my 
knov/ledge e'er attained to. (IV. iii. 28I1.-287) 

As Act IV drax̂ rs to a close, the wrath of Heaven 

overtakes several of the play's other atheists. Although 

the doxmfall of the arch-fiend, D'Amville, is Tourneur's 

primary concern, the other heretics must not be allowed 

to escape chastisement. Adherring to the Kydian formula 

of multiple murders and at least one suicide, Toxirneur 

disposes of Baron Belforest, Levidulcia, and Sebastian in 

the fifth scene. The Baron discovers Sebastian and Levi-

dulcia together under rather indiscreet circumstances; the 

men fight, and both are slain. The consequences of 

Sebastian's death entail much more than the death of one 

of the minor atheists; his death is a blow to D'Amville 

himself, who sees in his sons the Justification for all he 

has done. This paper has devoted little or no attention 

to the minor characters of the play; but Levidulcia's 

final speech is worthy of no little consideration, because 

in it is the consummation of the v/ater-blood symbolism. 

The Christian looks upon x̂ âter as redemptive, whereas to 

the atheist water is destructive. Levidulcia gazes upon 

the bodies of the fallen men and sees: 

Their blood rxms out in rivers, and my lust 
The fountain when it flov/s? (IV. v. 61j.-65) 

Now I can v/eep. But v/hat can tears do good? 
V/hen I x-zeep only water, they x̂ eep blood. 
But could I make an ocean liith my tears. 
That on the flood this broken vessel of 



50 

My body, laden heavy x̂ ith light lust. 
Might suffer shipv/reck and so droxm my shame. 
Then x̂ reeping were to purpose; but alas. 
The sea wants v/ater enough to v/ash away 
The foulness of my name. (IV. v. 71-79) 

Levidulcia sees her ox̂ m lust as the foxmtain from whence 

runs the blood of the slain men. She likens the blood to 

water that emanates from a fountain, rims as a river, and 

then enters the sea of death. With her tears she v/ould 

create the ocean, and her body would become a vessel to 

float thereon in order that she might be shipv/recked and 

sink into obscurity. For the second time, an atheist has 

cried for some x/ay to become a complete nonentity. This 

metaphysical recantation ends with Levidulcia taking her 

ovm life: 

Must my life 
Be made the world's example? Since it must. 
Then thus in detestation of my deed. 
To make th' example move more forcibly 
To virtue, thus I seal it with a death 
As full of horror as my life of sin. (IV. v. 81-86) 



CHAPTER V 

ACT V 

At the beginning of the fifth act, D'Amville is 

coimting the pieces of gold which have come to him as a 

result of Charlemont's disinheritance. His insouciance 

has obviously returned; for, as he fondles his gold, he 

attacks the astrologers, who seek in the stars the answers 

to men's fortunes: 

Here sounds a music whose melodious touch 
Like angels' voices ravishes the sense. 
Behold, thou ignorant astronomer, 
V/hose wand'ring specxilation seeks among 
The planets for men's fortunesl With amazement 
Behold thine error and be planet-struck. (V. i. 8-13) 

He declares that it is gold and not the stars that controls 

man's fate: 

These are the stars Xi/hose operations make 
The fortunes and the destinies of men. 
Yond' lesser eyes of Heav'n, like subjects rais'd 
Into their lofty houses when their prince 
Rides underneath th' ambition of their loves. 
Are moxinted only to behold the face 
Of yoxir more rich imperious eminence 
V/ith xmprevented sight. (V. i. llj.-2l) 

Nox-j fully recovered from his experience in the graveyard, 

D'Amville again confidently champions his belief that what 

happens to a man is subject to his control: 

These £the gold] are the stars, the ministers of fate. 
And man's high wisdom the superior pov/er 

To which their forces are subordinate. (V. i, 2l|.-26) 

V/hat he is saying is that man need not be vxUnerable to 

the vicissitudes of any power so capricious as Fate; the 
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power--his mind, that is—lies within man to dictate his 

ovm futxire. Again D'Amville has disclaimed the possibility 

of any preternatural force in the xmiverse that concerns 

itself with the lot of man. 

The ghost of Montferrers puts in his final appearance 

immediately following this speech of D'Amville's. He 

warns D'Amville of his subsequent end, and calls him a fool 

for his refusal to believe in a divine presence in the 

universe: 

D'Amville, with all thy x̂ isdom th' art a fool. 
Not like those fools that we term innocents. 
But a most x̂ retched miserable fool, 
V/hich instantly, to the confusion of 
Thy projects, with despair thou shalt behold. 

(V. i. 27-31) 

D'Amville wakes from his sleep, troubled; but he still 

clings steadfastly to his belief that he can deal with any 
untoward event that may come his v/ay: 

V/hat foolish dream dares interrupt my rest 
To my confusion? Hoxv can that be, since 
My purposes have hitherto been borne 
V/ith prosp'rous Judgment to secure success--
Which nothing lives to dispossess me of 
But apprehend Charlemont, and him 
This brain has made the happy instrument 
To free suspicion, to annihilate 
All interest and title of his oxm. 
To seal up my assurance and confirm 
My absolute possession by the lav/. (V. i. 32-l|.2) 

Apparently his defiance of God has not been diminished by 

x/hat has occurred hitherto, because he slanders the 

religious, calls religion a "fantastic providence," and 

praises his successes: 
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Thus while the simple, honest v/orshipper 
Of a fantastic providence groans under 
The burden of neglected misery. 
My real xvisdom has rais'd up a state 
That shall eternize my posterity. (V. i. li.3-lj-7) 

As if in response to D'Araville's challenge, the 

servants enter carrying the body of Sebastian. D'Amville's 

misery is compounded; for at that very moment, from 

off-stage, come the groans of the stricken Rousard. The 

hegemony of the apostate is at an end, and he laments: 

"Tho cries of mandrakes never touch'd the ear / V/ith more 

sad horror than that voice does mine" (V. i. 56-57)• This 

allusion to mandrakes is explained by Irving Ribner, xfho 

points out that this plant " . . . was said to have sprung 

in damp grounds from the seed of executed felons, to 

shriek when pulled out of the groxmd, causing any who 

heard it to go mad, and to possess various medicinal 

32 powers."-^ 

With one son dead and the second dying, D'Amville 

has come upon a situation x/ith v/hich his all-powerful mind 

cannot cope. The doctor explains that 

. . . these bodies are depriv'd of all 
The radical ability of natxire. 
The heat of life is utterly extinguish'd 
Nothing remains within the pov/er of man 
That can restore them. (V. i. 8I}.-88) 

Ironically, the one pox>rer capable of saving his sons has 

been alienated by the imperious atheist. D'Amville is 

overv/helmed by this sudden ond imoxpected disaster, and 



5k-

compares his dying son to the disintegration of a house— 

the house that has been symbolic of his successful 

machinations: 

His gasping sighs are like the falling noise 
Of some great building x-zhen the groxindv/ork breaks. 
On these tv/o pillars stood the stately frame 
And architecture of my lofty house. 
An earthquake shakes 'em; the foxmdation shrinks. 
Dear Natxu?e, in v/hose honour I have rais'd 
A v/ork of glory to posterity, 
0 bury not the pride of that great action 
Under the fall and ruin of itself. (V. i. 75-83) 

Yet D'Amville remains unconverted; he prays still to 

Nature—not Heaven. In his desperation he implores the 

doctor to take his gold, and produce from it a life-giving 

elixir: 

Take this gold; extract 
The spirit of it, and inspire new life 
Into their bodies. (V. i. 88-90) 

The Elizabethans believed that the elixir of gold had 

medicinal pox̂ êrs.""̂-'̂  Here is grand irony that D'Amville 

should attempt to use the gold, v/hich he considers the 

source of all pov/er, in a vain attempt to save the lives 

of his sons. 

To the doctor's reply that nothing can save his 

sons, D'Amvillo counters v/ith: 

You ha' not yet examin'd the true state 
And constitution of their bodies. Sure, 
You ha' not. I'll reserve their v/aters till 
The morning. Q,U€)stionloss, their urines will 
Inform you better. (V. i. 91-9l̂ ) 



This preposterous declaration elicits nothing more than 

laughter from the doctor. D'Ainville • s once-fine mind, 

which would have never allov/ed such folly, is faltering 

xmder its onerous burden of remorse; and the atheist 

senses his own incapacity: 

Dost laugh. 
Thou villain? Must my wisdom that has been 
The object of men's admiration now 
Become the subject of thy laxighter? (V. i. 95-98) 

Rousard dies; and, with his faith in nature rudely 

shattered, D'Â iiville finally admits that there must be 

some power that controls a natixre which he had thought to 

be purely mechanistic: 

0 there expires the date 
Of my posterity. Can Natxire be 
So simple or malicious to destroy 
The reputation of her proper memory? 
She cannot. Sure there is some power above 
Here that controls her force. (V. i. 99-10l|.) 

To the doctor goes the responsibility for delineating 

the standard seventeenth centxiry refutation of atheism: 

A power above Nature? 
Doubt you that, my lord? Consider but 
V/hence man receives his body and his form: 
Not from corruption like some worms and flies. 
But only from the generation of 
A man, for Nature never did bring forth 
A man without a man; nor could the first 
Man, being but the passive subject, not 
The active mover, be the maker of 
Himself; so of necessity there must 
Be a superior power to Nature. (V. i. 10lj.-lllj.) 

The doctor's answer contains a complete rejection of the 

atheist's creed. He posits the belief that natxire did not 
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create itself; therefore there must have been an "active 

mover" of creation, which he believes to be God. Since 

God created natxu?e, it is reasonable to assixiTie that it is 

governed by a divine v/ill v/hose moral laws must be obeyed; 

the price of disobedience to these laws, according to 

seventeenth century moralists, is destruction.^.^ 

A corollary to D'Amville's rejection of nature is 

his disenchantment v/ith his own reason as an infallible 

guide: 

Now to myself I am ridiculous. 
Nature, thou art a traitor to my soul. 
Thou hast abus'd my trust. I will complain 
To a superior coxirt to right my x̂ rong. 
I'll prove thee a forger of false assurances. 
In yond' Star Chamber thou shalt ansv/er it. 
V/ithdraw the bodies. 0 the sense of death 
Begins to trouble my distracted soul. (V. i. 115-122) 

Toxirnexir introduces a new metaphor into this speech by 

D'Amville: the imagery of Jurisprudence. His allusion 

to "yond' Star Chamber" is probably a reference to the 

Star Chamber of England, v/hich was the highest appellate 

court in the land. More literally, D'Amville is referring 

to the heavens. Earlier, D'Amville had insisted that it 

v/as the gold coins, and not the stars that were the true 

ministers of fate. The stars have been a constant motif 

throughout this play; their existence has been an ever-

present reminder of Heavenly cognizance of the atheists' 

activities; and concomitant to D'Amville's nascent enlighten* 

ment comes his av/areness of the stars as celestrial 
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revelations of the divine presence. It is ironic that 

D'Ainville should appeal to Heaven, for it is Heaven that 

is soon to Judge him and pass a sentence of doom upon him. 

The final scene of the play opens x̂ ith the 

punishment of the remaining sensual atheists, Snuffe, 

Gataplasma, Soquette, and Fresco. D'Amville's final 

Judgment must ax̂ rait the meting out of Justice to these 

minor evildoers. The following sentence is passed upon 

the sensualists for the parts that they played in causing 

the fatal altercation between Belforest and Sebastian: 

Receive yoxir sentence. 
Your goods, since they v/ere gotten by that means 
V/hich brings diseases, shall be turn'd to th' use 
Of hospitals; you carted through the streets 
According to the common shame of strum.pets. 
Your bodies whipp'd till v/ith the loss of blood 
You faint under the hand of punishment. 
Then, that the necessary force of want 
May not provoke you to youi' former life. 
You shall be set to painful labour, whose 
Penxn?ious gains shall only give you food 
To hold up nature, mortify yoxu* flesh. 
And make you fit for a repentant end. (V. ii. 29-l]-l) 

This harsh sentence is Tourneur's warning to the xmgodly. 

For the mendacious clergyman, SnuTfe, there awaits a 

special atonement. It seems that this Snuffe (the name 

refers to the bxirnt part of a candle) was once a candle-

maker before Belforest made a clergyman of him. In light 

of this information, the Judge decrees that Snuffe shall 

retxirn to his former profession: 
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Monsieur Snxiffe, 
Back to yoxu? candle-making. You may give • 
The v/orld more light with that than either x̂ ith 
Instruction or th' example of your life. (V, ii. 63-66) 

Having thus dispensed x-/ith the minor atheists, 

Tournexir devotes the remainder of the play to a depiction 

of the arch-miscreant's end. The stage directions picture 

D'Amville's final entrance as follov/s: "Enter D'Amville 

distractedly, with the hearses of his two sons borne after 

him" (V. ii.). His first words are, "Judgment, Judgment" 

(V. ii. 68). This demand is quite ironic, because 

D'Amville is calling for the very thing he shoxild assiduous

ly avoid. The atheist x-/ould knov/ of the Judges why this 

catastrophe has befallen him: 

This is the case, my lord: my providence, 
Ev'n in a moment, by the only hurt 
Of one, or txi/o, or three at most--and those 
Put quickly out o' pain too, mark me; I 
Had wisely rais'd a competent estate 
To my posterity; and is there not 
More v/isdom and more charity in that. 
Than for your lordship, or your father, or 
Yoxir grandsire to prolong the torment and 
The rack of rent from age to age upon 
Yoxir poor penurious tenants, yet perhaps 
Without a penny profit to your heir? (V. ii. 71-82) 

D'Amville compares the wrong that he has done to the rent 

practices of the nobility. He insists that he has harmed 

only a tew and that their suffering was short-lived, 

v/hereas the landlords increase the misery of their tenants 

manifold. The atheist argues that all the evil he has done 

has been in the narae of his posterity, while much of the 
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nobility has been guilty of selfish profiteering. He asks, 

then, if his transgressions are not a little less culpable 

than those of the other nobility, because his motives v/ere 

somexfhat purer. D'Amville cannot understand why, if he 

is less guilty than the others (and he believes himself 

to be), he is suddenly bereft of both sons: 

. . . why, I would 
Fain know why your lordship lives to make 
A second generation from your father. 
And the whole fry of my posterity 
Extinguish'd in a moment, not a brat 
Left to succeed me—I would fain know that. (V, ii. 89-9lj.) 

D'Amville proceeds to take his seat with the Judges 

who are to sit in Judgment of Charlemont for the murder of 

Borachio. A parallel situation exists here: D'Amville 

is sitting in Judgment of Charlemont, and is, in fact, 

himself being tried at the selfsame moment. 

To the utter perturbation of the atheist, 

Charlemont embraces the prospect of his death: 

D'Amville, to show thee with what light respect 
I value death and thy insulting pride. 
Thus, like a warlike navy on the sea. 
Bound for the conquest of some v/ealthy land 
Pass'd through the stormy troubles of this life 
And now arriv'd upon the armed coast. 
In expectation of the victory 
V/hose honour lies beyond this exigent. 
Through mortal danger, with an active spirit. 
Thus I aspire to undergo my death. (V. ii. 121-130) 

This speech should be compared x̂ ith that of Levidulcia 

(IV. v. 61-79) in v/hich she employs the metaphor of the 

sea voyage to represent her final disintegration. For 
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the broken vessels of the atheists, Charlemont substitutes 

a "warlike navy" bent on some foreign conquest. His naval 

metaphor affirms a belief that beyond the sea of death 

lies "eternity" for the Christian. 

This alacrity of spirit in the face of death 

confoxmds D'Amville to the extent that he woxild turn 

vivisectionist in ordor to discover that quality which is 

the source of Charlemont's coxirage. Accordingly, he re

quests that Charlemont's body be delivered to him after 

the execution: 

I would find out by his anatomy 
V/hat thing there is in Natxire more exact 
Than in the constitution of myself. 
Methinks my parts and my dimensions are 
As many, as large, as v/ell compos'd as his. 
And yet in me the resolution v/ants 
To die with that assurance as he does. 
The cause of that in his anatomy 

I would find out. (V. ii. Il|.5»l52) 

But Tournexir v/ill not allox̂  D'Amville to die an unregenerate 

atheist. Ribner observes that "because he is an atheist 

the destruction of D'Amville is inevitable, but v/e must 

note that in spite of his damnation he is no longer an 

atheist x̂ hen he dies. His final recognition of the provi

dence of God is in accord v/ith a v/idespread Renaissance 

3^ 

belief that few men died atheists. . . ."•̂ '̂  It is, there

fore, no major surprise whon D'Amville asks Charlemont to 

teach him the secret of his fortitude: 
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I have bethought me of a better v/ay. 
Nephew, we must confer. Sir, I am groxm 
A wond'rous student now o' late. My wit 
Has reach'd beyond the scope of Nature; yet 
For all my learning I am still to seek 
From whence the peace of conscience shoxild proceed. 

(V. ii. 15I1.-159) 

Charlemont is xmable to give the atheist 

satisfaction, and he calls for x-/ine to fortify his spirits: 

This argx;mient of death congeals my blood. 
Cold fear, with apprehension of thy end. 
Hath frozen up the rivers of my veins. 
I must drink v/ine to v/arm me and dissolve 
The obstruction, or an apoplexy will 
Possess me. (V. ii. 198-203) 

The servants bring forth the wine; but to D'Amville's 

guilt-racked mind, the wine appears to be blood: "Dost 

bring mo blood to drink" (V. ii. 20lj.). In order to 

continue this didactic situation in v/hich the relative 

merits of the tx̂ o opposing creeds are placed yis-ji-vis, 

Tourneur has Charlemont request a glass of water; the 

doxmiing of which is accompanied by the follox«/ing Jibe at 

the atheist: 

Come, thou clear emblem of cool temperance. 
Be thou my x̂ itness that I use no art 
To force my courage, nor have need of helps 
To raise my spirits, like thou v/eaker men 
V/ho mix their blood v/ith wine, and out of that 
Adxilterate conjxinction do beget 
A bastard valour. (V. ii. 210-216) 

D'Amville snatches the axe from the hands of the 

executioner and vox>/s that, "The instrutuent that strikes 

my nephew's blood / Shall be as noble as his blood" 

(V. ii. 227-228). But at the very moment he is about to 
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strike Charlemont, he staggers from the effects of the wine 

and strikes out his oxm brains. It is fitting that his 

death should come as the result of drunkenness, for he 

used the influence of wine as an instrument to murder 

Montferrers. This incredible end of the apostate's is not 

to be construed as the result of a flagging imagination 

on the part of the dramatist. On the contrary, it is the 

only appropriate end to a play dedicated to the proposition 

that evil destroys itself. 

This supposition can be supported by a remark that 

one of the Judges makes to D'Amville. The atheist demands 

to know x̂rho is responsible for what has happened to him, 

and the Judge volxmteers: "None but yourself, my lord" 

(V. ii. 21}!}.) • D'Amville equivocates as ho replies: "I 

thought he was / A murderer that did it" (V. ii. 2li.5). 

To the Judge's assertion that "God forbid" such to be the 

case, D'Apiville vehemently retxirns (V. ii. 2I1.6): 

Forbid? You lie. Judge; he conimanded it 
To tell thee that man's x̂ risdom is a fool. 
I came to thee for Judgment, and thou think'st 
Thyself a x>/ise man. I outreach'd thy wit 
And made thy Justice murder's instrument 
In Castabella's death and Charlemont's, 
To crovm my mxirder of Montferrers x̂ /ith 
A safe possession of his v/ealthy state. (V. ii. 2l].7-251̂ -) 

D'Amville dies with the lmox;rledge that it v/as divine 

intervention that was responsible for frustrating his 

plans. His X'/as a reason that was devoid of divine inspira

tion; and, according to seventeenth century theologians. 
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must perforce prove to be a false guide. D'Amville recants 

his faith in natxire and his oxm wisdom, and dies the death 

of one v/ho has come to see the error of his v/ays too late 

to be saved: 

There was the strength of natxiral xmder standing. 
But Natxire is a fool. There is a power 
Above her that hath overthrovm the pride 
Of all my projects and posterity. 
For v/hose sxirviving blood I had erected 
A proud monximent and struck 'em dead 
Before me, for whose deaths I call'd to thee 
For Judgment. Thou didst v/ant discretion for 
The sentence, but yond' power that struck me knew 
The Judgment I deserv'd, and gave it. 0, 
The lust of death commits a rape upon me. 
As I v/ould ha' done on Castabella. (V. ii. 257-268) 

With D'Amville's death, the stage has been cleared 

of all the evil characters. Tourneur has been very careful 

to shov/ the readers and observers of his play that sin 

never goes xinnoticed, nor unpunished. Similarly, the good 

are not allowed to go xmrewarded; for the Judge informs 

Charlemont that 

Instead of Charlemont that but e'en now 
Stood ready to be dispossess'd of all, 
I now salute you with more titles, both 
Of v/ealth and dignity, than you xiero born to. 
And you, sv/eet madam. Lady of Belforest, 
You have that title by your father's death. 

(V. ii. 279-284) 

There is supreme irony in the respective fates of the tX'/o 

antagonists. D'Amville, to x/hom earthly felicity x̂ as of 

parar.'ioxint importance,, meets an ignoble death, v/hile his 

Christian adversary, who scorns v/orldly things, comes to 

that state of terrestrial happiness xdiich Tournexir would 
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have his audience believe is accessible only to the godly. 

The Renaissance was an age in which the glorious possibili

ties of earthly existence x̂ ere accentuated, and Tournexir 

was a man of the Renaissance; hence he v/as aware that in 

order to instruct his audiences successfully, he must also 

offer them rewards that were more immediate and tangible 

than promises of a paradise that was to come only after 

death. It is small wonder then, that Charlemont informs 

the audience that his xmexpected happiness comes from 

obeying Heaven, and more specifically his father, x̂ ho 

served as a kind of unorthodox angel: 

Only to Heav'n I attribute the v/ork. 
Whose gracioxis motives made me still forbear 
To be mine ovm revenger. Now I see 
That patience iŝ  the honest man's revenge. 

(V. ii. 275-279) 



CONCLUSION 

This play is entitled The Atheist's Tragedy, or 

^^- Honest Man's Revenge; it is now apparent why the latter 

half of the play has been given this particxilar denomina

tion. But what of The Atheist's Tragedy? V/hy the 

appellative "tragedy"? It is probable that Toxirneur 

intended for D'Amville to be a tragic hero; sxirely it 

cannot be argued that D'Amville is not the protagonist. 

He is not the sort of tragic hero that is foxmd in Shake

speare; that is, he is not a believable character in a 

believable situation, whose xinhappy lot shares something 

in common with the rest of humanity. The rise-fall motif 

is present, but D'Amville is a character of a different 

cast from either a Macbeth or a Hamlet. D'Amville's 

tragedy is that he is the spokesman for a position that 

Tourneur is assiduously seeking to discredit. The atheist's 

tragedy is that his reason, of x/hich he is so proud, is 

ill-equipped to contend with the omnipotence of Heaven. 

The problem of the lack of verisimilitude in the 

play is one that has bothered many critics, and is, no 

doubt, at least partly responsible for the play's relative 

obscurity to the modern reader. This issue is a problem 

that has already received some attention in this paper, 

but several points for the defense remain to be considered. 

Only If the play is read in light of what the author is 

65 
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attempting to do can the improbable situations and the 

absolutes of good and bad in the characters be excused. 

The Atheist's Tragedy might, in fact, be described 

as a dramatic exemplxom in which the playv/right is more 

concerned with edification than narration. So little of 

Tourneur's life is knov̂ n that one cannot say with 

certainty that his relations with the church were limited 

to those of the layman. The internal evidence of the play 

indicates that Tournexir was at least v/ell-versed in the 

religious doctrines of the period. It is probable that 

he read widely in the moral treatises of the day, those of 

the type already cited in this v/ork: V/illlam Vaughan's 

The Golden-groue and Bishop Hall's (?) Two Guides to a 

good Life. Influenced by v/orks such as these, he wrote 

The Atheist's Trap;edy.. in reaction to the plays of blood 

revenge that x«/ere very popular in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. 

Since Irving Ribner has been quoted periodically 

throxoghout the text of this study, it is only fitting that 

his defense of the play be heard at this tim.e. He also 

sees the play as a kind of exemplum: "If seen in terms 

of a moral oxem-pl•;m by v/hich Tourneur seeks to embody 

certain Christian principles « . . the structure and 

meaning of The Atheist' s Tragedy; are very clear, and x-zhat 

otherv/ise might appear as a play about mechanical. 
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lifeless characters involved in absxird situations comes 

to have some artistic merit in terms of its ox̂ m dramatic 

medixim."-̂  

Toxirnexir's play cannot be read and criticized in 

teiws of its fidelity to naturalism; to read it thus is 

to miss the value of the play. This play is a hybrid, 

x̂ /ith elements of both the pagan and the Christian. It is 

a Christian work couched in the trappings of the blood 

revenge tradition. If for no other reason than the fact 

that The Atheist's Tragedy is the first and last of its 

kind, the play is worthy of consideration. 
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ZJll l̂ ô ks of Cyril Tourneur, ed. Allardyce Nicoll 
(New York, 1963)', p. "227 
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•̂ Ibid., p. h.. 

^The ^ m p l e t e Works of Shakespeare , ed. Hardin Craig 
(Chicago," 19W.T, p . 27ir.''" 

-^Box'/ers, p . 8 . 

The follov/ing criteria are to be found in Fredson 
Bov/ers's Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy, pp. 71-73. 

'The A!i!l?Ji.?.tl.3 Tragedy, _or, Thê  Honest I-Ian' a Revenge, 
ed. Irving Ribner rCambridge, Mass., 19SkT7 P' xxxviii. 

It has been necessary to modernize some of tho spelling. 
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^ Ibid., p. xxxvi. 
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21 
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22 
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^^Ribner, p. 1|6. 
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2Qlbid.., p. 122. 

^^Graig, Hamlet, III. iii. 73~97. 
^^Glarence V. Boyer, The Villain Aŝ  Hero _In Elizabethan 

Tragedy (New York, 1911^), p. 170. 

-̂'•Ribner, p. 91. 

^^Ibid., p. 103. 

33ibid., p. 105. 
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SlS5£iiiii§Ii2* ^^''' York: Coluirabia University Preaa, 195lT 

70 



71 

Thorndike, Ashley. Tragedy. Boaton: Houghton, Mifflin 
and Company, 19087 

Tourneur, Cyril. The Pla^^ anid Poemj^ ̂ f C^ril Tourneur. 
ed. Allardyce Nicoll. N"ev/ York: Ruaaell 5: Ruaaell, 
Inc., 1963. 

Tourneur, Cyril. The Atheiat'a Tragedy, ed. Irving Ribner. 
Cambridge, I-faTaaachuaetta : Harvard Univeraity Proas, 
1961].. 

Tourneur, Cyril, ̂ h^ Revenger's Tragedy, ed. James L. 
Rosenberg. San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co., 
1962. 

Tomlinson, Thomas . A Stud̂ /; jof Elizabethan and Jacobean 
Tragedy. Cambridge: Cambridge Univeraity Preaa, 1961}.. 

Vaughan, V/illiam. The Golden-groue. London: Simon Stafford, 
1600. 




