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INTRODUCTION 

A chronological and comparative study of the better 

known comedies of Ben Jonson reveals at the outset that the 

student who is interested in the author*s sources needs go 

only to the pages of the collected works of Ben Jonson him

self in order to find much of what he wants to know. What

ever other writers this seventeenth century author may have 

drawn upon for materials and inspiration, and he did use 

many sources, classical as well as contemporary, it becomes 

evident after careful analysis that he was his own most 

frequently utilized source. In order to make a reasonably 

logical analysis of Jonson*s techniques, it becomes neces

sary to divide his plays into elements, each of which may 

be studied in juxtaposition with its succeeding counter

part. 

But it must be remembered that the value of a dis

cussion of a single element of any one of Jonson*s comedies, 

in isolation from the play of which it is a part, is ques

tionable; for the dramatist so skilfully wove together 

separate entities that a play of his is a tightly constructed 

whole, each portion of which is meaningful only in relation 

to the production in its entirety. The basis of Jonson*s 

art was a presupposition that life is essentially a closely 

united, rational matter, and that needless complications 

arise due to artificiality, trickery and false motives of 

action. He created in each of his plays a separate universe, 

1 



as it were, which existed only as long as its elements con

formed to a prescribed norm, A Jonsonian character, unlike 

one of Shakespeare's, does not bear up under psychological 

analysis; nor was it meant to, Jonson's personages are 

vastly consistent and uncomplicated, and although they are 

not, for the most part, static creations, they are charac

ters which respond to the exigencies of a mould or form in 

the mind of their creator. With Jonson, situations and 

actions did not arise out of organic character maturation; 

predetermined traits were revealed within certain restric

tions. 

Those restrictions may have been the result of 

Jonson*s basic adherence to the rules of classical Latin 

dramaturgy; or they may have been predetermined to a degree 

by the practices of his contemporaries. Whatever the impetus 

which gave rise to his method of characterization, the fact 

remains that Jonson's personages are not developed. They 

are revealed within the framework of situations created for 

that purpose. Needless to say, the situations supplied 

for each character are his only world. Outside of them he 

does not exist. But he is not, despite such static condi

tions, ever a puppet on a string. At his first appearance 

he may vary little from his original counterpart, but as 

the dramatist makes use of him in subsequent plays, he 

becomes less simple and begins to resemble more and more the 

man of Jonson's London, 



On no other level did Jonson achieve dramatic unity 

more successfully than on the thematic. The themes which 

he chose to express were as contemporary as the situations 

he contrived as vehicles for character revelation. But 

despite their contemporaneity and their appeal to the 

seventeenth century English audience, most of those same 

themes still arouse interest. It is true that Jonson*s 

concept of decoriira, his philosophy of man's place in the 

universe, if you will, was one which was peculiarly 

Elizabethan; but mankind is ever concerned with deviations 

from the norm. Norms change, but man's need to live in an 

ordered society is essentially universal. The very spirit 

of Jonson*s comedy demanded a recognition of a standard. 

Only by calling attention to deviations from such a norm 

was Jonson able to achieve his dramatic purpose. There is, 

then, one major theme, in addition to the many minor ones, 

which permeates each of Jonson's comedies. That is the 

theme of decorvmi, or of natural order; and it is a theme 

which is essential to the true comic spirit whatever the age. 

The minor themes particularize deviations. They 

point out the different perversions. Strange as it may 

seem, most of those, though chosen by Jonson to appeal to 

the audiences of his own age, cannot be said to have lost 

their applicability to present situations. Injustice, 

jealousy, avarice, lust, and greed still exist. The age-

old struggle between age and youth goes on just as it did 

among the Elizabethans, Even fake-alchemy finds its modern 



counterpart in the mumbo-jumbo of the quack physician. Nor 

has there completely disappeared from the modern conscience 

the notion that tobacco is a social evil. The purpose of 

this paper, however, is not to dwell at any length upon 

the universality of Jonson's themes, but rather to show 

how they, as well as other elements of his art, support the 

thesis that Jonson was his own most frequent source. 



CHAPTER I 

CHARACTERS 

The characters in most of Jonson's comedies fall 

into two categories: victims and victimizers."^ Neither 

group is attractive, but both are so brilliantly and meticu

lously portrayed that they, even though neither is capable 

of stimulating sympathetic response, arouse admiration, 

detached though it may be. 

Jonson introduced in one play a character who was 

accepted by his audience with enthusiasm; capitalizing 

upon the success of the initial appearance of that charac

ter, he subsequently made use of him in other comedies. He 

may not have reintroduced a character with all the hiimours 

and traits peculiar to it at the moment of its debut still 

clinging to it, but he did, in many instances, utilize 

those absurdities and fancies unique to that character. The 

overanxious father who rails against his son's gay companions 

in one comedy may still become in another a man too concerned 

with his offspring's friends. His most noticeable humour, 

however, may be a violent disapproval of poetry. The soldier 

who is constantly in debt, who has a vast supply of oaths 

^Mlna Kerr, Influence of Ben Jonson on English 
Comedy (New York, 1912}, 11, 

^H, R. Hayes, '̂ Satire and Identification: An Intro
duction to Ben Jonson,'' Kenyon Review. XIX (1957), 274. 



at his command, and v^o is overly vain in one production 

may become two or more characters in another. 

An examination of a selected few of the characters 

of Jonson's better known comedies, inconclusive as an 

analysis of this nature must be, and dangerously aborptive 

as it is apt to become with reference to his dramatic art 

as a whole, reveals, nevertheless, the extent to which 

Jonson depended upon the oracular qualities, as it were, 

of his tried characters. It illustrates that Jonson, who 

was lindoubtedly a disciple of the classicists, was yet an 

original artist who utilized whatever he found at his dis

posal, more especially his own previous successful crea

tions, and through the power of his genius brought about 

innovations, unconscious though they may have been, which, 

generally speaking, led to an ever-increasing dramatic 

skill. A cursory reading of his better known comedies, in 

the order in which they were written, uncovers evidence 

enough to support the thesis that Jonson was his own most 

> frequently utilized source. A careful, though not neces

sarily exhaustive, examination of the plays proves con

clusively the extent of his dependence upon his own tried 

dramatic techniques. In no area is this reliance upon 

already successful procedures more evident than in that of 

character revelation. 

Since Every Man in his Humour "is the first mature 

work of Jonson,' it serves as a logical starting point of 

character examination. In this play Jonson introduced his 



version of the humour, which, it must be remembered, was 

not with Jonson, "a type . . , but a simplified and somewhat 

distorted individual,"3 Tlrie folio version, that is the 

I6l6 text, of Every Man in his Humour reveals certain excel

lencies of style and characterization not evident in the 

original version. But it is the play of 159^ which should 

be used as a starting point since the folio version is more 

nearly characteristic of the mature author of Epicoene 

than it is of the young man who became established as a 

dramatist with the quarto version,^ Although the English 

version of the play is the preferable object of study, it 

is in the Italian version that several of Jonson's most 

frequently utilized characters had their origin. 

Perhaps Bobadilla is the most memorable and the 

most successful character in Every Man in his Humour, On 

the surface he appears to be the traditional braggart soldier, 

But he is "more than a type . . . . He can turn a good 

phrase and has an instinct for fine living," Bobadilla 

"is alive, various, and unexpected,"^ Nevertheless, he is 

a boastful coward who, between rendevous with a party of 

young gallants, hides himself away in his lodgings in order 

^T. S. Eliot, "Ben Jonson," Selected Essays 1917^ 
1932 (New York, 1932), 132. 

4c, H. Herford and Percy Simpson (eds.), Ben Jonson: 
The Man and His Work. I (Oxford, 1925), 333. Hereafter 
cited as Herford and Simpson. 

^John Palmer, Ben Jonson (New York, 1934), 37. Here
after cited as Palmer, 



to evade the demands of his creditors, among whom is his 

host, Bobadilla is vain of his appearance and, with a 

false modesty replies, when he is told: "that boots becomes 

yoiir legge passing well sir . . . ," "'So, so, it's a 

fashion gentlemen use'" (I, iii, 152-154).^ He extolls 

at length the skill with which he is able to handle the 

sword, but try as he may, not one of his companions is able 

to engage him in swordplay in order to observe the proof of 

Bobadilla's dexterity. Whenever Bobadilla is maneuvered 

into a position in which it is nothing less than an open 

admission of cowardice for him to refuse to fight Giulliano, 

who is filled with spleen at the very sight of him, he gets 

out of that uncomfortable spot by saying: "'I haue a 

warrant of the peace serued on me euen now , , .'" (IIII, 

ii, 112-113). When assured that the law allows him to 

defend himself even though he is "bound to the peace," he 

replies: "'I cannot tell; I neuer sustayned the like dis

grace (by heauen) sure I was strooke with a Plannet then, 

for I had no power to touch my weapon'" (IIII, ii, 124-126), 

He props up his ridiculous bravado with a handy and ready 

logic. Not to be overlooked is his skill in swearing. His 

oaths range from "as I have a soule to bee saued'' (II, iii, 

10) to ''by the host of Egypt;' (II, iii, 73) from 'vpon my 

saluation" (II, iii, 120) to "by lesu" (IV, ii, 121), He 

^All quotations from Jonson's works are from the 
Herford and Simpson text. 



falls back upon "as I am a gentleman and a soldier" when he 

has run out of bodies of great men to swear by, Lorenzo 

junior's description of the typical soldier as— 

one of your poors Disparuiew's here, your decaied, 
ruinous, worme-eaten gentlemen of the round: such 
as haue vowed to sit on the skirts of the city, 
let your Prouost & his half dozen of halberders 
do what they can; and haue translated begging out 
of the olde hackney pace, to a fine easy amble, 
and made it runne as smooth of the toung, as a 
shoue-groat shilling (III, ii, 9-16) 

fits Bobadilla to perfection, Bobadilla proves to be so 

interesting and successful that Jonson capitalizes upon 

some of his eccentricities in Every Man out of his Humour, 

Fastidius Brisks, a courtier in Every Man out of 

his Humour, inherits at least two of Bobadilla's hiimours, 

Jonson says of Fastidius that he "weares clothes well, and 

in fashion . . , swears tersely, and with variety" (p 424, 

lines 36-39). Jonson's description is full of irony, how

ever, for Fastidius not only "wears clothes well;" his sole 

occupation, if such can be called an occupation, is keep

ing up with the fashion in clothing, and his most profound 

philosophy is that "your good face is the witch, and your 

apparell the spells, that bring all the pleasures of the 

world into their circle" (II, vi, 37-39). Vanity is not 

the least of his eccentricities. The statement-

Why, I'le tell you now (in good faith) and by this 
chaire, which (by the grace of god) I intend pre
sently to sit in, I had three sutes in one yeare, 
made three great ladies in loue with me: I had 
other three, vn-did three gentlemen in imitation: 
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and other three, gat three other gentlemen 
widdoes of three thousand pound a yeere , . . 
(II, vi, 30-35) 

cannot be said to be a modest one. Adjunctive to the 

figure Fastidius cuts in his fashionable clothing, and 

almost as much an eccentricty as is his rapid acceptance 

of any item of apparel as long as it is the latest thing 

out, is his own peculiar style of communication. His 

facility in punctuating the most prosaic of conversations 

with "as I am an honest man," "by the virtue of my soul," 

and "upon my credit and judgment" is reminiscent of Bobadilla. 

However, Fastidius has acquired a few oaths that Bobadilla 

does not have in his colorful vocabulary. Minerva comes 

to his aid now and then, and "s'heart," "dam'd," "damna-

tion," "s'light," and "s'lid" add zest to his generaliza

tions upon how to cut a fine, influential figure in society. 

However, his oaths and the fine clothing he wears are of 

no avail when his creditors take action against him. He 

is always in debt just as is Bobadilla, 

I^ Every Man out of his Humour. Shift, "an inferior 

variant of Bobadilla,"' is one that— 

neuer was Souldier, yet Hues vpon lendings , 
He waylaves the reports of seiniices, and connes 
them without booke, damming himselfe he came 
new from them, when all the while he was taking 
the dyet in a bawdy house, or lay pawn'd in 
his chamber for rent, and victuals (p 426, lines 
^4-92). 

• • • 

THerford and Simpson, I, 3^1. 
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It is readily apparent that he resembles Bobadilla in his 

indigence. It is evident that he resembles him in still 

another instance, for his glowing reports of service he 

has never performed sound very much like Bobadilla's des

criptions of swordplay in which he has never engaged. 

When asked if he will sell his rapier. Shift replies: 

Sell my rapier? 'ods lidI Nay, sir (for mine 
owne part) as I am a man that has seru'd in 
causes, or so, so I am not apt to injure any 

fentleman in the degree of falling foule, but sell my rapier?) I will tell you sir, I haue 
seru'd with this foolish rapier, \rhere some of 
vs dare not appeare in haste, I name no man: 
but let that passe. (Sell my rapier?) death to 
my lungs. This rapier, sir, has trauail'd by 
my side, sir, the best pairt of France and the 
low Countrey: I haue seene Vlishing. Brill. 
and the Hag;hei with this rapier, sir, in my 
lord of Leysters time: and (by gods will) he 
that should offer to disrapier me now, I wovild— 
(III, vi, 4^-5^). 

His bravado, however, is not the logical variety engaged in 

by Bobadilla, Shift's threats are unspoken. Nor is he 

capable of speedy fabrications with which to parry the 

thrusts of the gallants who challenge his braggadocio. He 

convinces Sogliardo that "he has done flue hundred rob

beries in his time, more or lesse , , ." (IIII, v, 41-42) 

and thereby gets himself into a predicament from which it 

is impossible to extricate himself without admitting that 

he has been lying. When Macilente suggests to Puntarvolo 

that Shift has stolen the former's dog, Puntarvolo is con

vinced, "Hath ̂ e not/ been a notorious thiefe by his 

owne confession" (V, iii, 29-30)? 

file:///rhere
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^^ Every Man in his Humour. Jonson portrayed in 

Lorenzo senior a character many of whose eccentricities 

are distinctly recognizable in subsequent comedies. In 

no future personage, hov/ever, did the dramatist concen

trate all the distinguishing traits of old Lorenzo, The 

picture Jonson drew of the old man is, in a sense, a modi

fied and abbreviated version of the impression sedate and 

dignified adulthood is apt to leave upon enthusiastic 

youth in all ages. Here is a "wise, kind, naturally con

siderate father and friend,"^ He cannot be censured for 

the love he bears his son and the anxiety he feels over 

what he believes to be unwholsome influences exercised 

upon his only child. Any normal father would be motivated 

by the same impulse. But Lorenzo senior is not, after 

all, a normal parent. He oversteps the bounds of decorum 

and all but wallows in excesses of parenthood and adult

hood. He is even more intemperate in his determination to 

thwart what he considers to be Lorenzo junior's pursuit of 

sensuous pleasure than the young man himself is in his 

indiscretions; old Lorenzo is ever sniffing out non-existent 

danger in all directions. He would have his son skip the 

experiences of youth and face the universe with a wisdom 

far beyond his years. Old Lorenzo is the voice of experi

ence intent upon forcing the benefit of his years of liv

ing upon his son. He knows the pursuits of youth for he 

^Palmer, 111, 
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was himself "once a student" (I, I, 16) engaged in the fol

lies which appear so attractive to young men. "But since. 

Experience hath awakt my spirit's,/ And reason taught them, 

how to comprehend/ The Soueraigne vse of study . , ," (I, 

i, 19-21). He has grown conservative in his later years 

and clings to the old, established values which his son 

ignores for the new,^ It is in this undeniable approach 

to an allegorical personification of the conserving social 

force, as well as in the role of over-anxious father, that 

Lorenzo senior barely escapes becoming a static type. He 

is so imbued with a sense of his own wisdom and a convic

tion of his duty to share the fruits of his experience 

that he gives advice at the slightest provocation, 'Learne 

to be wise," he admonishes Stephano (I, i, 59). At every 

opportiinity he embellishes his unsolicited advice with 

axiomatic musings as tiresome as—"For he thats so respect-

lesse in his course,/ Oft sels his reputation vile and 

cheape" (I, i, 66-67). The exuberance of old Lorenzo's 

youth is past; he now proposes to force his son and his 

nephew into his own mature mould, intends, it seems to live 

their lives for them. What is more, and here becomes evi

dent the irony, the absurdity of the elder Lorenzo's posi

tion, this man who takes it upon himself to perfect youth, 

stoops to deceit and ridiculous intrigue in his passionate, 

9Charles Read Baskerville, English Elements in 
Jonson's Early Comedy. (Bulletin of the University o? Texas). 
(Austin, 1911 J, I4O.-I4I. Hereafter cited as Baskerville, 
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his inordinate, desire to cultivate in his son wisdom out 

of season. He accepts a letter which he knows is meant for 

the young Lorenzo. He is shocked, and his suspicions of 

the libertine nature of his son's associates are confirmed 

when he reads— 

S'blood, inuent some famous memorable lye, or 
other, to flap thy father in the mouth withall: 
thou has bene father of a thousand, in thy dayes, 
thou could'St be no Poet else: any sciruy 
roguish excuse will serue; say thou com'st but to 
fetch wooll for thine Inke-horne, And then too, 
thy Father will say thy wits are a wooll-gather-
ing. But it's no matter; the worse, the better. 
Any thing is good inough for the old man (I, i, 
156-162). 

Lorenzo senior is unable to recognize in the letter the 

youthful bravado which it is. To him it is proof of the 

dissolute character of his son's friend; and the intrigues 

he enters into and the naive schemes he engages in to pre

vent his son from knowing that he has read the letter, and 

at the same time to frustrate Lorenzo junior's accepting 

the invitation contained within it, are matters which 

motivate a considerable portion of the play. Before Jonson 

is finished with the elder Lorenzo, he has revealed all 

the absurdities v^ich constitute the unique character of 

the old man. Old Lorenzo is a verbose busybody who, in 

attempting to discover in his son the youthful reaction to 

temptation that he himself was perhaps once guilty of, or 

would like to have been guilty of, finds himself, at his 

advanced age, charged with the same indiscretion that he is 

dedicated to preventing in his son. 
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Jonson does not appear to have relied to any recog

nizable extent in Every Man out of his Humour upon the pat

tern he created in the elder Lorenzo, However, it see.s 

obvious that the playwright had the overanxious parent in 

mind at the time of the delineation of the senior Ovid in 

Poetaster. Here again is a father who deplores the company 

his son keeps. It is not, however, so much a matter of 

youthful gratification of sensual desires "which he disapproves 

of in his son as it is young Ovid's neglect of his studies 

in order to write poetry. The Elder Ovid asks: 

Are these the fruits of all my trauailc and 
expenses? is this the scope and aime of thy 
studies? are these the hopefull courses, where
with I have so long flattered my expectation 
from thee? verses? poetrie? Ovid, \^om I thought 
to see the pleader, become Ovid the play-maker 
(I, ii, 5-9)? 

It is the poets who are leading his son astray, "Name me 

a profest poet that his poetrie did euer afford him so much 

as a competencies' (I, ii, 7^-79). The elder Ovid and old 

Lorenzo are intent upon the same thing-.-telling their sons 

how to live their lives, Lorenzo senior wants his son to 

give up poetry and forego the natural pursuits of youth; 

Ovid senior expects young Ovid to forget poetry, become a 

successful lawyer, and occupy a well-paid, responsible posi

tion in society. Jonson did not find it to his purpose in 

Poetaster, however, to dedicate as much space to the elder 

Ovid as he did to old Lorenzo in Every Man in his Humour. 

Indeed, the senior Ovid appears in only the first two scenes 
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of the first act of Poetaster. In no case is he the absurd 

old man Lorenzo senior becomes, but he does portray quali

ties initi€LLly given to that character. 

It is impossible to compare these two fathers with

out being impressed by the similarity which exists between 

their sons, Lorenzo junior is a student just as is the 

young Ovid, There is a possibility that some dissimilar

ity exists between the disciplines the two youths pursue, 

since Jonson does not name the field of Lorenzo's interests. 

He says only that "He is a scholler , , , Of deare account, 

in all our Academies. . ," (I, i, 9-12), Ovid's field is 

law. Both young men, however, are poets, or at least 

aspire to be. They communicate with their muse at the 

expense of their studies, and in so doing invite the dis

approval of their respective fathers, 

A recognition of the nature of Lorenzo junior's 

activities leads to a definite confirmation of old Lorenzo's 

gullibility. The son expected by his father to be engaged 

in libertinism amuses himself with the harmless pastime 

of encouraging his cousin Stephano in the naivete and the 

rural innocence which make of that young man the delight

ful, though simple character that he is, and in parading 

him in all his absurdity before the city gallants of whom 

old Lorenzo so heartily disapproves. Thinking of his cousin 

after an encounter in which Stephano has proven himself to 

be a complete gull, Lorenzo muses: "'Why this is well: 

now if I can but hold vp this humor in him, as it is begun. 
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Catso for Florence, match him L she can . , .'" (I, ii, 

116-116). In his youth and his suspected debauchery, Lorenzo 

is more normal and far less immature than his father. The 

young man knows, of course, that the wholly dissolute tenor 

of the letter his father has read is nothing more than the 

result of a pretended sophistication often found among the 

most moral of youths. He says: 

Here is a style indeed, for a mans sences to 
leape ouer, e*re they come at it: why, it is 
able to breake the shinnes of any old mans 
patience in the world. My father reade this 
with patience? Then will I be made an Eiinuch, 
and learne to sing Ballads (I, ii, 55-59). 

Young Lorenzo's actions throughout the play are the actions 

to be expected of youth. They are not those of a debauched 

libertine but of a gay young man full of animal spirits and 

exuberance and bear out the tznith of the observation that 

the father is looking for trouble where none exists. 

On the other hand, Ovid does not seem to be suspect 

in his father's eyes as far as morals are concerned. The 
• 

elder Ovid loves wealth and disapproves of anything that 

will stand in the path of his son's financial success. To 

him poetry is not an admirable intellectual pursuit but a 

waste of time, and as a waste of time necessarily a waste 

of money. His son deplores the fact that "'The time was 

once, when wit drown'd wealth: but now,/ 'Your onely bar

barism© is t'have wit, and want" (I, ii, 253-4). The young 

Ovid realizes that there is a difference between the activi-
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ties of "those jaded wits/ That runne a broken pase for com

mon hire,/ And the high raptures of a happy Muse' (I, ii, 

241-243), but his father is convinced that all poets are 

idlers and wastrels. 

There is a further similarity between Lorenzo and 

Ovid in that both are in love. However, Jonson devoted 

much more time to Ovid's feelings toward his Julia than he 

did to Lorenzo's love for Hesperida. Nevertheless, except 

for the episode in idiich Ovid finds himself afoul of the 

Emperor's wrath, he is, generally speaking, a fair copy of 

Lorenzo junior in Every Man in his Humour. 

Jonson did not make further use of the overanxious 

father as a character type, but he did utilize in Epicoene 

the egoism and the sense of self-importance characteristic 

of old Lorenzo. True-V/itj who is basically a representa

tive of the gay, young gallant, is also a busybody who is 

so convinced of his own wisdom that he takes it upon him

self to attempt to direct the affairs of others. Thinking 

he is doing his friend Dauphine a great favor, he makes an 

effort to dissuade Morose from marrying Epicoene— 

Mary, your friends doe wonder, sir, the Thames 
being so neere, wherein you may drowne so hand-
somely; or London-bridge, at a low fall, with a 
fine leape, to hurry you downe the streame; or, 
such a delicate steeple, i' the towne, as Bow. 
to vault from; or, a brauer height, as Pauls; 
or, if you affected to doe it neerer home, and 
a shorter way, an excellent garret windore, 
into the street; or, a beame, in the said gar
ret, with this halter; t^ich they haue sent, 
and desire, that you would sooner commit your 
graue head to this knot, then to the wed-lock 
nooze . . . (II, ii, 20-29). 
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He bombards the sensitive ears of old Morose with graphic 

details of the inconstancies of all females and tells him 

of the "monstrous hazards" he will run with a wife: 

Alas, sir, doe you euer thinke to find a chaste 
wife, in these times? now? when there are so 
many masques, plaies, puritans preachings, mad-
folkes, and other strange sights to be seene 
daily, priuate and publique (II, ii, 32-36)? 

When Dauphine learns of True-Wit's meddling, he vows: 

"'Slight, you haue done the most inconsiderate, rash, weake 

thing, that euer man did to his friend'" (II, iiii, 24-25). 

And Clerimont says: "'Thus 'tis, vrhen a man will be 

ignorantly officious; doe seruices, and not know his why 

. . .'" (II, iiii, 47-46). Because of his love for his 

son and a conviction of his own wisdom, old Lorenzo 

attempts to prevent actions which exist in the old man's 

imagination alone; because of his fondness for Dauphine, 

True-Wit proposes to aid that young man by preventing 

Morose's marriage to Epicoene. But were he not mistaken 

by Morose to be the emissary of Dauphine, and his actions 

to be part of a plan concocted by that young man, True-

Wit would be the author of the opposite of his own inten

tions. In his meddling and his presumption that it is 

his duty to attend to the affairs of others, he undeniably 

resembles old Lorenzo. In addition, he can no more restrain 

himself from spouting forth his great wealth of knowledge 

upon the subject of the opposite sex than can old Lorenzo 

leave off his platitudes and his gems of wisdom, True-Wit 

assures Dauphine that— 
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A man should not doubt to ouer-come any woman , , , 
for though they denie, their desire is to be 
tempted, , , , Though they striue, they would 
bee ouer-come (IIII, i, 72-63). 

Clerimont suggests that "a man must beware of force" 

(IIII, i, 64), but True-Wit replies that— 

It is to them an acceptable violence, and has 
ofttimes the place of the greatest courtesie. 
Shee that might haue beene forc'd, and you 
let her goe free without touching, though shee 
then seeme to thanke you, will euer hate you 
after . . .(IIII, i, 65-69). 

True-Wit, however, does not fit into the category of the 

dupe to which Lorenzo senior must be relegated, True-Wit 

is one of Jonson's gallants to whom have been given "judg

ment and a proper sense of values," and to whom has been 

designated the role of "plotting amusement and inventing 

traps for the discomfiture of fools."10 

Not only is Lorenzo junior Jonson's version of the 

victim of an overanxious father. He is a victimizer as 

well. He and Frospero have indeed been given "judgment and 

a proper sense of values," and as tools of Jonson's didactic 

purposes they amuse themselves by laying snares for the 

gulls and fools. Young Lorenzo, with tongue in cheek, all 

but smothers his cousin Stephano with flattery in order to 

get that naive and stupid young man to Florence to be 

-̂ Ĥelena Watts Baum, The Satiric and the Didactic 
in Ben Jonson's Comedy (ChapenTill, 1947Tr"9^T~ Hereafter 
cited as Baiim, 
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paraded, in all of his gullibility, before the city gallants, 

Lorenzo praises Stephano, to his face, of course, as— 

a gentleman of so faire sort as you are, of so 
true cariage, so speciall good parts; of so 
deare and choice estimation; one whose lowest 
condition beares the stamps of a great spirit; 
nay more, a man so grac'd, guilded, or rather 
(to vse a more fit Metaphor) tinfoyld by 
nature . . . (I, ii, 94-99). 

Stephano's eccentricities amaze Prospero, v^o says: "'Oh 

its a pretious good foole, make much on him: I can compare 

him to nothing more happely, then a Barbers virginals; for 

euery one may play vpon him'" (II, iii, I63-I65). Lorenzo 

junior and Prospero are fun-loving, gay young men who 

recognize the foibles and weaknesses of their associates 

and who exercise their wits in drawing out and exposing 

those shortcomings. Bobadilla needs only a little encourage

ment to become ensnared in a trap designed by Lorenzo junior 

to lead to exposure of the true nature of the braggadocio. 

Young Lorenzo listens with the utmost gravity to Bobadilla's 

lengthy discourses upon the art of swordplay and his great 

skill in the art of defending himself. Only a word here, 

a phrase there, is sufficient to lead Bobadilla from exag

geration to exaggeration. At length, he delivers himself 

of his famous plan to defend his state against an enemy of 

forty thousand by annihilating that mighty hoards with the 

aid of only nineteen men \^om he would personally train in 

the science of swordplay. He says: 
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we twenty wold come into the field the tenth of 
March, or therabouts; & would challendge twenty 
of the enemie; they could not in their honor refuse 
the combat: wel, we would kiHthem: challenge 
twentie more, kill them; twentie more, kill 
them; twentie more, kill them too; and thus would 
we kill euery man, his twentie a day, thats 
twentie score; twentie score, thats two 
hundreth; two hundreth a day, flue days a 
thousand: fortie thousand; fortie times fiue, 
fiue times fortie, two hundreth dayes killes 
them all, by computation, and this will I ven
ture my life to performe . , . (IV, ii, 75-65). 

After a short pause, he adds: "parouided there be no trea

son practised vpon vs'' (IV, iii, 65-66), He must tie his 

imaginative and highly ridicxilous scheme up into a tight, 

logical little package. Bobadilla is a clever liar who 

observes the gaps in his fabrications as he goes along 

and who plugs them up before his audience has a chance to 

call them to his attention. But Lorenzo junior recognizes 

beneath the surface of Bobadilla's bravado a basic coward

ice. It is Lorenzo's duty as victimizer to expose that 

lack of courage and to do it in such a way that the cowardice 

is magnified by being graphically contrasted with the brag

gadocio which accompanies it. Bobadilla has offered to 

"pinck" Giulliano "full of holes" (III, iv, 154), but when 

that angry young man confronts him, Bobadilla's true nature 

is revealed. He is exposed for a coward, but not a submis

sive one. He first attributes his apparent lack of courage 

not to cowardice at all but to the fact that he has had 

"a warrant of the peace" served on him (IIII, ii, 112), 

When that bit of hasty reasoning does not hold up under fire. 
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he falls back upon the "Plannets" whose influences are 

beyond the realm of logical attack. 

Aside from incensing Giulliano and helping to 

reveal him for the "angry yo\ing man" that he is, Prospero 

serves in the exposure of Thorello's eccentricities. 

Thorello is of that jealous and suspicious nature which 

sets the imagination to fermenting at the slightest pro

vocation, Prospero says of him: "Oh strange humor, my 

very breath hath poysond him" (IV, iii, 27-26), 

In none of Jonson's comedies after Every Man in his 

Humour is there to be found an exact copy of Lorenzo junior 

or of Prospero, but Jonson's didacticism made continual 

demands upon the general type of which Lorenzo and Prospero 

are representatives. Although Macilente and Carlo Bixffone, 

i^ Every Man out of his Humour, serve "primarily as victims 

and objects of the satirist's dramatic exposure, /thex7 

gravitate, as if by natural congeniality, to the satirist's 

side, and become his agents and executants. "̂ -̂  As such they 

share with Lorenzo and Prospero a common function—that of 

discovering and exposing the eccentricities of the rest of 

the characters. Carlo and Macilente are Jonson's principal 

tools for affecting the cure of those personages whose 

foibles invite the dramatist's satire. However, they, them

selves, must be cured in the final analysis. Herein they 

differ from Lorenzo and Prospero. Macilente must be brought 

l^Herford and Simpson, I, 3^1. 
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to task for the "unnatural en\iious apoplexie, with which 

his judgment is dazeled," (p 423, line 10-11) and Carlo 

must be rid of his inordinate, "scurrilous and prophane" 

jesting (p 423, line 25). Lorenzo junior and Prospero are 

by no means perfect, but their merriment and their gay 

schemes are only the natural fruits of youthful zest and 

not the abnormal outcroppings of perversion. 

I^ Volpone. Bonario inherits the normality of 

Lorenzo and Prospero. Indeed, he is one of the few charac

ters of Volpone who are not motivated by perversion of 

some kind. Bonario is a dutiful son who, rather than dis

obey the wishes of his father, says: 

Sir, I will sit downe. 
And rather wish my innocence should suffer. 
Then I resist the authority of a father 
(IIII, V, 112-114). 

Indeed, his deference to Corbaccio serves to heighten the 

perversion of the old mar. The son cannot believe that any 

father would be so iinnatural as to sacrifice a son's inhere-

tence to personal greed. Bonario's eyes are not so blinded 

by visions of wealth that he cannot recognize duplicity when 

he sees it. When he first meets Mosca, he says: "'Nay, 

'pray thee know thy way, &. leaue me:/ I would be loth to 

interchange discourse,/ With such a mate, as thou art"' (III, 

ii, 3-6). Bonario serves as the conscience of society point

ing out departures from the accepted norm. 

In Epicoene, Dauphine, Clerimont, and True-Wit belong 

to the same general category of merry and witty young gallant. 
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Although they, particularly True-Wit, who has inherited 

characteristics of both Lorenzo senior, Brainworme, and Mosca, 

are not as free of distinguishing foibles as are the gallants 

o^ Eveiry Man in his H\;miour. they are not primarily objects 

of Jonson's satire but tools for trapping dupes,-̂ ^ Their 

principal victim, of course, is old Morose, whose sensitive 

nerves and supreme egoism serve as a basis for plot motiva

tion. -̂3 The fostering off upon the old man of a "silent 

woman" who turns garrulous as soon as the marriage vows are 

spoken, the transpoartation of a noisy c2*owd of revelers to 

the home of the newly-weds, and the subsequent legal pro

ceedings for dissolving the pseudo-marriage are all, as 

parts of a grand scheme by Dauphine to return himself to the 

good graces of his uncle, Jonson's way of victimizing old 

Morose and thei^by holding his eccentricities up to ridicule. 

Morose, however, is not the only dupe in Epicoene, Sir John 

Daw and Sir Amorous La Foole are giilled, together and sepa

rately, not only as components of the main plot but simply 

as victims of merriment and gaiety. In order to prolong 

Sir John Daw's attachment to Epicoene and to sooth his 

wounded pride over the approaching marriage of that young 

"lady" to old Morose, Clerimont reports to Sir John that 

Epicoene "will'd me in private to tell you, that she shall 

be able to doe you more fauours, and with more securitie 

now, then before" (III, iii, 13-15). At the same meeting 

12Baum, 92. 

^3Herford and Simpson, II, 63. 



26 

Clerimont and Dauphine plant the seeds of suspicion which 

later mature into a most curious and farcical falling-out 

between Sir John and Sir Amorous. Dauphine and Clerimont 

lead Sir John to believe that Sir Amorous' only reason for 

giving a feast was to "honor" Epicoene's bridal day and "to 

haue given you the dor" (III, iii, 26-29). At the same 

time they lead Sir Amorous to believe that Sir John has 

"diuerted all the ladies, and all your company thether, to 

frustrate your prouioion, and sticks a disgrace vpon you" 

(III, iii, 55-56). Since neither Sir John nor Sir Amorous 

seems inclined to demand satisfaction of the other, True-

Wit introduces one of his clever machinations in order to 

foster enmity where none exists* It is no easy matter to 

bring Sir John and Sir Amorous to blows. Even though they 

are unbelievably gullible, they are at the same time such 

cowards that honor at the expense of physical safety is 

unthinkable for them. The manner in which Jonson allows 

True-Wit to manipiilate these two in order to expose them to 

ridicule is nothing shoirt of farcical. But the results are 

neve3:*thele88 delightful. The gallants are amused and made 

merry* Dauphine becomes the idol of the Ladies Collegiate, 

and Sir John and Sir Amorous are exposed as naive fools 

completely lacking In valor. One exposure, however, only 

calls for another* Dauphine vows, after Clerimont has 

subsequently encouraged Sir John and Sir Amorous to perjure 

themselves on the subject of their power over women: "'Why, 

they will be our sport, I see, still I whether we will, or 
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no'" (V, ii, 63-64). Captain Otter proves to be their sport 

as well, but one of which they are soon tired. His childish 

and unequivocally ludicrous bravado, which speedily sub

sides under the imperious eye and the strident tongue of 

Mrs, Otter, can be endured only in small doses, True-Wit 

sees that Captain Otter's "humour is as tedious at last, as 

it was ridiculous at first" (IIII, ii, 149-150). The cap

tain's distinguishing eccentricity is of the type which leads 

its observers to satiety rather than to merriment, and 

Dauphine, Clerimont, and True-Wit, as victimizers of this 

blustery, over-grown adolescent, "put his wife vpon him" 

(IIII, ii, 145-146) in order to be rid of him, 

^^ The Alchemist. the "one man who sees through and 

exposes" the imposters is Surley.^ As the voice of society, 

he is of the same general lineage as are all of Jonson's 

young men of judgment. He is not, however, one of the 

merry young gallants who amuse themselves in holding their 

victims up to ridicule. He recognizes Doll and Face and 

Subtle for the imposters that they are and vows: "'Faith, 

I haue a humor,/ I would not willingly be gull'd'" , , , 

(II, i, 77-79). He is that which his name implies—a cross 

and somewhat abrupt young man with no appreciation of the 

ludicrous. His scepticism, contrasted with the optimism of 

the victims of Subtle's hornswoggling alchemy, serves to 

^^erf ord and Simpson, II, 106, 
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heighten the absurdity of those who not only unwittingly 

allow themselves to be gulled but actually encourage the 

duplicity of their victimizers, Surley is another Bonario 

in a sense. He sees in gold being hatched in a furnace the 

same unnaturalness that Bonario sees in Corbaccio's inordin

ate greed, Surley's disguise as a Spanish don for the pur

pose of rescuing the widow Pliant from the clutches of 

Subtle and Face is reminiscent of Bonario's deliverance of 

Celia from a situation of the like nature. But Surley is a 

character of more complexity than is Bonario, The man who 

goes to so much trouble to preserve the honor of Dame 

Pliant is not the dutiful and unbelievably credulous son 

of a covetous father. Neither is he at heart a defender of 

threatened virtue. He wishes to win the widow's fortune. 

Needless to say, the prize he covets slips through his fin

gers to be snapped up by Love-Wit, Surley serves a double 

purpose. On the one hand, he is a tool of didacticism; 

on the other, he is a victim of it. In his dual capacity, 

however, he is a much more human character than is Bonario, 

his nearest predecessor. 

In Bartholomew Fayre« there are two characters who 

inherit, after a fashion, at least one of the distinguish

ing traits of Surley. Both Overdo and Busy are censors of 

the gross pleasures of the fair and of the passions which 

are aroused by sensuous pursuits. But Busy obviously was 

not meant by the dramatist to serve as the conscience of 

society. Jonson made of him the object of a caustic and 
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almost savage wit. Indeed, Busy's zealous censorship of all 

that is characteristic of the fair is a foible which, along 

with other peciiliarities, makes of him the prototype of the 

Puritan. It is Overdo, then, who, if Jonson can be said 

to have spoken through any one character in Bartholomew 

Farye. points out deviations from the norm and serves in a 

minor way as the critical spirit of comedy. But, as his 

name implies. Overdo's zeal for justice is so inordinate and 

so excessive that it becomes the trap which ensnares him 

and holds him up to ridicvile. He must arrive at justice 

through deceit. He is convinced that "There is a doing of 

right out of wrong, if the way be found" (II, i, 11-12) and 

sets out in disguise to slip up on the blind side of roguery, 

as it were, "For (alas) as we are publike persons, what doe 

we know? nay, what can wee know? wee heare with other mens 

eares; wee see with other men's eyes , . ," (II, i, 27-30), 

Overdo inherits none of the gaiety of Lorenzo junior and 

Prospero. He is an enthusiastic, long-suffering public 

servant with no sense of humor. His only real resemblance 

to Lorenzo and Prospero is his function as censor. He 

lacks the wit and sophistication and the immorality charac

teristic of Dauphine, Clerimont, and True-Wit* But he is 

not surprised, as is Bonario, at perversion. Perhaps he is 

more closely related to Surley than to any other of Jonson's 

young men of judgment and a proper sense of values. But 

Overdo seems more nearly, even as a victim of his own foolish 

disguises, to approach reality than does Surley. 
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In Jonsonian comedy the giill is not— 

merely the credulous simpleton who is made game of 
by his fellows . . . . He is the would-be fashion
able fool, at once pretentious and spiritiless, 
vrtio wears a silver-hilted sword but meekly accepts 
an insult, parades as a successful wooer but runs 
away at sight of a velvet gown, and relies for 
making a figure in company on a stock of pictures
que oaths, laboriously got by heart, or a 
'melancholy' silence,15 

The nature of Jonson's art demands a preponderance of gulls, 

both as unwitting objects of the fun-loving spirit and the 

sense of decorum characteristic of the dramatist's didactic 

and satiric tools in the dress of young men of sound moral 

discrimination and as victims of Jonson's reprobates. 

Throughout Jonson's more successful comedies the gull, as 

a type, is easily recognizable. But he is not a static 

character. Despite his great number, he is never the exact 

copy of his predecessor. Each gull, though he is basically 

a fatuous simpleton who seeks to appear as a man of sophis

tication, is unique, 

I^ Every Man in his Humour, Stephano is a character 

whose most distinctive eccentricity is an unconscious 

stupidity. As a member of a good family, he has, no doubt, 

been accustomed to think of himself as a young man of some 

importance. It is his egoism, along with his native fatuity, 

which makes of him a helpless victim of the city gallants 

once he is transposed from his home in the country to the 

i5Herford and Simpson, I, 345-346, 
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sophisticated atmosphere of Florence,^^ Jonson does not 

paint him as an innocent lamb led to the slaughter. He is 

the author of his own persecution. Despite Stephano's native 

dullness, he is held responsible for the ridiculous figure 

he cuts. It is his stubborn trust in his own faulty judg

ment, in collaboration with his sluggish wit, which makes of 

him an object of satire. He cannot recognize the genviine, 

be it man or rapier. He accepts of the imposter Bobadilla 

advice which he refused to tolerate vrftien it came from 

Lorenzo junior. Bobadilla, with his ready tongue, becomes 

his idol, Stephano would "as liefe as an angell" he 'could 

sweare as well as that gentleman" (II, iii, 111-112), His 

ambition is to be a refined and finished gallant, but he 

chooses to emulate an imitation of the real thing. The full 

irony of his situation becomes apparent when he fools no 

one but his city counterpart Matheo, 

Matheo also belongs to the general category of 

'foolish pretender." But he is not altogether the artless 

gull that Stephano is painted to be, Matheo has grown up 

in the city and has a certain "veneer of fashion" and a cer

tain competence which reveal him to be less the blandly 

inane dupe than he is the character of low birth attempting 

to fit into an alien atmosphere. He is no less sincere in 

his artlessness than is Stephano, but he is considerably 

more involved in imitating the gallant than is his country 

l6Herford and Simpson, I, 350, 
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double. Stephano progresses no further in the art of self-

defense than the purchase of an inferior rapier, but Matheo 

becomes a willing student of the highly technical advice 

on swordsmanship which Bobadilla dispenses so generously.̂ ''' 

Both Matheo and Stephano seek to entertain their mistresses 

with verses* Stephano's offerings can hardly be called 

poetry since the best he can do is—"The deeper the sweeter. 

H e be .ludg'd by Saint Peter" (II, i, 39). Matheo'Vtters 

no thing but stolne remnants" (III, iv, 74-75), but he vows 

that once he is in the proper melancholy spirit "then do I 

no more but take yo\ir pen and paper presently, and write 

you your halfe score or your dozen of sonnets at a sitting" 

(II, iii, 79-^61). At least he is not so dull-witted that he 

reveals his intellectual sterility in the scurvy verses of 

which he is capable. He is clever enough to know where to 

steal when the occasion demands. But, of course, he is 

again the naive fool when he expects his plagiarisms to be 

accepted as the works of his own genius. 

The difficulty encountered in assigning any one of 

Jonson's characters to a specific category becomes doubly 

apparent when an attempt is made to analyze Bobadilla* It 

seems evident that the dramatist meant him to have many of 

the characteristics of the traditional braggart soldier, and 

he has already been discussed in this study under that head

ing* But Bobadilla is no less the gull than are Stephano 

l^Herford and Simpson, I, 350-351. 
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Matheo* That he does not at first appear to belong with 

them can be attributed to the fact that his "camouflage is 

beyond the reach of the common gull."!^ He is not devoid 

of wit but exhibits no little acumen in the logic with which 

he parries the thrusts of his victimizers* Then, too, he 

does not subscribe to the gregariousness which seems to be 

characteristic of the typical gull but holds himself some

what aloof from the crowd. He "would not be so popular and 

generall, as some be" (I, iii, 119). His aloofness serves 

two piirposes. On the one hand, it brings him nearer the 

sophisticated gallant who practices discrimination in the 

choice of associates; on the other, it offers a modicum of 

safety from outside detection of his masquerade as a gentle

man. But he is as spiritless and as incapable of valor as 

is any one of Jonson's gulls. 

In one way or another, all the characters in Every 

Man out of his Humour are objects of satire. But there are 

only two who fit precisely into the traditional category of 

gull, Sogliardo, whose direct predecessor is Stephano, is 

"so enamovir'd of the name of a Gentleman, that he will have 

it, though he buyes it*" Fungoso, who has no exact counter

part in Every Man in his Humour, is a student who "followes 

the fashion a farre off, like a spie . , . and makes it the 

whole bent of his endeuours, to wring sufficient meanes from 

his wretched father, to put him in the Courtiers cut" * , . 

^%erford and Simpson, I, 352* 
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(p 425, lines 79, 72-75). Both Sogliardo and Fungoso are 

imitators of imitations just as are Stephano and Matheo, 

They are incapable, just as are Matheo and Stephano, of 

recognizing the genuine, and choose to take the advice of 

frauds and impostors. Carlo, ever anxious for a new victim 

upon whom to practice his buffoonery, is eager to instruct 

the artless Sogliardo in "all the rare qualities, humours, 

and complements of a gentleman" (I, ii, 22-23). Carlo vows: 

"'He make admirable vse i' the proiection of my medicine 

vpon this Ivmipe of copper here'" (I, ii, 26-27). The advice 

he gives constitutes a detailed and graphic description of 

an affected and foppish nincompoop, but Sogliardo naively 

accepts it as priceless and seeks to follow it to the letter. 

At his first sight of Fungoso, Carlo recognizes in him 

material for sport: '0, he lookt somewhat like a spunge in 

that pinckt yellow doublet, me thought: well, make much of 

him; I see he was never borne to ride vpon a moile" (II, iii, 

14-17). In the gratification of his humour, Fungoso keeps 

his nose to the ground, as it were, sniffing the trail of 

Fastidious Briske but never quite catching up with that fool 

of fashion. His first encounter with Fastidious reveals the 

turn Fungoso's gullibility will take* For one who would 

"aske no more of god now, but such a suit, such a hat, such 

a band, such a doublet, such a hose, such a boot" (II, iii, 

143-145) there is bound to be nothing but ridiciile* He is 

no more unrestrained in his most characteristic obliquity than 

is Fastidious, but the later is in a position to gratify, at 
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least for a time, his pathological desires, while Fungoso 

must be content with a partial and very unsatisfying recom

pense for his efforts. Fungoso, then, just as is Sogliardo, 

is reminiscent of Stephano. All three are country gulls who 

find themselves unwitting rustic victims of the sophistica

tion which they attempt to emulate. 

^^ Volpone. there is no character who fits into the 

traditional pattern of the gull. That is not to say that 

Jonson introduces no dupes here. Indeed, Voltore, Corbaccio, 

and Corvino are as easily gulled as are Stephano and Matheo. 

But they are far more complex than are their predecessors. 

It is in their 'decadent and criminal corruption"-̂ -̂  that 

they differ from the gulls in the early humour plays. Theirs 

are "moral deformities" and not eccentricities resulting from 

naivete and stupidity.20 Not only are they the victims of 

Volpone's avarice and greed; they are intent upon sacrific

ing that wily fox to the gratification of the same vices in 

themselves. Perhaps Lady Politic Would-be, in her foolish 

attempts to ape Italian fashions, seems reminiscent of 

Fastidius Briske and of Fungoso, but Jonson makes of her more 

than a simple gull who imitates a copy of the real thing. 

She is a perversion of womanhood itself and as such is a 

victim of a far more acid satire than are Stephano and Matheo, 

19Herford and Simpson, II, 63. 

20Harry Levin, "Jonson's Metempsychosis," Philologi
cal Quarterly. XXII (Jan.—Oct*, 1943), 231* 
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or even Fastidius and Fungoso. She is a strident, coarse, 

and sensual female who infringes upon the prerogatives of 

the male, and as the result of such activity she must suffer 

the ridicule and the satire Jonson reserves for perversions 

of any nature* Sir Politic himself falls victim to Peregrine's 

gulling and to Volpone's mountebank activities, but Jonson's 

Englishman away from home does not quite fulfil the require

ments of the traditional gull. Whether or not he, and Lady 

Politic as well, are merely "comic irrelevances" as suggested 

by Herford and Simpson^^ or whether they, on the thematic 

level, represent a travesty of the actions of the main 

characters as suggested by Jonas Barish,22 the fact remains 

that Sir Politic resembles the traditional gull in minor 

respects. He expects Peregrine to accept his talk of intri

gues and of sabotage as gospel just as Matheo obviously 

supposes his mistress will take his literary pilferings as 

samples of his own poetic genius. 

Since Jonson returns in Epicoene to a less bitter 

satire, his characters in that delightful comedy are not 

motivated by the same vices i^ich make of the major person

ages in Volpone the objects of biting and caustic ridicule. 

In an atmosphere such as that which permeates the whole of 

Volpone, the naive and artless gull has no place. The most 

foolish dupe is a would-be victimizer motivated by vices 

^^Herford and Simpson, II, 65. 

22jonas Barish, "The Double Plot in Volpone." 
Modern Philology, LI (1953-4), 63. 
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every whit as corrupt as those embraced by Volpone himself. 

^^^ Epicoene * verging as it does upon farce, happily accomrio-

dates its Daw and its La Foole, who are no more sophis

ticated, or any wiser, than is Matheo. Although Sir Amorous 

La Foole and Sir John Daw are unique and cannot be mistaken 

one for the other, they are both representatives of one 

general character type. They are gulls somewhat above the 

rustic level of Stephano and a degree below the rank of 

Bobadilla. They are both braggarts and both cowards just 

as is Bobadilla, but they are incapable of the logic and 

the authority vdiich accompany his bravado. They lie with 

temerity, improvising as they go, and provide themselves with 

no salvation in the event of detection* Indeed, they are 

victims of such supreme artlessness that they take all men 

to be as trusting as they are. They are so insensitive that 

ridicule is of no consequence. Therefore, to be found out 

holds no terrors for them. It is apparent that-

all their actions are gouerned by crude opinion, 

without reason or cause; they know not why they 

doe any thing: but as they are inform'd, beleeve, 

judge, praise, condemne,loue, hate, and in aemiila-

tion one of another, doe all these things alike* 

Onely, they haue a naturall inclination swayes 

'hem generally to the worst, when they are left 

to themselues (IIII, vi, 64-70). 

They are gulls in the truest sense. 

If "the clients of Volpone are even more knave than 

gull, those of Subtle 2?n The Alchemist/ are more gull than 
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knave*''23 Subtle's clients are still a hybrid variety of 

dupe, however, and cannot be so easily pigeonholed as can 

Matheo, Stephano, Fastidius, Fungoso, Daw, and La Foole. 

Dapper, Drugger, Kastril, Ananias, and Tribulation are 

realistic examples of the man who supposes it is possible to 

reap a harvest which has never been sown. They are not 

pathological gamblers, however, for the excitement and the 

suspense of the game mean nothing to them* They believe that 

they are putting their money on a sure thing, and their 

liltimate object is the gold they hope to enjoy. So deeply 

ingrained is that streak of naivete which they all share in 

common that they obviously see nothing irrational in the fact 

that they might possibly be the recipients of the good for

tune tidiich so many others have sought and have not been cap

able of attaining. Just as Stephano would "fayne borrow" a 

"booke of the sciences of hawking and hunting" after he has 

bought him a hawk (I, i, 29-30), Drugger "would know, by 

art • . * which way" he "should make" his "dore, by necro-

mancie" (I, iii, 10-11). He proposes to sell tobacco by the 

book; he hopes, by making a science of merchandising, to 

enjoy an advantage over his less scientific competitors. He 

is led to attempt to assure himself of the future vdierewithal 

with which to satisfy his avarice. All of the victims of 

Subtle are foolish enough to suppose that the laws of nature 

'̂ 3Herford and Simpson, II, 103* 
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can be manipulated to work in their favor, Ananias is— 

Please you, a seruant of the exil'd Brethren, 
That deale with widdowes, and with orphanes goods; 
And make a iust account, vnto the Saints , . . 
(II, V, 46-46). 

He thinks Subtle "a prophane person, indeed,' with the 

"visible marke of the Beast. in his fore-head" (III, i, 7-^). 

But Tribulation convinces him that they "must bend vnto 

all meanes,/ That may glue furtherance, to the holy cause" 

(III, i, 11-12), that "the children of perdition are, oft-

times,/ Made instruments euen of the greatest workes" 

(III, i, 15-16). Ananias is placated and, in a sense, 

gulled by Tribulation's constant remonstrances and his inane 

platitudes, and is in actuality only a second hand victim 

of Subtle's fake-alchemy. But Tribulation is duped at first

hand. He is so discomfited by Ananias' zeal and so fearful 

that Subtle will be offended by It that he becomes obse

quious. To him the ends justify the means, and when the 

ends are, as seems more than probable in his case, the way 

to persjwial aggrandisement, a little cow-towing is of no 

consequence. Kastril "would faine be one" of the "angrie 

Boyes' (III, iiii, 22-24). Face convinces him that Subtle 

can make of him the most accomplished gallant in London, 

that he can teach him how to live by his wits, once all his 

property has been lost at the gaming tables, and that in 

the "Duello" Subtle can instruct him 'To the least shaddow 
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of a haire" (III, iiiip 26-27). Kastril is as stupid as 

Stephano. He would learn gallantry by the book* 

In Bartholomew Fayre. Jonson is dealing with "unadult

erated English roguery and vagabondage, as they grew and 

throve in the ripe soil of the great London show."^^ His 

characters here are no more mere humours than are any other 

of his personages. But the extent to which they resemble 

the traditional types is of a convincing intensity despite 

the realism of their conception. As a country gull, Stephano, 

who is no more than the credulous simpleton that would be a 

fashionable gallant and whose reactions to every situation 

are predictable, cannot hope to compete with Bartholomew 

Cokes* Cokes is so whimsical that he can never be pinned 

down* "If a legge or an arme on him did not grow on, hee 

would lose it i' the presse" (I, v, 114-116) he is so 

flighty* His credulity is that of a child; yet he is so 

convinced of his own sophistication that he thinks himself 

capable of setting a fashion (I, v, 133-135). With the 

indirection and the inordinate vitality of an infant of 

three he dashes from attraction to attraction, inviting 

destruction as he goes* Just as a child resents the inter

ference of the adxilt upon \rhom he is dependent, so does Cokes 

disapprove of Waspe's meddling* To Cokes the fair remains 

the exotic wonder his imagination has painted it to be* The 

galling he receives serves no purpose but to prove his 

^^erford and Simpson, II, 137. 

file:///rhom
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stupidity* A fool he is when he comes to the fair and a 

fool he remains. He finds his proper place only among the 

puppets who have no minds of their own but who react to 

the whims of a manipulator. He will be "allyed to them 

presently* (They respect gentlemen, these fellowes)" (V, 

lii, 132-133). 

Not as numerous as the gulls, but just as important 

in the function they perform, are the characters who, in 

the execution of their duties, manipvdate plot. They are 

the "shrewd provoker/s7 and exploiter/sj of follies," 

and Musco, in Every d̂an in his Humour "is only the first 

of a series of counterparts in this function."25 He, as— 

the intriguer of the play, represents the slave 
of Latin comedy in his love of intrigue, his 
resourcefulness and boldness, and his duping of 
the father through loyalty to the son,26 

But Musco is little more than reminiscent of his Latin 

counterpart. The manner in which Jonson reveals this charac

ter is quite original, although he must surely have had 

in mind both the Latin and contemporary English treatments, 

Musco is even more than an intriguer. In his disguise as 

a soldier, he serves as a foils for Bobadilla just as Sir 

Politic Would-be serves as a foils for Volpone. Musco's 

services "in all the prouinces of Bohemia, Hungaria. 

Dalmatia, Poland" (II, i, 55-56) are no less imaginary than 

25Herford and Simpson, I, 350. 

-^^Baskerville, 132. 
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are Bobadilla's feats with the rapier. Musco's disguise 

is deliberate and farcical; Bobadilla's is psychological, 

but no less ridiculous. It is interesting to note that 

Jonson's first intriguer allies himself with the young men 

whom the dramatist has chosen to reveal as characters of 

sound judgment. But such is not the case of Mosca in 

Volpone, 

Volpone is a play in which 'all the principal per

sons are capable of any crime."27 Mosca is the parasite 

of the most lecherous and the most avaricious of the lot. 

But as such he is not merely a dutiful servant carrying out 

his master's wishes. He is a rascal in his own right; 

he gambles for high stakes; and his greatest pleasure is 

in the game itself, not in the winning of it. In his 

resourcefulness and his boldness, Mosca is the counter

part of Musco, But there is a basic difference between 

the two v^ioh places them in opposite camps, Musco belongs 

with the characters of sound moral judgment; Mosca belongs 

with the rogues and the knaves. The eccentricities which 

Musco encourages and exposes are follies at the most. Those 

which Mosca exploits are little less than criminal. Musco 

is a clever and amusing, but basically harmless fellow; 

Mosca is capable of the basest evil and hypocrisy. He is a 

shrewd judge of perverted human nature and plays one rascal 

27Herford and Simpson, II, 55. 



43 

off against another. His mention of Voltore's "piece of 

plate" is 8\ifficient to bring in Corbaccio's ''bag of 

bright cecchines" (I, iiii, 65-69). He sheds crocodile 

tears and humbly repents himself of his sins in order to 

bring Bonario within the influence of his schemes— 

I haue done 
Base offices, in rending friends asunder, 
Diuiding families, betraying counsells. 
Whispering false lyes, or mining men with praises. 
Train'd their credulitie with periuries. 
Corrupted chastitie, or am in loue 
With mine owne tender ease, but would not rather 
Proue the most rugged, and laborious course. 
That might redeeme my present estimation; 
Let me here perish, in all hope of goodnesse 
(III, ii, 25-34). 

Hie confession is a graphic example of his real nature; 

his repentence is all sham and merely a part of his chicanery. 

Ironic as it may seem, it is this initial scene with Bonario 

which eventually leads to Mosca's defeat. As long as 

Mosca's gulls are as avaricious and as evil as he, hie 

duplicity suffers no reversals. When he chooses to vic

timize a representative of moral integrity, be that repre

sentative ever so crediilous, he brings disaster upon him

self. 

When Jonson returns in Epicoene to a more gentle and 

whimsical satire, hie manipulator loses that coloring of 

evil so characteristic of Mosca and becomes once again the 

bold and resourcefiil moral agent. True-Wit is neither the 

servant nor the parasite. He is the friend who hopes, by 

interference, to further Dauphine's cause. Since Dauphine's 
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is the cause of the rightful heir as opposed to the per

versions of an egoistic and basically foolish old uncle, 

True-Wit's meddling is on the side of decorum or natural 

order. As a plot manipulator, he is as effective as are 

Musco and Mosca, even though in one major instance he 

achieves the opposite of his intentions. Indeed, it is 

this backfiring of True-Wit's plan which actually convinces 

old Morose of the efficacy of marriage and brings about 

subsequent plot develojanent, Because True-V/it is of that 

nature which can never acknowledge defeat, he "saw it 

/Eie plan/ must necessarily in nature fall out" the way it 

does since his "genius is never false" to him "in these 

things" (II, iiii, 75-76). Despite his error in fore

seeing the reactions of Morose, True-Wit is actually, in 

most instances, a shrewd judge of character^ Perhaps he 

would have to be as stupid as Daw and La Foole themselves 

not to recognize at once the extent of their artlessness 

and their cowardice. At any rate, his plan to play one off 

against the other results in a farcical revelation of charac

ter which, despite its ridiculous aspects, encompasses 

some of the most delightful scenes in the whole play, 

^^ Tĥ ^ Alchemist. Face is not a True-Wit but'a Mosca 

of more shifts and better luck."26 He is a servant, of 

course, just as is Mosca, and the master he serves, as is 

true of the one Mosca obeys, is his own avarice. But Face 

-̂ Ĥerford and Simpson, II, 102, 
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is a flesh and blood rascal of Jonson's London, and as such 

he is necessarily a character of more complexity than are 

Musco and Mosca, who barely escape being humour types. 

Actually, Face serves no one but himself. He is not the 

servant of Subtle even though Subtle vows he has taken him— 

out of dung. 
So poore, so wretched, when no lluing thing 
Would keepe thee companie, but a spider, or worse 
• • . (I, i, 64—66), 

Face is the master mind of The Alchemist. In the disguise 

of a captain he goes out and lures in the dupes. He is 

clever enough to know that only the man who is basically 

diehonest will enter into a scheme to get something for 

nothing, and he knows where to find and how to attract the 

attention of a dishonest man. Beyond his understanding of 

human nature, he must, even as much as Subtle, be profici

ent in alchemical jargon in order to keep his victims 

credulous and dangling. And beyond that, he must be ever 

on his toes and of a ready wit with which to banish unfore

seen scruples. The silver which Mammon scorns is necessary 

"a little to give beggars'' (IIII, i, 4). Face is the last 

of the characters in Jonson's better known comedies whose 

most important function is that of manipulating plot. As 

an example of character revelation, he is the most admirably 

conceived and the most complex of Jonson's drudges. The 

clients he brings in to expose to Subtle's quackery are so 

varied that his situation demands of him more subtlety and 
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finesse than are necessary for Musco and Mosca. He is one 

representative of Jonson's ever-increasing skill in charac

ter revelation. 

This need not necessarily be the point at which a 

discussion of Jonson's dependence upon his own tried and 

successful characters comes to an end. Indeed, Jonson 

introduces scarcely a personage v^o does not have his or 

her counterpart in a subsequent production. Nothing has 

been said of the jealous husband, of the dispenser of 

Justice, or of the strident female, but enough character 

types have been traced to add authority and weight to the 

thesis of this study. Most of the characters iî ich have 

not been touched upon in his section will be considered in 

the following one in relation to themes. 



CHAPTER II 

THEÎ IES 

To ignore the philosophy of natiiral order would be 

to pass over the most obvious and the most valuable example 

of Jonson's dependence from one comedy to the next upon his 

own already tried and successful techniques. Indeed, the 

many and varied themes with which he deals fall within the 

broad framework of the general theme of decorum, or that 

which is natural, and are actually subdivisions of that 

ever-present major theme. The objects of Jonson's satire 

and his didacticism are perversions, in varying degrees, 

of the natural; they fall so far short of the accepted norm 

or standard that they represent a dangerous threat to the 

equilibrium of the universe, A careful analysis of Jonson's 

major comedies from the standpoint of the theme of natural 

order would constitute an exhaustive study of each play in 

succession, for this theme permeates the ̂ ole of Jonson's 

comic dramaturgy. Its presence in Evei*y Man in his Humour 

and the other early comedies, though recognizable throughout, 

is a subdued one which lets itself be known only at inter

vals through the antics of personages chosen to illustrate 

the effects of specific foibles or vices. As an over

anxious and meddlesome father, old Lorenzo steps out of 

the bounds ascribed to a judicious and decorous parent. He 

is subject to excesses which violate the Elizabethan con-

47 
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cept of moderation and which, although they appear to be 

little more than harmless eccentricities, belong to the 

general category of deviations from the norm. The elder 

Ovid is subject to the same obliquities. His ideal is not 

the well-balanced and many-sided man but the one who sac

rifices everything to the acquirement of financial security. 

The gulls who parade their stupidities from act to act 

throughout the early plays are representative of the 

unhappy restats of intellectual sterility. They refuse to 

exercise their power to reason, their inherent ability, as 

members of the human race, to think for themselves. When 

left to their own devices, they invariably succumb to per

sonal bias. When taken into tow by a hero of their own 

choice, they fare little better; for their judgment is of 

that faulty nature which leads to disastrous choices. They 

fail to fulfill the role expected of them as reasonable 

human beings. 

I^ Volpone, Epicoene. and The Alchemist. Jonson's 

major theme loses the subdued tone by which it is charac

terized in the earlier comedies. Indeed, these three plays 

are openly and undeniably constructed upon a solid founda

tion of human perversion. The unnatural is in charge of 

the worlds *diich Jonson created for the characters of each 

of these plays. Its eventual elimination destroys those 

worlds of which it has been the nuclei; and so must any world, 

Jonson seems to intimate, come to woe if it is motivated by 

the unnatural. 
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All of the major characters in Volpone are human 

perversions. Their vices have cheated them of their rightful 

place in the universal hierarchy and have relegated them to 

the level of the beasts. They have lost their proximity 

to the angels and have undergone a process of degeneration 

which leaves them the victims of their bestial natures. 

Volpone himself, the most perverted of the lot, has the 

intellectual keenness to lift him to the heights of exalted 

hiiman aspiration. But he uses his talents to encoxirage in 

others the same diabolism which alienates him from the world 

of man. He is a beast among beasts, a voluptuary who resorts 

to animal cunning in order to gratify his sensuous desires. 

He is a slave of his own possessions, for his gold is his 

god, who solicits from him profound adoration. He worships, 

then, false gods; he contributes to the degradation of his 

fellow man rather than to the betterment of humanity. Even 

the kingdom in which Volpone carries on his victimizing is 

a perversion of a real animal kingdom. It is a world in 

which vice and diabolism reign supreme. The animal king

dom, in which the survival of the fittest is the prime law, 

may be a cruel world; but it is not a world in which vice 

motivates action. In Volpone's world, beasts in human form 

employ human faculties to achieve bestial ends. The power 

to reason, the one faculty which separates man from the 

beasts, is used to lower him to their level, 

^^ Epicoene. Jonson is no less involved with human 

decorum than he is in Volpone, His major objects of ridicule, 

T E C H N D L D G I C A L C D L L E G 
L IBRARY "^»-«^^ 
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however, are perversions of another kind. They are not 

human beings degenerated by vice into beasts. They are men 

and women of such fuzziness of character that they do not 

have a proper concept of the role they should play in life. 

In this comedy, the men are, for the most part, effeminate; 

the women are strident and coarse. As a man pretending to 

be a woman, Epicoene is the most obvious example of charac

ter confusion. But the whole play is concerned with this 

same theme of perversion. The Ladies Collegiate assume the 

prerogatives of the male and become the pursurers rather 

than the pursued. Morose himself is no nomial man. His 

excessive egoism and his inordinate sensitivity are reminis

cent of the distinguishing characteristics of a female 

enjoying the pangs of a self-induced neurosis. Captain 

Otter pretends to a hale and hearty maleness, but he is a 

coward under the lashing tongue of Mistress Otter. He 

allows her to take the lead and walks a pace or so behind 

her, as it were, in order to insure the perpetuity of his 

bed and board* 

I^ The Alchemist. Jonson deals with yet another kind 

of unnaturalness. Del and Face and Subtle are characterized 

by no hermaphroditic tendencies. There is no indecision as 

to sex or prerogative. But there is a vast g\ilf between 

their actual selves and the personages they pretend to be. 

This gulf separates the real world from the world of make-

believe; it separates a universe of reasonableness from one 

in which human passions encourage duplicity. Dol and Face 
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and Subtle are actually all prostitues of one kind or 

another; yet, they pretend to an irreproachable respectabil

ity. Dol's masquerade as a sensitive and dignified lady 

of high birth is meant to camouflage her harlotry* The 

authentic sounding alchemical jargon idiich rolls with such 

oily unction from the lips of Subtle disguises his quack

ery* Face pretends to serve Subtle and the demands of his 

art; in actixality, he serves no one but himself* 

It is immediately discernable, then, that there is 

throughout all of Jonson's comedies one major theme. Per

haps a discussion of this theme leads to nothing but 

redundancy and superfluity since the very nature of Jonson's 

artistic mediiun demanded such a theme* But there does 

appear to be some merit in paving the way for specific topics 

with a brief discussion of the broad, general framework 

within which they fall* Why did Jonson deal over and over 

with lust and avarice and drunkenness? Why did he hold up 

to ridicule those characters who were motivated by Jealousy 

and impatience and anger? Why did he so often portray age 

and youth at excess purposes? Why was he involved with 

poetry, tobacco, and Puritanism again and again? The simple 

answer is that these are all specific themes %diich satisfied 

the tastes of the Elisabethan audience and the demands of 

comic dramatiirgy* Tliey are channels or avenues throiigh 

which Jonson revealed deviations from a norm or a standard* 

It is through these media that the comic figures achieve 

their varying degrees of ridiculousness* 
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On the surface, some of these themes may not appear 

to support Jonson's didacticism. However, a careful analysis 

reveals that in one way or another each theme, just as does 

each character type, points out and holds up to ridicule a 

deviation from the ideal norm. The standard may have been 

only Jonson's; it may have been peculiar to the Elizabethan 

world alone; or it may be universally acceptable. Its applic

ability is beside the point. Suffice it to say that Jonson 

upheld certain standards^ and that he utilized certain basic 

minor themes chosen to illustrate those standards. Since 

he was so concerned with what he considered to be the lack 

of true excellence in much of the work of his contemporar

ies, and since his was an art of a crusading nature, it is 

not surprising to find in his comedies a solid nucleus of 

literary criticism. That is not to say that his fiction is 

not creative, but Jonson "was a conscious critic" just as 

every "creator is also a critic,"^ and "he not unnaturally 

laid down in abstract theory what is in reality a personal 

point of view* "3 But it is a misconception to suppose that 

he was a "man ̂ o wrote comedies because he had a theory 

1Jonson, Ben. "Timber: or Discoveries," Ben Jonson. 
Vol. VIII* Edited by C* H* Herford and Percy and Evelyn 
Simpson* (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1947), ^^l-^^B* 

^T* S* Eliot, "Ben Jonson," Ben Jonson. ed, Jonas 
A. Barish, (Englewood Cliffs, N, J,,n[963), 17. 

3lbid*, 21, 
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about why comedies ought to be written,"4 By tracing from 

play to play Jonson's treatment of the theme of poetry, it 

is possible to illustrate the method utilized by him in 

expressing his critical tendencies and, at the same time, to 

support even further the thesis that he depended not so much 

for inspiration upon outside sources as he did upon his own 

already successful works* 

^^ Every Man in his Humouj:, there are three charac

ters directly connected with the theme of poetry: Lorenzo 

junior, Stephano, and Matheo, Seen through old Lorenzo's 

eyes, Lorenzo junior represents the "humor" of "idle Poetrie" 

(I, i, 17-16), To the father, the writing of verses appears 

to be a wasteful squandering of energies* He would divert 

his son from that "one vayne course of study he affects" 

(I, i, 10) just as he would keep him from the influences of 

gay and dissolute companions. A suspicious and overanxious 

father who recognizes in poetry the instrument of idleness 

needs little encouragement to see in it an active agent of 

evil. Prospero unconsciously offers the old man just such 

encouragement vhen he writes to Lorenzo junior: 

S'blood, inuent some famous memorable lye, or other, 
to flap thy father in the mouth withall: thou hast 
bene father of a thousand, in thy dayes, thou 
could'St be no Poet else . . * (I, i, 156-156)* 

Upon reading this passage, old Lorenzo no doubt entertains 

his suspicions with visions of the moral degeneration which 

^harry Levin, "An Introduction to Ben Jonson," Ben 
Jonson, ed. Jonas A. Barish, (Englewood Cliffs, N, J,, 1963), 
4l7 
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the writing of poetry has encouraged in his son. What an 

easy step his imagination must paint it to be from making 

believe under the giiise of poetry to lying to a father, 

Stephano wastes little energy on verses, but he pretends 

to a poetical streak in order to fulfil the requirements of 

gallantry. He keeps a rhyme or so about him at all tinges to 

show. The meaning of his verses is of no consequence so 

long as he can "make vp the meeter" (II, i, 42). I4atheo is 

a plagiarist who swears that he made the stolen verses he 

addresses to Hesperida "extempore this morning" (III, iiii, 

91). Giulliano, who is, of course, angry at the world in 

general, includes Matheo among the "caveleers" and the "fooles" 

(III, iiii, I4I-I42) who "must come heare to read Ballads 

^^^ Rogery. and Trash" (III, iiii, 172-173). It seems, 

then, that in Every Man in his Humour, poetry as a theme 

fulfils a two-fold piirpose. On the one hand, Jonson used 

it as a tool for character revelation; on the other, and at 

the same time, if you will, he made of it the object of 

literary criticism. He left no doubt as to his stand on 

dilettantism and superficiality in poetry. Nor could he 

have been more definite in his reaction to the stupid sense

lessness of Stephano's jigging rhymes and the intellectual 

dishonesty of Matheo's borrowings. Not that Jonson hesitated 

to convert to his own purposes the literary accomplishments 

of others. But his plagiarisms were honest ones accomplished 

in the spirit of improvement and by the aid of considerable 

mental exercise. 
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The criticism of poetry which begins in Every Ilan in 

hJB Humour is continued in Every Man out of his Humour. 

In Asper, Jonson for the first, but by no means 
for the last, time drew his ideal poet, . , , 
Through Asper's lips Jonson utters . , . the lofty 
and vehement scorn which was one of the driving 
and shaping forces of his art, and one of the 
moods in which he most nearly approached poetry.^ 

Jonson described Asper as— 

an ingenious and free spirit, eager and constant 
in reproofe, without feare controuling the worlds 
abuses. One whom no seruile hope of gaine, or 
frosty apprehension of danger, can make to be a 
Parasite, either to time, place, or opinion (p. 423, 
lines 1-6). 

Asper is indeed a "free" and outspoken "spirit." He has 

formulated a definite theory of art and maintains the cour

age and ingenuity to apply that theory. He despises the 

"seruile imitating spirit" (Grex, page 430, line 67) who 

professes to be a poet. His true poet is one who fawns 

upon no man, who cringes before the imperiousness of none, 

and who dares withstand whatever criticism he may encourage, 

be it ever so damaging. Asper knows that "None, but a sort 

of fooles'' rails against the true poet, that— 

Good men, and vertuous spirits, that lothe their vices. 
Will cherish my free labours, loue my lines. 
And with the feruovir of their shining grace. 
Make my brain fruitfull to bring forth more objects, 
Worthy their serious, and intentiue eyes. 

(Grex, page 433, lines 131-136). 

5Herford and Simpson, I, 366. 
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Jonson's true poet, then, is actually a kind of servant of 

the people. But he is a special brand of servant who depends 

upon the "shining grace" of "good men'' to bring to fruition 

the best that is in him and whose one duty is to— 

ceaze on vice, and with a gripe 
Squeeze out the humour of such spongie natures. 
As licke vp euery idle vanitie 

(Grex, page 433-lines 144-146). 

Asper detests "A fellow, that has neither arte, nor brains" 

(Grex, page 434, line 176), but who has the effrontery to 

pass judgment upon the works of a true artist. The gravest 

harm comes from presumptuousness of this nature, and Asper 

would give such a would-be critic "pills to purge'' him and 

make him innoucous (Grex, page 434, line 175). The ignorant 

fellow is not the man the true poet strives to please but-

Such as will ioyne their profit with their pleasxire 

And come to feed their understanding parts • , , 

{Or^xt page 435, lines 202-203). 

I^ Poatasterjin which Jonson Is trying to vindicate 

his own character,he "does battle as much for the honour of 

poetry and the discomfiture of bad poets" as he does for his 

own reputation.^ The situation at the beginning of the play 

is almost an exact replica of the opening scene of Every Man 

la frig Humour* Young Ovid is in his study expending his 

energies on poetry rather than on the study of law and there

by arousing the ire of Ovid senior, who considers all poets 

herford and Simpson, I, 423. 
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gulls and rooks to "bee laught at (I, ii, 17). Ovid senior 

would make of his son a man of solid financial circumstances, 

and the old man is sure that poetry will never "afford him 

80 much as a competencie" (I, ii, 79). This fatherly dis

approval of idle poetry is the extent to which Poetaster 

resembles Every Man in his Humour to any great degree as 

far as the theme of poetry is concerned* But the theory of 

true poetry which Jonson outlines and personifies in Asper 

is elaborated upon and fully worked out in Poetaster* 

Indeed, the whole play is a vindication of the true poet 

and a castigation of— 

. . , the discords of those iangling rimers. 
That, with their bad and scandalous practices. 
Bring all true arts, and learning in contempt 

(V, iii, 616-616)* 

To treat in detail the theme of poetry as it is 

developed in Poetaster would require an elaborate analysis 

of characters and even an evaluation of Jonson's drama

turgy as seen in this particular play. C, H, Herford and 

Percy Simpson have worked out such an excellent and 

thorough analysis of this nattire that little remains to be 

said on the subject. As an example of dramatic art, 

Postaster is little more than a piece of hack writing and 

offers few rewards to the student of literature. Never

theless, the literary criticism to be found in the play 

should not be overlooked. Jonson vowed that poetry— 
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* • , is, of all the faculties on earth. 
The most abstract, and perfect; if shee bee 
True-borne, and nurst with all the sciences 

(V, i, 16-20), 

He felt that "knowledge is the nectar that keeps sweet/ 

A perfect soule" (V, i, 66-69), that "free, and holsome 

sharpnesse" pleases a prince more than "seruile fawnes" 

(V, i, 94-95), and that '"Vertue, without presumption, 

place may take/ 'Aboue best Kings , , ," (V, ii, 26-27), 

He despised the poetaster and the plagiary and deplored— 

« * * the sinister application 
Of the malicious, ignorant, and base 
Interpreter * . . (V, iii, I4O-I42), 

The theory of poetry in Poetaster is, then,nothing new with 

Jonson. It is an extension and an elaboration of the senti

ments expressed by Asper in Every Man out of his Humour. The 

sacredness of the poet's calling places him above the level 

of the common man. The true poet, as Jonson saw him, fol

lows classical models, infuses his work with the spirit of 

humanism, and attains to purity and perfection in diction. 

Virgil, standing as he does above the common herd, is the 

ideal poet. Horace, whose popularity makes him the object 

of malice and envy, cannot reach the heights that Virgil has 

attained, Crispinus, of course, is only a shallow imitation 

of the real thing*? 

7Baskerville, 310-311, 
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Herford and Simpson have described Volpone as "a 

sinister-sublime vindication of poetry*"^ However, after 

Poetaster with its profusion of poets and its wealth of liter

ary criticism, Volpone. with no poets and no overt criticism 

of poetry, is apt to appear completely devoid of the theme 

of poetry; but such is not the case. In the Prologue, the 

idea is expressed that— 

Here is rime, not emptie of reason: 
This we were bid to credit, from our Poet. 
Whose true scope, if you would know it. 

In all his poys stil, hath been this measure. 
To mixe proi'it, with your pleasure , . . 

(Prologue, 4-6). 

Jonson is proclaiming to his public that he means Volpone to 

be a "vindication" of his theory of time poetry. But Epicoene 

is a different matter. 

Jonson announced in the beginning of Epicoene that— 

Oxir wishes, like to those (make publique feasts) 
Are not to please the cookes tastes, but the 

guests (Prologue, 6-9). 

His intentions here seem not to have been to instruct and 

entertain, the desires of hisjdeal poet, but simply to please. 

Along with the alteration of the nature of his satire from 

the time of the completion of Volpone until the inception of 

Epicoene there seems to have been a change in his theory of 

poetry if the Prologue of Epicoene is to be taken seriously* 

%erford and Simpson, I, 356, 



60 

But did Jonson ever intend in any of his comedies simply to 

please? Such must not have been the case, for in Epicoene. 

in the so-called "second" prologue, he stated that— 

The ends of all, who for the Scene doe write. 
Are, or shoxad be, to profit, and delight 

(Another or Second Prologue, 1-2), 

He wanted Epicoene to be popular and to be accepted with 

favor. But at the same time he would not relinquish his 

literary theories in order to insure its success. He 

announced to the world in one breath that he was ignoring 

the "cooks tastes," and in the next, he proclaimed for all 

to hear the dish which pleased most his own palate. Epicoene 

is not by any means a vindication of true poetry, but it is 

certainly not barren of the theme of poetry. It is somewhat 

reminiscent of Every Man in his Humour \dien it comes to the 

topic of poetry. The 'dangerous name of a Poet" (I, i, 6) 

is to be avoided in Epicoene just as a reputation for "idle" 

poetry is to be deplored in Every Man in his Humour. Matheo 

and Sir John Daw are not only both consummate gulls; they 

are plagiaries as well. But Daw carries his pretenses even 

further than does Matheo. In courting Epicoene, Daw— 

would lie with her, and prasies her modestie; 
desires that shee would talke, and bee free, 
and commends her silence in verses: which hee 
reades, and sweares. are the best that euer man 
made (I, ill, 15-19). 

He is just as eager as Matheo to have his literary offerings 

made public, but his poetical pretenses do not stop at this 

file:///dien
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point. He is such an egoist that he must pass judgment upon 

the renowned authors of all time. Plutarch and Seneca are 

"Graue asses" and "meere Essaists" (II, iii, 49). 

There's ARISTOTLE, a mere common-place fellow; 
PUTO, a discourser; THVCIDIDES, and LI VIE, 
tedious and drie; TACITVS, an entire knot: 
sometimes wox*th the vntying, very seldome 
(II, iii, 57-60), 

And the poets are— 

Not worthy to be nam'd for authors, HOMER, an 
old tedious prolixe asse, talks of curriers, 
and chines of beefe. VIRGIL, of dunging of 
land, and bees, HORACE, of I know not what 
(II, iii, 62-65). 

Those worthy of bearing the name of author are the "King 

o^ Spaines bible" and a Spanish lawyer (II, iii, 62-66). 

Even more amazing is Daw's definition of the true poet— 

euery man, that writes in verse, is not a Poet; 
you haue of the Wits, that iw'ite verses, and yet 
are no Poets: they are Poets that liue by it, 
the poor fellows that liue by it (II, iii, 109-111). 

The amateur writes verses; the professional creates poetry. 

That is distinction enough for Sir John Daw. 

There are no would-be poets and really no treatment 

of the theme of poetry as such in The Alchemist, but there 

is "resxamed and heightened in Sir Epicure's magnificent 

dreams" the "hint of poetry" fo\md in Volpone's "worship of 

gold, the god*"9 Mammon attains to a poetic lyricism 

^Herford and Simpson, II, 105* 
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through the voluptuous contemplation of the pleasures he 

will be able to enjoy once the philosopher's stone is his. 

Gold is not his god in the same sense that it is Volpone's 

god* Although Volpone is a voluptuary and does not begrudge 

his senses the pleasures his wealth provides, he does love 

his gold as such and worships at its shrine* I>4ammon is not 

to be gladdened by the sight of "sacred treasure, in" a 

"blessed roome," however CTolpone, I, i, 13/* He would "haue 

a list of wiues, and concubines,/ Equall with SALOMON" (II, 

ii, 35-36); he would have all his "beds, blowne vp; not 

stuft:/ Downe is too hard" (II, ii, 41-42); and he would 

"loose" himself in "mists" of perfume (II, ii, 46-50), Once 

an unlimited supply of gold is at his command, not only the 

grosser pleasures will be at his finger tips; but the 

aesthetic and the subtle joys of sensualism will be opened 

up to him— 

, , , * . Where I spie 
A wealthy citizen, or rich lawyer. 
Have a sublira'd pure wife, vnto that fellow 
I'll send a thousand pound, to be my cuckold 

(II, ii, 53-56), 

He will "ha' no bawds,/ But fathers, and mothers. They will 

doe it best" (II, ii, 57-56). He vows: "'My flatterers 

shall be the pure, and grauest Divines" and "my mere fooles,/ 

Eloquent burgesses . . .'" (II, ii, 59-62). There is some

thing of the poetic spirit of Marlowe's mighty Tamburlaine 

in Mammon's grandiloquent carnality, a bit of lyricism in 

his excessive but fastidious sensualism. Dol, of course, is 
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not to be compared with Marlov/e's "divine" Zenocrate, but 

the extravagant praise Mammon heaps upon Dol's person and 

the descriptions of pleasures with which he tantalizes her 

ears are reminiscent of Tamburlaine's— 

Zenocrate, lovelier than the love of Jove, 
Brighter than is the silver Rhodepe. 
Fairer than whitest snow on Scythian hills, 

A h\indreth Tartars shall attend on thee. 
Mounted on steeds swifter than Pegasus; 
Thy garments shall be made of Median silk, 
Enchas'd with precious jewels , , , ,^ 

(I, ii, 67-96)*1C) 

Jonson's rhetoric, of course, bears no resemblance to 

Marlowe's powerful and soaring lyricism; but there is about 

Mammon's inordinate voluptuousness the same poetic quality 

that is foimd in Tamburlaine's overpowering ambition, and 

it is that same quality which leads Volpone to prostrate 

himself before his gold* 

Since Jonson agreed in the Induction of Bartholomew 

Fayre that "euery person here, haue his or their free-will 

of censiire, to like or dislike at their owne charge, the 

Author hauing now depai*ted with his right" (p* 15, 65-67), 

there is no reason to expect from the play overt literary 

criticism. Nor is there any particular basis for supposing 

that this comedy will resemble the preceeding ones by its 

inclusion of the theme of poetry. But even here where 

lOChristopher Marlowe, "Tamburlaine the Great," 
" "^'2, eds, C, F. Tucker Br ' 

?e (Boston, 1933), 142. 
English Drama, I58O-I642* edsI C. F* Tucker Brooke and 
Nathaniel Burton Paradi 
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Jonson promises "to delight all, and to offend none" (Intro

duction, p, 15, 62-63), where he apparently embraces a real

ism devoid of personal bias, he cannot remain aloof. The 

ballad-singer who threads his way through the hubbub and the 

dirt and the pungent atmosphere of Bartholomew Fayre. and 

who is no less a part of the general chicanery than is any 

other of the merchants of tantalizing but inferior wares, 

represents here the theme of poetry. But the poetry of the 

fair, aside from its basic inferiority, is tainted by those 

who handle it. The ballad-singer Nightengale is a partner 

in the crimes of Edgworth, the cut purse; and Bartholomew 

Cokes, vriio purchases Nightengale's wares, is completely 

devoid of intellectuality. Nightengale looks upon poetry as 

a marketable commodity; Cokes sees it as another party favor, 

as it were, to be used in putting on a gaudy show for his 

expected wedding guests. Although Jonson refrained from a 

definite and a clearly stated theory of poetry in Bartholomew 

Fayre, he did, nevertheless, imply what true poetry should 

not be. The ballads hawked by a rapscallion flanked by 

bawds on the one side and cut purses on the other are a far 

cry from the semi-divinity of true poetry. 

It becomes evident, then, that the theme of poetry 

is one which runs in varying degrees through all of Jonson's 

major comedies. There is not one of the better comedies 

which is devoid of literary criticism in combination with 

the subject of poetry. In some instances, Jonson makes his 

spirit of poetary to appear as incidental to major themes and 
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situations. In others, he allows his theories of the nature 

of true poetry to dominate. Even in plays which he prefaces 

with statements vowing that he proposes to remain aloof, 

there is still evident the Jonsonian critical spirit. 

Poetry is not the only theme which recurs again and 

again in Jonson's plays. The "duel of youth with crabbed 

age"^^ is, although it may not occupy as much space, just 

as immediately evident as is the theme of poetry. Age at 

cross purposes with youth plays a prominent part in Every 

Man in his Humour, Poetaster, Epicoene, and Bartholomew 

Fayre; it is not entirely missing from EveĴ y Man out of his 

Humour and Volpone * 

^^ Every Man in his Humour, the lack of harmony 

between father and son sets the plot in motion, brings 

about most of the varied and amusing situations which sup

port the main action, and finally leads to a satisfactory 

conclusion. It would seem, then, that "age versus youth" 

is, aside from the theme of perversion, the main theme under

lying all the others of Every Man in his Humour, Jealousy, 

tobacco, justice are minor topics, at least one of which, 

tobacco, adds to the contemporaneity of the play. The inclu

sion of the subject of tobacco is perhaps the result of 

Jonson's desire to insure the popularity of this comedy in 

his own day just as is his treatment of character types which 

he encountered on the streets of London. But jealousy. 

^^Herford and Simpson, II, 74. 
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injustice, and age versus youth are topics of universal 

appeal. Impetuous youth is still unwilling to defer with 

docility to experienced adulthood, Man continues to allow 

jealousy to make an ass of him. Completely impartial jus

tice has not yet been attained. Jonson's skill was such 

that he could weave many themes, contemporary as well as 

universal, into one play without detracting from the essen

tial unity of the whole and without blurring the sharp out

lines of his major topic. In Every Man in his Humour, the 

theme of age versus youth flows along as a steady stream. 

Age in this play is not so much "crabbed" as it is egoistic, 

presumptuous, and overly inquisitive. Old Lorenzo is not 

senile and crochety. He is in one sense a typical father 

anxious for his son to escape the harm which can come to an 

impetuous young man of inexperience. But Lorenzo senior is 

a vigorous busybody as well. He is not content with giv

ing advice. He must be on hand to witness the rejection of 

his counsel. His "labouring spirit" can know no rest until 

he has managed by "aduise and skill" to manipulate Lorenzo 

junior into line (II, ii, 1-5). The young Lorenzo respects 

his father as much perhaps as any healthy-minded youth can 

be expected to venerate age and parental authority. But 

the younger Lorenzo follows his youthful inclinations despite 

parental displeasure. He means no harm; the escapades in 

which he participates do not seem to him to be of a nature 

to lead to the damnation of his soul and the frustration of 

his father's hopes for a successful futiire for his son. He 
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is not able from Lorenzo senior's vantage point to look back 

and see in his indiscretions frightening possibilities. 

Jonson does not make of him and his companions participators 

in crime; they are fun-loving, injudicious, and normal young 

men. The wisdom which comes with age and experience is 

naturally not theirs. 

There is in Poetaster this same theme of age at 

cross purposes with youth, but after its prominent introduc

tion in the first scene, it soon becomes all but smothered 

by Jonson's critical ideas and the topic of poetry. Ovid 

senior is just as anxious as is old Lorenzo to have youth 

give over its wastefulness and its gaiety and assume the sober 

and thrifty characteristics of sage adulthood. Ovid junior 

does not realize the seriousness of his situation. As a 

younger son, he can depend upon no inheritance. His father 

hopes to be able, by seeing that the young man takes advantage 

of the education he is financing for him, to assure his son 

of an adequate future income. All he can see in Ovid junior's 

pursuit of poetry is a threat to that future he, as a father, 

is trying to insure. Ovid senior is, just as is old Lorenzo, 

a father who loves his son and wishes to spare him discomfort 

and unhappiness. But he will no more acknowledge than will 

Lorenzo senior the facts of human psychology. 

In Epicoene. "Dauphine carries out . . , the duel of 

youth with crabbed age initiated" by Lorenzo junior.^^ Old 

^%erford and Simpson, II, 74. 
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Lorenzo and Ovid senior inspire in the reader no real s)rm-

pathies, but neither do they arouse in him a very pronounced 

hostility. After all, their foibles result from excesses 

which have their bases in admirable impulses. Morose's 

obliquities are another matter. The inspiration back of 

his search for a wife to provide him with an heir is based 

not upon a desire for a son whom he can love and protect but 

upon a determination to disappoint his nephew. And that 

determination is not the whim of an old man who is free to 

change his will as his eccentricities incline him. Dauphine 

is his lawful heir and not merely a once favorite nephew 

now fallen from grace* Old Morose is one of Jonson's most 

graphic examples of "crabbed" age. He is a man completely 

wrapped up in himself. His aversion to the discord of 

sounds" (II, i, 3) is not the result of overly-sensitive 

ears but rather the product of a monstrous ego. He is so 

enamored of the sound of his own voice that he can tolerate 

that of no other* The fact that excessive egoism and not 

super-sensitive auditory nerves is the malady from which he 

suffers cannot be questioned when his protestations of acute 

pain at the slightest noise are viewed in juxtaposition with 

the length of his speeches. His opening oration includes no 

less than forty-one lines* His rationalizations and his 

oscillation between mere eccentricity on the one hand and 

crime on the other create in the audience a desire to see him 

subjected to the workings of poetic justice. This desire 

is not the result of a wish to see Justice triumph over 
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injustice or to have Dauphine become the victor over his 

uncle* Dauphine himself, even though he is at one and the 

same time the wronged heir and Jonson's young man of judg

ment, is not so admirable that he arouses more than a per

functory sympathy in his audience. He and his associates 

hover dangerously near the borderline between rejection and 

acceptance, for there is about their characters and their 

operations an undeniable hint of evil. Old Morose is rejected 

not merely because he attempts to arrest the course of jus

tice but because he is the personification of crabbed old age. 

His is a personality redeemed by not one admirable trait. 

He is completely unsociable, sullen, and gloomy; and when 

youth, although it nurtures its own particular brand of foible, 

triumphs over him, the audience is satisfied, 

In Bartholomew Fayye, Jonson returned once more to 

this very lucrative theme of age versus youth. But he 

departed from his former manner of treatment in which youth, 

as representative of sound moral judgment, triumphs over age. 

In Bartholomew Fayre he made of both age and youth objects 

of ridicule. In his rashness and naivete. Cokes is Jonson!s 

^ost subtle and his most ''imaginative study in fatuity."^3 

The fact that Waspe subjects Cokes to a constant and tire

some surveillance does not earn the latter any sympathy. 

Indeed, so immature and so adventurously precipitate is the 

young man that he begs for deception and is incapable of 

I3Herford and Simpson, II, 140* 
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coping with the chicanery of the fair* Waspe explains Coke's 

childish escapades as "errors, diseases of youth: which 

he will mend, T«̂ en he comes to iudgment, and knowledge of 

matters (I, v, 43-44). Whereas old Lorenzo and Ovid senior 

are unwilling to allow their sons the hannless licenses of 

youth, Waspe excuses Coke's irrationality, his congenital 

stupidity, all his faults as "errors" of physiological 

immafurity. But Cokes is a perennial child ^ o must have 

^^s "dry-nurse" (I, v, 46) or suffer extinction at the hands 

of his contemporaries. It may be possible that Jonson meant 

to imply that Waspe's irascibility and his eternal inter

ferences serve to arouse in Cokes a resentment which height

ens his assinity. Even so, there is no indication that this 

young man could ever mature into a responsible adult. His 

insensitivity and his stupidity render him impervious to 

the indignities to vd:iich he is subjected. He is none the 

wiser for having experienced a thorough rooking and remains 

in the end as much a gull as he was when Jonson catapulted 

him headlong upon the fair. The battle between age and 

^outh is almost as prominent in Bartholomew Fayre as it is 

in Every Man in his Humour. Throughout the play, Waspe keeps 

his nose to the ground sniffing at the erratic trail which 

Cokes leaves behind him. Cokes knows that Waspe will always 

pop up to lecture him and to rescue him. Waspe knows that 

rescue will always be necessary. Despite the tutor's cho

leric and crabby disposition, the pupil inspires even less 

admiration than his master. Congenital stupidity coupled 
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with precipitous egoism is less redeemable than officious 

irascibility. In this instance, Jonson seems to have veered 

slightly toward the side of the adult in the battle of youth 

with age* 

In Volpone and Every Man Out of his Humour, the 

theme of age versus youth is undeniably present, but it is 

a minor one and warrants no lengthy discussion. In Volpone, 

Corbaccio is such a perversion of wise maturity that 

Cox^ino with his strict moral sense seems by comparison a 

youthful copy of what the father ought to be. The fact 

that Corvino, as a dramatic character, is wooden and vmreal 

is inapplicable here. Perhaps it is stretching a point even 

to label the situation existing between Corbaccio and Corvino 

as age and youth at cross purposes. The dual is in actual

ity more one of good versus evil than it is of anything 

else. In Every Man out of his Humour, there is no battle 

of good and evil which can possibly be construed to fall 

within the category of youth versus age, but there is an 

instance of a son at cross purposes with his father, Fungoso 

"makes it the whole bent of his endeuoiirs, to wring suf

ficient meanes from his wretched father, to put him in the 

Courtiers cut" (p. 425, 73-74). Funguso must be relegated 

to the status of the gull and therefore commands no respect. 

His spendthrift habits are no more the result of youth than 

they are the outcroppings of intellectual sterility. 

Sordid©'s avarice makes him even less admirable than his 

son. His niggardly habits in doleing out money to Fungoso 
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might be excused on the grounds of indiscretion in the son, 

but greed is another matter. The man who uses the almanac 

as a tool for taking advantage of his neighbor must be 

rejected. There is no victor in this battle between youth 

and adulthood* Jonson subjects the representatives of both 

to ridicule. 

The theme of age versus youth is, then, one i^ich 

occupies a prominent place in Jonson's comedies. It becomes 

apparent even at a cursory first reading of the plays that 

Jonson depended a great deal upon it; the extent of his con

tinuing use of it and the significance of the dramatic part 

it plays are realized only upon a close and chronological 

examination of each of the comedies, 

Avai*ice is another theme >diich appears many times in 

Jonsonian dramaturgy. It does not occupy the important 

place that poetry occupies, nor does it occur as often as 

does the theme of age at cross purposes with youth. But it 

is to be found in more than one of Jonson's comedies. Since 

avarice was to the Elizabethan a deadly sin, it invited a 

biting and vehement ridicule, and Jonson did not treat it at 

any great length in the plays in which his tone was lightly 

satirical. The obliquities and the biases of Every Man i|i 

hie Humo\xr are not of a nati«re to merit stem punishment. 

They invite from the audience rejection it is true, but at 

the same time they solicit amusement and laughter. But in 

Every Ma^ put̂  of his Hvanftur. Jonson introduced at least one 

character whose avarice takes him out of the amusing category 
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and places him in one verging upon the criminal, Sordido's 

religious perusal of the almanac does. Indeed, Invite mirth, 

but when it is known that Sordid© is in acuality a 

• durty damned z*ogue, 
That fats himself with expectation 
Of rotten weather, and vnseason'd bowers; 
(I, iii, 26-26), 

mirth gives way to the type of humor which is censure in the 

absence of laughter. A rich man who, in the expectation of 

famine, secrets his vast supplies of grain in order to fatten 

himself even fujrther at the expense of the starving poor when 

crop failures do materialise, merits the biting ridicule to 

iriiich Jonson subjected him. Sordido answers the justices' 

precepts ordering him to bring his grain to the markets with— 

I, much, when I haue neither barne nor garner. 
Nor earth to hide it in, I'le bring it; till then, 
Ech come I send shall be as big as Paiges. 
0, but (say some) the poore are like to starue. 
Why let 'hem starue, what's that to me? are bees 
Bound to keepe life in drones, and idle moths? 
, , . (I, iii, 99-104). 

His greed is all the more despicable in that it has its basis 

in a heartless inhumanity. To this avaricious farmer, the 

poore are— 

a sort of lasie beggers) 
Licencious rogues, and sturdie vagabonds. 
Bred (by the sloth of a fat plentious yeere) 
Like snakes, in heat of s\irrmier, out of dung. 
And this is all that these cheape times are good for: 
Whereas a holsome, and penurious dearth 
Purges the soils of such vile excrements. 
And kils the vipers vp (I, iii, 107-114). 

Sordido's philosophy is that "He that will thrive, must thinke 

no courses vile" (I, iiii, 145). And so he hides his grain 
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"as deep as hel" (III, vii, 66). When the prognostications 

of his almanac play him false and weather favorable for a 

bumper crop sets in, he hangs himself, determining all the 

while that his ghost shall haunt his hidden treasure in order 

that his "son and daughter shall starue ere they touch it" 

(III, vii, 65)* When he is cut down prematurely, his first 

words are of his rope that has been needlessly spoiled: 

You thred-bare horse-bread-eating rascals, if you 
would needs have bene meddling, could you not haye 
vntied it, but you must cut it? and in the midst 
tool Aye me (III, viii, 22-24). 

The precipitous and unbelievable change of heart which is 

brought about in Sordido by the curses of the rustics is 

of no significance to the discussion of the theme of ava

rice* Suffice it to say that since the play itself is a 

comedy in which the characters are cured in the end of 

their hiimours, it was necessary for Jonson to bring Sordido 

out of his humor* The curses of the rustics are the "engine" 

by which the dramatist's purpose is achieved. But, of course, 

Jonson did not reform Sordido before he had exploited the 

greedy farmer's obliquity to the fullest* The old man is 

so inhumane that even his own son and daughter arouse no 

feelings of love in his avaricious heart. He is the ances

tor of Jonson's archcriminal Volpone. 

All of the major characters in Volpone are motivated 

by avarice. Legacy hunting is the course which seduces 

their fancies and absorbs their energies, but greed is the 
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true corrupter of their lives. It lures them across the 

borderline between humanity and bestiality and reduces them 

to the level of the beasts whose naiaes they symbolically 

bear. They become "vulture, kite,/ Rauen, and gor-crow, 

all . . . birds of prey" (I, ii, 66-69); and the acts in 

which they engage in their efforts to assure the gratifica

tion of their avaricious desires make them as despicable as 

is the bird which fattens upon the putrifying flesh of car

rion* Voltore, Corbaccio, and Corvino all sacrifice per

sonal integrity and even decency to their greed. Voltore, 

who as an advocate and a representative of the legal system 

owes it to the dignity of his trade to act with circumspec

tion, prostitutes his integrity to the intrigues of Volpone 

and Mbsca. Old Corbaccio allows his greed to denude him of 

the normal sympathies of fatherhood and make of him a man 

who is so intrigued with his dreams of gold that he would 

sacrifice his son's future security to his own avarice. 

Corvino, perhaps the most unnatural of the three, would 

assure his place in Volpone's good favors by sharing with 

that repulsive schemer his own wife* All three abandon 

their duties—Voltore to his profession, Corbaccio to his 

son, and Corvino to his wife—in hopes of a recompense which 

they consider capable of atoning for the most corrupt of human 

follies* Lady Politic Would-be masquerading under the guise 

of a respectable Englishwoman abroad, acts as her own pander* 

She, of course, is Jonson's foils for the unassuming and 

chaste Celia* Her foremost folly is lecherousness, but it 
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is through her hopes of acquiring Volpone's fortune that her 

lewdness is revealed. She serves in Jonson's dramaturgy as 

a mdmic, and her— 

antics caricature the more sinister gestures of 
Corvino, Voltore and Corbaccio. She is jealous, 
like Corvino, as meaninglessly and perversely 
erudite as Voltore, and like Corbaccio, she makes 
compromising proposals to Mosca which leave her at 
the mercy of his blackmail,14 

It is through her avarice that her unnaturalness is revealed 

just as are the true natures of the three men she mimics 

brought to light by their greed. It seems significant that 

Jonson chose to reveal her as the female caricature of per

verted manhood. The sensual desires which motivate her 

perversion are the customary follies of the male, not of 

the female. In a sense she is reminiscent of Volpone, the 

most sensual and the most avaricious of all the characters 

in the play. Her painted face is calculated to disguise her 

lechery just as are Volpone's ointments and his habiliments 

of the sick bed meant to hide his true state. And avarice 

undoubtedly serves to motivate the actions vrfiich reveal her 

true character. But here the resemblance ends. She is basi

cally an imitator of imitations while Volpone is the real 

thing. Gold is undoubtedly his master, but thex^ are sub

tleties to his nature which reveal him to be more than an 

addict to his greed. The gratification of the demands of 

the flesh with which he indulges himself makes of him a 

Hjonas A* Barish. "The Double Plot in Volpone," 
Modern Philology. LI (1953-4), ̂ 4* 
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forerunner of that archsensualist Mammon* But there is yet 

another facet of his personality which condemns him more 

than any other. Enslavement to gold or to the senses does, 

in some instances, solicit pity and sjnnpathy. But when that 

enslavwnent is coupled with the evils of an able intellect 

which dedicates itself to nothing but perversion, rejection 

is the only possible result* Avarice does indeed motivate 

Volpone'8 actions, but it is his use of his human intellect 

to lower himself to the level of the beasts which, in the 

long run, brings about his downfall. 

In The Alchemist, avarice is again a prime motivating 

force. Almost every character of consequence is bent upon 

personal aggrandisement without the discomforts associated 

with honest means. Dol and Subtle and Face attempt through 

deception and chicanery to fleece their customers. Their 

would-be victims tantalize themselves with hopes of a future 

munificently provided with the wealth which alchemy is 

reputed to be able to bring them. Dapper would have a 

'flye" . . . "for all games" (I, ii, 64-6S) so that he can 

"winne vp all the money i' the towne" (I, ii, 77). Not only 

would be come by his fortune at the expense of the weak

nesses of others, but he plans to deny his victims a sport

ing chance. In the absence of native ingenuity, he finds 

that such a course demands supernatural aid, Drugger is a 

"yong beginner . . . building/ of a new shop'" (I, iii, 7-6), 

and he hopes by "necromancie'* to lure in a thriving trade. 

Mammon will settle for nothing less than the philosopher's 
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stone* When it is his, he will use its powers to create 

an unbelievable wealth of gold. Only the most voluptuous 

and the most subtly sensuous of minds is capable of conceiv

ing of the endless delights which such a supply of gold will 

buy for Mammon. The Puritans "That deale with widdowes, 

and with orphanes goods'' (II, v, 47) hope to bring in on 

the items in their charge an income with which to gratify 

their own avarice. They feel no compunction at surrender

ing merchandise not their own into the hands of Face and 

Subtle. The strength of the greed of Tribulation and Ananias 

leads them to the faulty assumption that their scheme cannot 

fail* Even Surley is not so much the xaorel critic as he is 

a man eager to insure his own future. Dame Pliant is a 

wealthy woman. He may as well marry her fortune as leave 

it free to the wiles of schemers like Face and Subtle, Love-

Wit himself, whom decorum calls upon to suspend from his 

employ a servant who brings suspicion upon his master's 

house, feels that— 

That master 
That had receiu'd such happinesse by a seruant. 

Were'very vngratefull, if" he would not be 
A little indulgent to that servants wit. 
And helpe his fortune, though with some small strains 
Of his owne candor (V, v, 146-152). 

Love-Wit, of course, through the scheming of Face and his 

cohorts has fallen heir to a rich young widow and all the 

goods "i' the cellar" (V, v, 94). 
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The theme of avarice is not entirely lacking from 

Bartholomew Fayre. but it is not such a prime motivating 

force in the characters in which it is apparent as to war

rant discussion. The characters who steal and cheat and 

foster off their cheap and faulty wares upon a gullible 

public can perhaps be said to do the things they do as a 

result of greed. But it would seem that their actions are 

not so much the result of avarice as they are of the instinct 

to survive in a low-life environment* 

Avarice cannot be said to be a motivating force in 

all of Jonson's major comedies. Indeed, there are plays 

from which the dramatist excluded it altogether* But it 

does occur often enough to be included with the other themes 

which can be traced from play to play as undeniable evidence 

of the validity of the thesis that Jonson looked to his own 

completed works for inspiration. Old Sordido is the ances

tor of Volpone, who is in turn the forerunner of Mammon. 

The avaricious gulls in Volpone have their future counter

parts in the victims of Subtle's fake alchemy. It is true, 

of course, that the gulls in The Alchemist cannot compare 

with Voltore, Corbaccio, and Corvino in indecency and human 

depravity, but they are motivated by the same desire for 

wealth ifĉ ich makes of the latter the most violently rejected 

of all of Jonson's gulls* 

Avarice, age versus youth, and poetry are not the 

only themes which occur over and over in Jonson's comedies. 

The same uxoriousness found in Captain Otter is recognized 
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earlier in Sir Politic Would-Be, and even before him in 

Deliro. A painted surface disguising the true nature of the 

inside as seen in Lady Politic Would-Be is discussed earlier 

in Epicoene. And the topic of tobacco arrests the attention 

in more than one instance* But a more lengthy discussion 

of topics is not necessary to show that Jonson depended as 

fully upon his already tested techniques in the area of 

themes as he did in that of character types* To the modern 

student who analyzes the major comedies in the order in 

which they were written, this repetition of character types 

and themes is so readily apparent that doubt arises as to 

whether or not so much "warming over" did not detract from 

the success of Jonson's comedies in his own day. But such 

a doubt carries little weight when it is pointed out that 

Jonson employed Just as much skill in transforming his bor

rowings from himself into fresh and seemingly original works 

as he did in appropriating for his use bits of the Latin 

classics. No two of his gulls are exactly the same despite 

the fact that the type appears in comedy after comedy. 

Volpone and Mammon are recognized as two distinct and dif

ferent characters; yet they are both Jonson's personifica

tion of voluptuousness and greed. Poetry is a theme in all 

the better comedies, but there is no monotony in Jonson's 

manipulation of it* Jonson's art was not so much an inspired 

one as it was a skilful one*I^ He knew the demands of his 

15john J* Enck, Jonson and the Comic Truth (University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1957), 21* 
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public. Appropriation was the major means by which he met 

those demands* 



CONCLUSION 

Various critics have commented upon Ben Jonson's 

debt to the Latin classics for many of the techniques so 

characteristic of his comic dramaturgy* Charles Read 

Baskerville has written a very illuminating book on the 

English influences to be found in Jonson's early comedy* 

But prior to the present study no one has called attention 

to the dramatist's constant reappropriation of his own already 

successful materials and techniques* Perhaps the subject is 

one which is so apparent that critics have felt that point

ing it out would constitute a superfluity. Such may very 

well be the case, but it does seem that to ignore a part 

of Jonson's dramatic practices is to explain the dramatist 

but poorly. Jonson was a careful and thorough artist* 

Skill, not inspiration, was his forte. Practicality and 

the very nature of his medium were the motivating forces at 

work behind his choice of themes, character types, and situa

tions. There are no thrilling flights of Jonsonian dramatic 

poetic fancy. But that is not to say that Jonson was not a 

great writer* He knew wherein his strength lay. His excel

lencies did not come easy. Once he had hit upon a happy 

innovation, he exploited it as much as his audiences would 

bear. 

It is difficult to determine whether the area of 

character or that of theme was the most lucrative of Jonson's 

bojrx^wings. It is readily apparent that almost every charac-
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ter type has his counterpart, if not in an ancestor, then 

in a descendent. Old Lorenzo is the forerunner of Ovid 

senior; Bobadilla, Fastidius Briske, and Shift are cut from 

the same cloth; and Lorenzo junior and Prospero are the 

ancestors of all Jonson's young men who have a sound moral 

sense. Jonson's comedies are loaded with a heavy freight 

of gulls; Musco is only the first of the schemers who moti

vate plot. But almost as much can be said for themes* 

That of poetry alone is found in all the major comedies* 

The duel of youth with age recurs again and again. And 

avarice is certainly a prime motivating foi-ce in more than 

one play. 

It must be remembered that character types and 

themes are only two among many topics which could be dis

cussed in relation to Jonson's dramatic repetitions. It 

is true that the areas of character and theme are the most 

readily apparent ones, but there are others which are just 

as conclusive in their implications* When it becomes appar

ent that Jonson's art goes through a refining and polishing 

process throu^out the period of his gareatest production, 

it also becomes evident that, generally speaking, his charac« 

ters go through a process of improvement from play to play 

until they reach a state of Jonsonian perfection in the 

later comedies* Not only do his characters become mor^ 

realistic and more perfectly delineated in subsequent plays; 

his rhetoric is subjected to a process of improvement as 

well. It is rewarding to note how Jonson was able to make 
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language correspond to character type without making of his 

dialogues cut and dried sterilities. Situations chosen by 

the dramatist to reveal character are in some cases reminis

cent of one another from play to play. Other relevant 

instances might be cited, but enough has been said to prove 

the point under discussion* Ben Jonson was his own most 

lucrative source. 
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