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1.1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to
 discuss Ben Jonson as an important English playwright of the 16th century
 make an assessment of Jonson and his works
 explain the nature of Jonsonian type of comedy
 provide a critical reception of Jonson
1.2

INTRODUCTION

Volpone is Ben Jonson's most famous comedy . Written in 1606 and represented in
March of the same year at the Globe Theatre in London by the King's Men , it was
published for the first time in 1616 . Divided into five acts, it is entirely in verse.
It is one of the most represented comedies of the Giacomino period, temporally
contiguous to the Elizabethan theatre.
This unit deals with the life and works of Ben Jonson whose play Volpone has been
prescribed for your study. Jonson had his first success as a playwright with Every
Man in His Humour (performed 1598, printed 1601), in which William Shakespeare
himself acted. Jonson’s intent in this play and the ones that followed was to mock, or
satirize, the folly of his audiences so they would be shamed into improving their
behavior. The play Volpone was written within the period of a few weeks for its
performance at the Globe in 1606. Its positive reception by the first audience at the
Globe led to its performance at Oxford and Cambridge Universities where it was
received so well that Jonson dedicated the published Quarto of 1607 to the two
Universities-”to the two most noble and most equal sisters, the two famous
Universities.” The play is a scathing satire on human greed in general, although its
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setting is in Renaissance Italy.
Plot of Volpone
In Venice, Volpone, a stingy and rich man, sends the Moscow parasite from his future
heirs, making them believe they are dying. The latter, in the persons of the lawyer
Voltore, of Corbaccio and Corvino, cover Volpone with gifts for a speedy recovery,
increasing the heritage of man without their knowledge. However, men are only
interested in the possible inheritance of Volpone. Moscow in the course of his
mission sees Celia, Corvino's wife, and so much praise from him that Volpone,
interested, decides to see her secretly to be able to seduce her.
Disguising himself as a merchant together with Moscow and pretending to be a seller
of ointments, he sees Celia looking out the window attracted by the calls of the selfstyled merchant: the spark strikes but Corvino proves a jealous husband. Moscow,
having abandoned the merchant's role, convinces the man to show Celia to Volpone,
declaring that the company of the woman would certainly be beneficial to the dying
person: the request becomes even more unbecoming when Moscow suggests to
Corvino to let the woman lie with Volpone, convincing him of the fact that the action
would have made Corvino deserve the eternal gratitude of Volpone and, therefore, the
rich inheritance. From jealous the poor man proves to be cùpid, consenting to the
proposal of the parasite.
Meanwhile Bonario comes to discover that Volpone will inherit the assets of the old
father Corbaccio: the move of the old man actually has the sole interest of becoming
Volpone's heir himself. The gesture of the old is in fact dictated by the fake
momentum of loyalty and honesty to the Venetian nobleman. Bonario accuses
Moscow and Volpone of dishonesty and, while he takes it out on the parasite, the
latter convinces him that he is wrong: a chat with Volpone will be clear to him. The
moment is wrong, however, and Bonario surprises the man in an attempt to rape
Celia: he saves the girl and Mosca, as a clever swindler, fills Corbaccio with lies,
making him understand that his son Bonario is furious with him. Corbaccio gets
scared, disinheriting his son right away.
Bonario however, with the help of Celia, denounces what happened to the Venetian
Senate. Despite the hasty harangue, the false testimonies of Volpone and Corvino
mean that the two are accused of being murdering lovers.
I don't pay, Volpone tends one last trick: the false news of his death and of the
universal legacy of his possessions spread to Moscow, awaits the arrival of Voltore,
Corbaccio and Corvino, who question the parasite on the incident. Defeated and
embittered, they admit to the magistrates that they lied in the trial against Volpone,
asking to reopen the proceedings against Moscow. They do not know, however, that
Volpone is disguised as a magistrate. The latter, having gone to court to deny his
death, is however accused for his behavior and immediately arrested and condemned
to the total confiscation of the assets. Even for the other characters, however, the
court decides a punishment: while Moscow will end up in prison with the life
2

imprisonment to be served, Corbaccio will be confined to a monastery, exiled Voltore
and Corvino pilloried.
1.3

BEN JONSON: THE PLAYWRIGHT

Ben Jonson suffers from the singular misfortune of belonging
to the same age as Shakespeare. Being next to Shakespeare in
dramatic talent, Jonson is often compared with the Bard only to
be seen as an inferior dramatist with limited vision and poetic
gifts. Jonson’s contribution to the Elizabethan drama is no less
significant, especially in his comedies written with an avowed
didactic purpose. Let us discuss his life and works in greater
detail.
1.3.1 His Life
Though the time and the place of Jonson’s birth are not exactly known, it is more or
less accepted that he was born in Westminster, a London suburb, on June 11, 1572.
His father, a Protestant clergyman died before his birth. Educated at Westminster
School he was brought up by his stepfather who was a bricklayer and whom his
mother married two years after his father’s death. For his education, Jonson got
immense help from William Camden, a scholar and teacher whose influence on his
development has been gratefully acknowledged by the dramatist in the poem “To
William Camden.” Being deprived of university education at Oxford or Cambridge
because of poverty, Jonson had to settle down as a bricklayer – a job he was
singularly unsuited for but he soon enlisted himself as private soldier in the British
Expeditionary force in the Dutch Wars against the Spanish. Jonson returned to
England in the year 1592 and at the age of twenty he married, though his married life
has not too happy.
Around 1595, Jonson joined the theatre as an actor and playwright. In 1597, he joined
Philip Henslowe’s theatrical company, but when he killed in a duel a fellow actor in
1598 he was sent to prison. After his release from prison, Jonson achieved in
significant success as playwright with the play Every Man in His Humor (1598), a
comedy performed by Shakespeare’s company with Shakespeare himself in the cast.
The period from 1598 to 1616 is remarkable for his producing his best works and at
the end of 1616, a big Folio volume called The Works of Benjamin Jonson containing
nine plays, four entertainments, eleven masques and two collections of poems was
published. Then he took a break as a public playwright during the period from 1616
to 1625 when he served as a Court poet. A group of poets known as ‘Sons of Ben’
gathered around him. During three years, Ben Jonson wrote court masques, poetry,
criticism and history. With the death of King James I and the succession of Charles I,
Jonson’s position at the Court had declined and he returned to the public stage and
wrote four plays for it. These plays, regarded by John Dryden as ‘mere dotages’, were
not successful. From 1625, Jonson’s life took a turn for the worse with decline in
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health, poverty and debt. He died on August 6, 1637.
1.3.2 His Dramatic Career
Jonson could boast of a prolific literary career for thirty-six years in which he wrote a
few outstanding plays besides some fine prose and poetry. Before we start discussing
his dramatic career, let us make a brief survey of his prose and poetical works.
Jonson’s prose is relatively unimportant among his numerous works. He wrote notes
for English grammar, which are of minor importance. However, his more important
prose work is Timber or Discoveries Made Upon Men and Matter. It is also known as
Discoveries. Published in the posthumous Folio edition of 1640, it is a collection of
notes, observations on human behaviour, morality and short essays dealing with
various subjects. Jonson was England’s first neoclassical critic and as such, his
critical tenets as expressed in this work are of special value. Though primarily a
dramatist, Jonson was also a poet of some note. He had exerted considerable
influence on the young poets known as “Sons of Ben”. His three collections namely
Epigrams (1616), The Forest (1616) and Underwoods (1640) contain all his poems.
He was also appointed “Poet Laureate”. His songs and poems are also to be found in
the masques. Grace and melody of verse had never been the strongpoint of Jonson as
a poet. However, sometimes, as in “Drink to me, only with thine eyes”, he could
really be seen as possessing some poetic talent.
Jonson’s contribution to English drama is only next to that of Shakespeare. He
distinguished himself by writing a series of comedies, which were clearly antiromantic and satiric in spirit presenting social criticism in realistic manner. His
dramas can be divided into tragedies, comedies and masques.
Comedies: Jonson’s first comedy was The Case is Altered, a half romantic play that
had little to boast of as a drama. However, his real success as a writer of comedies
came with Everyman in His Humour, a play staged in 1598 and printed in 1601. Both
in style and content it is a departure from Shakespearian kind of romantic love
comedy and it created a brief vogue for ‘humorous’ comedy. Every Man Out of His
Humour (acted in 1598 and printed in 1601) and Cynthia’s Revels (1600) were two
satirical comedies displaying Jonson’s classical scholarship. These plays satirised the
follies of his contemporaries. The next play The Poetester (1601) directed its satire
against two of his contemporary playwrights, Marston and Dekker while Ben Jonson
portrayed himself in the play as Horace whose Ars Poetica (Art of Poetry) he
translated. Jonson’s reputation as a writer of comedies rose further with four
comedies: Volpone or The Fox (1605), Epicoene or the Silent Woman (1609), The
Alchemist (1610) and Bartholomew Fair (1614). These plays were written between
1605 and 1614 and they all display Jonson’s great comic sense and inventive power.
The plays are peopled with dupes and deceivers having a field day while the virtuous
characters are largely ineffective. The Devil is an Ass (1616) along with the last four
plays
The Staple of News (1625), The New Inn (1629), The Magnetic Lady (1632), and A
Tale of a Tub (1633) make a definitive decline in his dramatic power and they can be
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remembered only for dealing with contemporary manners and fashion of his times.
Tragedies: Jonson wrote two tragedies, Sejanus (1603) and Catiline (1611). The first
performance of Sejanus was given by the king’s men at the Globe Theatre with
Richard Barbage and Shakespeare in the cast. This play deals with the life of Lucius
Aelius Sejanus who was a favourite of Roman Emperor Tiberius. Rome was left to
the care of Sejanus while the king was spending more time in Capri. Sajanus
poisoned the emperor’s son Drusus and seduced and hoped to marry Livia, the
widow. However, his design did not succeed as the emperor became suspicious of his
moves and denounced him to the Senate. Sejanus was killed by the mob. The play,
inspired by Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, was clearly a failure as a tragedy. However,
the play shows Jonson’s classical learning and energy of mind. The other Tragedy
Catiline, first produced and published in 1611, follows the events of Roman history
during the Republic in 63 BC. Catiline, the proctor and governor of Africa, ruined
himself by leading a dissolute life but aspired to overthrow the government with the
secret encouragement of Caesar. The Senate sentenced Catiline and other conspirators
to death. Catiline was killed in battle by Petrius, the general. As a drama, it is inferior
to Sejanus. Jonson was perhaps following Seneca in it.
Masques and Entertainments: Jonson was emerging as a Court poet and masquewriter of James I and wrote a number of entertainments of which the first was The
Satyr, or Althrop Entertainment (1603). This first masque was The Masque of
Blackness (1605) followed by a number of other masques the total being twenty-six.
Full of folklore, and classical learning, the masques show Jonson’s skill as a masque
writer not equalled by any of his contemporaries. Jonson also wrote an unfinished
pastoral, The Sad Shepherd.
1.3.3 A Few Famous Works of Ben Jonson
Epigrams
 Pray thee, take care, that tak'st my book in hand, To read it well: that is, to
understand.
o I, To The Reader, lines 1-2


If all you boast of your great art be true; Sure, willing poverty lives most in you.
o VI, To Alchemists, lines 1-2



There's reason good, that you good laws should make: Men's manners ne'er were
viler, for your sake.
o XXIV, To The Parliament, lines 1-2



He that fears death, or mourns it, in the just, Shows of the resurrection little
trust.
o XXXIV, Of Death, lines 1-2
Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy! My sin was too much hope of
thee, loved boy. Seven years thou wert lent to me, and I thee pay,
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Exacted by thy fate, on the just day. O, could I lose all father now. For why
Will man lament the state he should envy? To have soon 'scaped world's and
flesh's rage, And, if no other misery, yet age! Rest in soft peace, and, asked, say
here doth lie Ben Jonson his best piece of poetry: For whose sake, henceforth, all
his vows be such, As what he loves may never like too much.
o XLV, On My First Son, lines 1-12


Thy praise or dispraise is to me alike; One doth not stroke me, nor the other
strike.
o LXI, To Fool, or Knave, lines 1-2



The ports of death are sins; of life, good deeds: Through which our merit leads us
to our meeds. How willful blind is he then, that would stray,
And hath it in his powers, to make his way! This world death's region is, the other
life's: And here, it should be one of our first strifes, So to front death, as men
might judge us past it. For good men but see death, the wicked taste it.
o LXXX, Of Life and Death, lines 1-8



Thus, in his belly, can he change a sin, Lust it comes out, that gluttony went in.
o CXVIII, On Gut, lines 5-6



Underneath this stone doth lie As much beauty
Which in life did harbor give To more virtue than doth live.
o CXXIV, Epitaph on Elizabeth, Lady H—, lines 3-6

as

could

die;

The Forest

Drink to me only with thine eyes, And I will pledge with mine; Or leave a kiss but in
the cup And I'll not look for wine.
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Come my Celia, let us prove, While we can, the sports of love; Time will not
be ours forever, He at length our good will sever. Spend not then his gifts in
vain; Suns that set may rise again, But if once we lose this light, 'Tis with us
perpetual night. Why should we defer our joys? Fame and rumour are but
toys.
o Song, To Celia, lines 1-10.
o Compare Catullus, Carmina V



Follow a shadow, it still flies you; Seem to fly it, it will pursue: So court a
mistress, she denies you; Let her alone, she will court you.
o That Women Are But Men's Shadows, lines 1-4



Drink to me only with thine eyes, And I will pledge with mine; Or leave a
kiss but in the cup And I'll not look for wine. The thirst that from the soul doth
rise Doth ask a drink divine; But might I of Jove's nectar sup, I would not change
for thine. I sent thee late a rosy wreath, Not so much honoring thee As giving it a
hope that there It could not withered be. But thou thereon didst only breathe, And
sent'st it back to me; Since when it grows and smells, I swear, Not of itself, but
thee.
o O Song, To Celia, lines 1-16; this poem was inspired by "Letter XXIV"
of Philostratus, which in translation reads: "Drink to me with your eyes
alone…. And if you will, take the cup to your lips and fill it with kisses, and
give it so to me".



Not to know vice at all, and keep true state, Is virtue, and not fate:
Next to that virtue is to know vice well, And her black spite expel.
o Epode, lines 1-4



Whilst that for which all virtue now is sold, And almost every vice — almighty
gold.
o Epistle to Elizabeth, Countess of Rutland, lines 1-2. Comparable to "The
flattering, mighty, nay, almighty gold", John Wolcot, To Kien Long, Ode iv;
"Almighty dollar", Washington Irving, The Creole Village.

To the Memory of My Beloved, the Author, Mr. William Shakespeare (1618)

He was not of an age, but for all time.
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Soul of the age! The applause, delight, the wonder of our stage!
My Shakespeare, rise; I will not lodge thee by Chaucer or Spenser, or
bid Beaumont lie A little further, to make thee a room; Thou art a monument,
without a tomb, And art alive still, while thy book doth live, And we
have wits to read, and praise to give.
o









Lines 17 - 24; this was inspired by a eulogy by William Basse, On
Shakespeare:
"Renowned Spenser, lie a thought more nigh To learned Chaucer, and rare
Beaumont lie A little nearer Spenser, to make room For Shakespeare in your
threefold, fourfold tomb...
For if I thought my judgment were of years, I should commit thee surely with
thy peers, And tell how far thou didst our Lily outshine, Or sporting Kyd,
or Marlow's mighty line. And though thou hadst small Latin and less Greek,
From thence to honour thee, I will not seek For names…
o Lines 27 - 33
'Triumph, my Britain, thou hast one to show To whom all Scenes of Europe
homage owe. He was not of an age, but for all time! And all the muses still
were in their prime, When, like Apollo, he came forth to warm Our ears, or
like a Mercury to charm! Nature herself was proud of his designs, And joy'd
to wear the dressing of his lines! Which were so richly spun, and woven so
sit, As, since she will vouchsafe no other wit.
o Lines 41 - 50
Yet must I not give nature all: thy art My gentle Shakspeare, must enjoy a
part.
For though the poet's matter nature be, His art doth give the fashion.
And that he Who casts to write a living line, must sweat, (Such as thine
arc) and strike the second heat Upon the muses anvil; turn the fame, And
himself with it, that he thinks to frame; Or for the laurel, he may gain a scorn,
For a good poet's made, as well as born. And such wert thou. Look how
the father's face Lives in his issue, even so the race Of Shakspeare's mind and
manners brightly shines In his well-turned, and true filed lines:
In each of which he seems to shake a lance, As brandish'd at the eyes
of ignorance.
o Lines 55 - 70
Sweet swan of Avon! what a sight it were To see thee in our water yet appear,
And make those flights upon the banks of Thames, That so did take Eliza, and
our James. But stay, I see thee in the hemisphere Advanc'd, and made a
constellation there! Shine forth, thou star of poets, and with rage, Or
influence, chide, or cheer the drooping stage, Which, since thy flight
from hence, hath mourn'd like night, And despairs day, but for thy
volumes light.
o Lines 71 - 80

The Works of Ben Jonson, Second Folio (1640)[edit]
Underwoods
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I now think, Love is rather deaf, than blind, For else it could not be,
That she, Whom I adore so much, should so slight me, And cast my love behind.
o IX, My Picture Left in Scotland, lines 1-5
Where dost thou careless lie, Buried in ease and sloth? Knowledge that sleeps,
doth die; And this security, It is the common moth, That eats on wits and arts, and
oft destroys them both.
o XXIII, An Ode, to Himself, lines 1-6
Rhyme, the rack of finest wits, That expresseth but by fits, True conceit, Spoiling
senses of their treasure, Cozening judgement with a measure,
But
false
weight.
Wresting
words
from
their
true
calling;
Propping verse, for fear of falling To the ground. Jointing syllables, drowning
letters, Fastening vowels, as with fetters They were bound!
o XXIX, A Fit of Rhyme Against Rhyme, lines 1-12
Still may syllabes jar with time, Still may reason war with rhyme, Resting never!
o XXIX, A Fit of Rhyme Against Rhyme
Those that merely talk and never think, That live in the wild anarchy of drink.
o XLVII, An Epistle, Answering to One That Asked to Be Sealed of the Tribe of
Ben, lines 9-10. Comparable to: "They never taste who always drink; They
always talk who never think", Matthew Prior, Upon a passage in the
Scaligerana.
It is not growing like a tree In bulk, doth make man better be;
Or standing long an oak, three hundred year, To fall a log, dry, bald and sere:
A lily of a day, Is fairer far, in May, Although it fall, and die that night;
It was the plant and flower of light. In small proportions we just beauties see,
And in short measures life may perfect be.
o LXX, To the Immortal Memory of Sir Lucius Cary and Sir Henry
Morison, lines 65-74
The voice so sweet, the words so fair, As some soft chime had stroked the air;
And, though the sound were parted thence, Still left an echo in the sense.
o LXXXIV, Eupheme, part 4, lines 37-40

Timber: or Discoveries
 Opinion is a light, vain, crude, and imperfect thing.
 A good life is a main argument.
 It is as great a spite to be praised in the wrong place, and by a wrong person, as
can be done to a noble nature.
 A cripple in the way out-travels a footman or a post out of the way.
 He is a narrow-minded man, that affects a triumph in any glorious study; but to
triumph in a lie, and a lie themselves have forged, is frontless. Folly often goes
beyond her bounds; but Impudence knows none.
 It is an art to have so much judgment as to apparel a lie well, to give it a good
dressing.
 I remember the players have often mentioned it as an honor to Shakespeare, that
in his writing, whatsoever he penned, he never blotted out a line. My answer hath
been, "Would he had blotted a thousand".
 I loved the man and do honor his memory, on this side idolatry, as much as any.
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On William Shakespeare
They say princes learn no art truly, but the art of horsemanship. The reason
is, the brave beast is no flatterer. He will throw a prince as soon as his groom.
Greatness of name in the father oft-times overwhelms the son; they stand too near
one another. The shadow kills the growth: so much, that we see the grandchild
come more and oftener to be heir of the first.
Though the most be players, some must be spectators.
Talking and eloquence are not the same: to speak, and to speak well, are two
things. A fool may talk, but a wise man speaks...
One, though he be excellent and the chief, is not to be imitated alone; for never no
imitator ever grew up to his author; likeness is always on this side truth. Yet there
happened in my time one noble speaker, who was full of gravity in his speaking;
his language (where he could spare or pass by a jest) was nobly censorious. No
man ever spake more neatly, more pressly, more weightily, or suffered less
emptiness, less idleness, in what he uttered. No member of his speech but
consisted of his own graces. His hearers could not cough, or look aside from him,
without loss. He commanded where he spoke, and had his judges angry and
pleased at his devotion. No man had their affections more in his power. The fear
of every man that heard him was lest he should make an end.
o Referring to Francis Bacon
The New Inn, or The Light Heart (licensed 19 January 1629; printed 1631)
 Lady: How do's it fit? Wilt come together? Prudence: Hardly. Lad: Thou must
make shift with it. Pride feels no Pain.
o Act II, Scene I
 I never thought an angry person valiant: Virtue is never aided by a vice.
o Lovel, Act IV, Scene iii

Conversations with William Drummond of Hawthornden (1711)
In the winter of 1618–1619, Jonson made a walking tour of England and Scotland. At
one point he spent two weeks as a guest of author William Drummond of
Hawthornden. Jonson's often contentious talk was recorded in notes by Drummond,
who quoted Jonson in third-person form.

That Shakespeare wanted Art.

He cursed Petrarch for redacting verses to sonnets, which he said were like that
tyrant's bed, where some who were too short were racked, others too long cut
short.

That Donne himself, for not being understood, would perish.

Shakespeare, in a play, brought in a number of men saying they had suffered
shipwreck in Bohemia, where there is no sea by some 100 miles.

He saw in a vision his eldest son (then a child and at London) appear unto him
with the mark of a bloody cross on his forehead, as if it had been cutted with a
sword, at which amazed he prayed unto God, and in the morning he came to Mr.
Camden's chamber to tell him, who persuaded him it was but an apprehension of
his fantasy at which he should not be disjected; in the meantime comes there
letters from his wife of the death of that boy in the plague. He appeared to him
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(he said) of a manly shape, and of that growth that he thinks he shall be at the
resurrection.

He hath consumed a whole night in lying looking to his great toe, about which he
hath seen Tartars and Turks, Romans and Carthaginians, fight in his imagination.

His opinion of verses. That he wrote all his first in prose, for so his
master Camden had learned him.
That verses stood by sense without either colours or accent; which yet other
times he denied.

A gentleman reading a poem that began with
Where is that man that never yet did hear Of fair Penelope, Ulysses' queen?
[Jonson] calling his cook, asked if he had ever heard of her, who answering "No,"
demonstrate to him
Lo, there the man that never yet did hear Of fair Penelope, Ulysses' queen.
Quotes about Jonson
 When Ben Jonson presented a masque entitled "News from the New World," his
new world was not the newly found continent of North America, but the new
world of science, the world revealed by the telescope of Galileo.
o I. Bernard Cohen, The Triumph of Numbers: How Counting Shaped Modern
Life (2005)
 With the death of Ben Jonson and the beginning of the civil troubles the great
literary society that had met at the Mermaid and the Devil Taverns was dissolved,
and London saw no real literary society again until the time of Pope and Swift.
o Walter Raleigh, The English Novel: Being a Short Sketch of Its History from
the Earliest Times to the Appearance of Waverley (1894) p. 106
 Those who have most deeply studied Jonson and most truly felt his power, will
hesitate the longest before pronouncing a decisive judgment on the place he
occupies among the foremost poets of our literature. One thing, however, can be
considered as certain in any estimate which we may form. His throne is not with
the Olympians but with the Titans; not with those who share the divine gifts of
creative imagination and inevitable instinct, but with those who compel our
admiration by their untiring energy and giant strength of intellectual muscle. What
we most marvel at in his writings, is the prodigious brain-work of the man, the
stuff of constant and inexhaustible cerebration they contain. Moreover, we shall
not be far wrong in saying that, of all the English poets of the past, he alone,
with Milton and Gray, deserves the name of a great and widely learned scholar.
o John Addington Symonds, Ben Jonson (1888)
 To make a proper estimation of his merits as a dramatic writer, we are to consider
what was the state of the drama and the usual practice of the stage-writers in those
early times; and what alterations and improvements it received from the plays of
Jonson. Shakespear, and Beaumont and Fletcher, are the only contemporary
writers that can be put in competition with him; and as they have excellencies of
genius superior to those of Jonson, they have weaknesses and defects which are
proportionably greater. If they transcend him in the creative powers, and the
astonishing flights of imagination, their judgment is much inferior to his; and if he
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doth not at any time rise so high, neither perhaps doth he sink so low as they have
done. (https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Ben_Jonson)
LET US KNOW
The English Masque was a popular form of entertainment in the Court of James I
(1560) and Charles I. It involved dance, drama and music. Ben Jonson in
collaboration with Indigo Jones produced many fine court masques from 1605 to
1630. The origins of masque can be traced to the primitive folk-rural traditions of
disguised quest bringing gifts to their wealthy host (king or nobleman).
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 1: In which play of Ben Jonson was Shakespeare in the cast? Write what you know
about the play.
Q 2: What were the two ‘Humour’ comedies of Jonson? How are they related to each
other?
Q 3: What is a masque? What is Jonson’s contribution to this genre?
1.4

JONSONIAN COMEDY

In writing comedies, Jonson was clearly at an opposite point of Shakespeare whom he
could never rival as a playwright. Jonson belonged to the European tradition of
comedy and was closer to Moliere than to Shakespeare. His comedies can broadly be
termed as socio-satirical comedies based on the realism of his times. His type of
comedy is also called ‘Comedy of Humour’. Jonson followed the classical models
like Plautus and Terence of the Roman comedy and Aristophanes of the Greek comic
drama. The classical comedy followed three unities of time, place and action. The
unity of time demands that the action of a play should not extend over more than
twenty-four hours while the unity of place requires the action to be confined to one
place and that of Action forbids more than one plot or a single story. Following the
classical type, Jonsonian comedy also deals with realism depicting the everyday life
of the people of his times. Finally, Jonsonian comedy is avowedly moralistic stressing
correction and its satire is directed against human folly. In the famous “Prolouge” to
Every Man in His Humour, Jonson professed that his aim of writing comedy was to
expose follies.
Jonson based his comedies in the theory of “Humours”. In the medieval age, the
physicians thought that the universe was compounded of four elements- the earth,
water, air, and fire. The same elements were supposed to be present in the human
body. Earth possessed the qualities such as cold and dry. It was also thought that
these two qualities produced black bile in a human body and any one being
predominated by black bile will be of melancholic nature. Water was supposed to
produce phlegm and any excess of this element in a man would make him
phlegmatic, that is sluggish, apathetic and not prone to anger. The hot and moist
qualities of air present in excess in blood would make one characterised by a
courageous, hopeful and amorous disposition. Fire produced yellow bile or choler and
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a person possessing an excess of this element would be hot tempered or choleric in
nature. Thus, melancholy, phlegm, blood and choler are known as “Four Humours”
and any predominance of one or the other would show a person’s temperament and
behaviour.
LET US KNOW [Adapted from Wikipedia]
Plautus: Titus Maccius Plautus better known as Plautus, was a Roman playwright of
the Old Latin period of 254 BC–184 BC. His comedies are perhaps the earliest
surviving works in Latin literature. Very often, the word “Plautine” is used to refer to
his own works or works similar to or influenced by him.
Terence: Publius Terentius Afer popularly known as Terence, was a playwright of
the Roman Republic and his comedies were performed around 170–160 BC. Terence
apparently died young, probably in Greece or on his way back to Rome. All of the six
plays Terence wrote have survived.
Aristophanes: Aristophanes of 446 BC – 386 BC was a comic playwright of ancient
Athens. His plays provide the early examples of a genre of the comic Old Comedy.
Often labelled as the Father of Comedy Aristophanes very convincingly recreated the
life of ancient Athens. He mainly wrote political satire such as The Wasps, The Birds
and The Clouds. Each of these plays and the others that Aristophanes wrote are
known for their critical political and societal commentary. Moliere: His real name
was Jean-Baptiste Poquelin. He was a French playwright and actor who is considered
one of the greatest masters of comedy in Western literature. Among his best-known
works are Le Misanthrope (The Misanthrope), L’École des femmes (The School for
Wives), Tartuffe ouL’Imposteur, (Tartuffe or the Hypocrite), L’Avare (The Miser), Le
Maladeimaginaire (The Imaginary Invalid), and Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme (The
Bourgeois Gentleman).

In all his comedies, Jonson has shown his major characters as possessing some of the
“Humour” elements. In the “Prologue” to Every Man in His Homour, he has given his
conception of humours in the following lines:
“That whatso’ver hath fixture and humidity.
As wanting power to contain itself.
Is homour. So in every human body
The choler, melancholy, phlegm and blood,
By reason that they follow continually
In some one part, and are not continent
Receive the name of humours.”
In the same “Prologue” he gives us the orthodox neoclassical theory, taken from
Aristotle. That the function of comedy is to “sport with human follies not with
crimes”. Whether comedy should concern itself with Jonson’s theory is itself a matter
of debate among Jonson critics because a play like Volpone deals with frauds,
13

perjury, prostitution, conspiracy to murder etc. which do not fall in the class of follies.
Two popular concepts of comedy are that a comedy makes us laugh and that it is also
a play with a happy ending. Jonson, however, suggested that the end of comedy not
always joyful and his plays were unlike Shakespearian comedies famous for a joyful
note and a happy ending. No other dramatist has been so criticised for not being
Shakespeare as Jonson. John Dryden admired Jonson in his Essay of Dramatic Poesy
(1668) for the virtues of correctness, judgment, satirical power and technical
excellence. Jonson wrote realistic comedies, which held the English stage for a long
time. Harry Levin wrote in the Introduction to Selected Works of Ben Jonson (1938)
that the comedy of humours was “seized upon as a polemic weapon to answer the
Puritan attacks on the stage”. But, Jonson’s merit lies not in the fact that he
popularised the ancient Comedy of Humours or that he brought to the English drama
the spirit of Plautus and Terence but in the fact that he applied realism to the portrayal
of characters by presenting the classes and the follies of contemporary London.
Nearly all his comedies are set in contemporary London with the only exception of
Volpone.
LET US KNOW
a. The first version of Every Man in His Homour has its scenes set in Italy. Only in
the Folio version of 1616 did he change the names of the characters, giving them
English names and the play an English setting to make the action appear more
realistic.
b. T.S. Eliot points out that there is a close parallel between Jonson and Marlowe.
While the former wrote ‘humour comedies’, Marlowe’s tragedy is a ‘tragedy of
humours’. In both of them, there is a controlling passion-whether it is love of money,
love of power or love of knowledge and it becomes an obsession. Jonson satirises the
vices and depicts a post-Renaissance world characterised by greed and individualism
in his play.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 4: What are the three unities followed by the classical comedy? Did Jonson entirely
follow these unities in Volpone?
Q 5: What is known as the theory of ‘Humour’?
Q 6: What does T. S. Eliot state about Jonson and Marlowe?
1.5

CRITICAL RECEPTION OF JONSON

[Adapted from http://encyclopedia.jrank.org/articles/pages/3832/Jonson-Ben-c-15721637.html]
Jonson’s popularity as a writer demonstrates that not everyone shared views the way
he did during his time. But, his prominence and his outspoken personality made him
the target of many attacks as well as much praise throughout his lifetime. Much of the
criticism of Jonson after his death emphasises areas of comparison with Shakespeare.
The reputed personal feud between Shakespeare and Jonson seems largely to have
14

been fabricated, but beginning in the 1630s, numerous critics have engaged in battles
disputing the relative merits of the famous friends and contemporaries. Jonson has
often been considered to be an inferior writer when the two are compared;
nevertheless, many writers emphasise his unique contributions to literary history.
When the comparison is set aside, the value of Jonson’s writings becomes
indisputable. John Dryden’s extensive criticism provides the most prominent 17th
century response to Jonson, but many other writers also debated the merits of
Jonson’s canon, including Aphra Behn in 1673, who apparently favoured the works
of Shakespeare. Thomas Shadwell, in contrast, announced in 1668 that Jonson “is the
man, of all the World, I most passionately admire for his Excellency in Drammatick
Poetry”. Alexander Pope, Samuel Johnson, and Henry Fielding are among those in
the 18th century who commented upon Jonson’s writing. 19th century writers
prepared the way for the criticism that predominated in the early part of the 20th
century. A. C. Swinburne and others posed, once again, the contrast between Jonson
and Shakespeare. They also devoted significant attention to Jonson’s classicism and
his theories of poetry and drama. Subsequently, Jonsonian studies were profoundly
influenced by T. S. Eliot’s essay on the playwright in 1919 and by the publication of
the Herford and Simpson edition of Jonson’s collected works, which began appearing
in 1925. Over the next few decades, critics, including Douglas Bush, Cleanth Brooks,
and L. C. Knights, debated topics such as Jonson’s social realism, his originality, his
classicism, the nature of his dramatic and poetic art, and his didacticism.
1.6

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, you have read that Jonson was an Elizabethan playwright who wrote
comedies, tragedies, masques and a good deal of prose and poetry. He is chiefly
known for his comedies branded as ‘Humour Comedies’. Volpone (1606) was staged
at the Globe after being written within a period of five months in 1606. Jonson’s
intent in this play and the ones that followed was to mock, or satirise, the folly of his
audiences so they would be shamed into improving their behaviour. To Jonson’s
credit goes Comedies, Tragedies, Masques and Entertainments. You have learnt that
Jonsonian comedy is avowedly moralistic stressing correction and its satire is directed
against human folly.
1.7

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS (HINTS ONLY)

Ans to Q No 1: Shakespeare was in the cast in Jonson’s Sejanus, a Roman tragedy.
Its first performance was given by the King’s Men at the Globe
Theatre in which Shakespeare had played a role.
Ans to Q No 2: The two humour comedies of Jonson were Every Man in His
Humour (1601) and Every Man Out of His Homour (1601). These
two plays are dominated by humour elements.
Ans to Q No 3: The masque is a kind of drama……the characters are always in
disguise……masques were performed at the court of Queen
Elizabeth…… Jonson mixed folklore and classical imagery in his
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masques.
Ans to Q No 4: The three unities followed by the classical comedy were the unity of
time, unity of place and unity of action……no, Jonson did not
entirely follow the three unities in Volpone……he violated the unity
of action by introducing the subplot.
Ans to Q No 5: Physicians in the medieval period believed that the universe
consisted of four elements- the earth, water, air, and fire….…these
elements were supposed to be present in the human body…… earth
possessed the qualities such as cold and dry, water produced phlegm,
air present in excess in blood would make one courageous, hopeful
and amorous, fire produced yellow bile or choler and a person
possessing an excess of this element would be hot tempered or
choleric in nature.
Ans to Q No 6: T.S. Eliot points out that there is a close parallel between Jonson and
Marlowe… …Jonson wrote ‘humour comedies’, Marlowe’s tragedy
is a ‘tragedy of humours’… … both playwrights had a controlling
passion… …Jonson satirises the vices and depicts a post-Renaissance
world characterised by greed and individualism in his play.
1.8

POSSIBLE QUESTIONS

Q 1: Ben Jonson is one of Shakespeare’s greatest successors. Justify your answer.
Q 2: Comment on the nature of Jonsonian comedy with reference to the play
Volpone.
Q 3: What is Ben Jonson’s contribution to Renaissance drama? Discuss critically.
Q 4: How does Jonson mock at the folly of his audiences so they would be shamed
into improving their behaviour? Give a reasoned answer.
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BEN JONSON: VOLPONE (PART II)
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Critical Commentary on the Play
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Further Reading
Answers to Check Your Progress (Hints Only)
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2.1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to
 discuss the play Volpone in terms of its different aspects
 explain the sources of the play
 make act wise summary of the play
 analyse the play in terms of its theme, dramatic structure, characterisation and
style
 provide a critical commentary on the play
2.2

INTRODUCTION

This unit, which is also the last unit of this Block, is based on Ben Jonson’s famous
play Volpone or The Fox. This play is a comedy written by Jonson and is often called
his darkest comedy. The emerging capitalism in the Jacobian England of James I
could be seen as the playwright’s immediate focus, directing a merciless moral
scrutiny on the values and customs of contemporary English society. Jonson’s choice
of the Venetian setting is also not without significance since Renaissance Italy was
the centre of trade in Europe with all the attendant problems of an acquisitive society
with moral degradation. After you finish reading this unit, you will note that the
subject of Volpone is money or greed for money, and the corruption it breeds in man.
The unit thus seeks to analyse this great play in terms of its theme, dramatic structure,
characterisation and style.
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2.3

SOURCES OF THE PLAY VOLPONE

[Adapted from Johana Procter edited The Selected Plays of Ben Jonson: Vol I]
In the play Volpone, Ben Jonson fuses a wide range of different materials–classical,
humanist, medieval and contemporary—much of which are satirical in origin. The
basic motif of legacy hunting is derived from three classical works—Horace’s Satires,
Parts of Petronius’s Satiricon, and Lucian’s Dialogues of the Dead. These sources
variously set out the lengths to which hopeful heirs go in vice and flattery, and the
satisfying comic ‘biter-bit’ situation when their intended victim outwits them. One
hint for the unscrupulous lawyer, and the unnatural husband and father, is to be found
in Horace; Lady-would-be is a brilliant creation from the insufferably garrulous wife
in Labanius of Antioch’s The Loquacious Woman. The Fool’s Song is derived from
Erasmus’s The Praise of Folly (1511); Mosca is drawn from Juvenal’s Satire X.
The Predatory world of Legacy hunters in the play, is set pervasively under the
influence of the Medieval beast epic—The History of Reynard the Fox. Volpone is
Reynard’s human counterpart, and shares not only his cunning, but some of his
adventures—The basic device of the fox playing dead to feed off would-be
scavengers, the fox as physician, fable preacher and seducer. Aesop too is recalled in
Volpone’s reference to the Tale of the Fox. The setting of the play too embodies and
endorses the popular view of Venice—associated with mercantile importance, great
wealth, allure of high sophistication, and subtle dealings and corruption.
Although in “The Epistle”, Jonson stresses his adherence to the principles of ancient
comedy, it is not a major influence on plot and characterisation. Intrigue and
characters defined by professional and social ranks and age, had long been regular
feature of English comedy, and indeed, Mosca the parasite points out how far he
outgoes his classical originals.
(III, i). A stronger influence of the Commedia Dell’arte is clear. Corvino refers to
some of the Commedia ‘masks’, in II (iii) when he breaks up the mountebank scene.
The brilliant entertainment of Volpone with the constant multiplication of the playswithin-the-play created by Volpone and Mosca, dependent on the predictable
responses of the characters, and on skilful improvisation reflects the repertoire and
methods of Commedia. Finally, Jonson’s twist to the morality structure results, not in
the victory of good over evil, but the evil defeating themselves by typically
Renaissance acts of overreaching, in the comic expose of greed, deception, and selfdeception that Jonson sees at the heart of corruption in the individual society.
The play came to be written immediately after his Roman tragedy Sejanus. The grim
nature of the comedy in Volpone can be attributed to the continued mode of
somberness Jonson created in the tragedy. The characters in Volpone take their names
from birds and animals and the plot is developed out of a beast fable in which the
protagonist Volpone (Volpe meaning fox in Italian), and his assistant Mosca (fly in
Italian). The play affords interpretation at various levels – as a satire, as a grim
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comedy that disturbs rather than pleases the audience, and as a classical comedy,
which violates the unity of action by introducing a double plot.
2.4

PLOT OF VOLPONE

In Venice, Volpone, a stingy and rich man, sends the Moscow parasite from his future
heirs, making them believe they are dying. The latter, in the persons of
the lawyer Voltore, of Corbaccio and Corvino, cover Volpone with gifts for a speedy
recovery, increasing the heritage of man without their knowledge. However, men are
only interested in the possible inheritance of Volpone. Moscow in the course of his
mission sees Celia, Corvino's wife, and so much praise from him that Volpone,
interested, decides to see her secretly to be able to seduce her .
Disguising himself as a merchant together with Moscow and pretending to be a seller
of ointments, he sees Celia looking out the window attracted by the calls of the selfstyled merchant: the spark strikes but Corvino proves a jealous husband. Moscow,
having abandoned the merchant's role, convinces the man to show Celia to Volpone,
declaring that the company of the woman would certainly be beneficial to the dying
person: the request becomes even more unbecoming when Moscow suggests to
Corvino to let the woman lie with Volpone, convincing him of the fact that the action
would have made Corvino deserve the eternal gratitude of Volpone and, therefore, the
rich inheritance. From jealous the poor man proves to be cùpid , consenting to the
proposal of the parasite.
Meanwhile Bonario comes to discover that Volpone will inherit the assets of the old
father Corbaccio: the move of the old man actually has the sole interest of becoming
Volpone's heir himself. The gesture of the old is in fact dictated by the fake
momentum of loyalty and honesty to the Venetian nobleman. Bonario accuses
Moscow and Volpone of dishonesty and, while he takes it out on the parasite, the
latter convinces him that he is wrong: a chat with Volpone will be clear to him. The
moment is wrong, however, and Bonario surprises the man in an attempt
to rape Celia: he saves the girl and Mosca, as a clever swindler, fills Corbaccio with
lies, making him understand that his son Bonario is furious with him. Corbaccio gets
scared, disinheriting his son right away.
Bonario however, with the help of Celia, denounces what happened
to the Venetian Senate . Despite the hasty harangue , the false testimonies of Volpone
and Corvino mean that the two are accused of being murdering lovers.
I don't pay, Volpone tends one last trick: the false news of his death and of the
universal legacy of his possessions in Moscow is widespread, awaiting the arrival of
Voltore, Corbaccio and Corvino, who question the parasite on the incident. Defeated
and embittered, they admit to the magistrates that they lied in the trial against
Volpone, asking to reopen the proceedings against Moscow. They do not know,
however, that Volpone is disguised as a magistrate . The latter, having gone
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to court to deny his death, is however accused for his behavior and immediately
arrested and condemned to the total confiscation of the assets. Even for the
other characters , however, the court decides a punishment: while Moscow will end
up in jail with thelife sentence to be served, Corbaccio will be confined to
a monastery , exiled Voltore and Corvino pilloried .
(https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volpone)
2.5

ACT WISE SUMMARY OF THE PLAY

Act I
Act I of the play revolves round the central character Volpone who is a rich Venetian
nobleman, childless and without an heir. He feigns sickness to play tricks with the
help of his trusted and capable assistant Mosca on the greedy legacy hunters who
present gifts to Volpone in order to inherit his vast wealth. The three major gulls are
Corbaccio, Corvino and Voltore— all birds of prey—who rivals one another in their
ambition to be appointed as Volpone’s heir. Voltore is a lawyer; Corbaccio is an old
miser whose one foot is in the grave and Corvino is a rich merchant with a beautiful
wife. Besides these three, there is another legacy hunter Lady Politic Would-be, wife
of Sir Politic Would be who is an English knight. As the play opens, Volpone is seen
worshipping gold as “the best of things” but he does not use the ordinary means like
trade, agriculture, industry, money lending etc. to get rich; he rather uses the clever
tricks of extracting rich gifts from the gullible legacy hunters. Each of them, harbours
the hope of being Volpone’s successor to inherit his wealth. Nano (‘dwarf’ in Italian),
Androgyno (hermaphrodite) and Castrone (eunuch), the natural or deformed fools,
entertain Volpone. Nano and Androgyno describe the transmigration of the soul of
the Greek philosopher Pythagorus entering the body of Androgyno. Nano and
Castrone sing a song in praise of fools. The fools are described when Volpone and
Mosca hear a knocking at the door by Voltore (vulture) who bring up Volpone a gold
plate. Voltore is followed by Corbaccio, an old man with insatiable greed, bringing a
sleeping medicine for Volpone. But Mosca suggests that he should will his property
to Volpone by disinheriting his son Bonario. Since Volpone is going to make him his
heir, Corbaccio, sure to survive Volpone, would get the money back as well as that of
Volpone. The gullible old man loses no time to hurry home to propose the will in
favour of Volpone. Corvino, the rich merchant, comes next, whom Mosca tells that he
has been made the heir. The visit of Lady Politic Would-be is announced but Volpone
has no mood to receive her. Mosca mentions Corvino’s beautiful wife Celia whom
the jealous husband keeps shut up at home. Volpone’s interest for Celia is instantly
aroused and he plans to see her even at her window by disguise.
Act II
In Act II Scene I Sir Politic Would-be is introduced. He wants news about England
from Peregrine, a fellow Englishman visiting Venice as a tourist. The Sir Politic
confesses that he has been living in Venice in compliance with the wishes of his wife.
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The English knight is shown as foolish in his insistence on Stone, the fool as a
Machiavellian secret agent. As they were engaged in conversation Mosca and Nano
came to set up a platform for Volpone, disguised as Mountback ‘Scoto of Montana’
to deliver a speech apparently to the crowd but actually to attract Corvino’s wife
Celia’s attention appearing at the window. Volpone offers her not only oil but also a
powder for maintaining her beauty and keeping herself young forever. Corvino’s
sudden entry interrupted Volpone’s description of the virtues of the power. The
jealous merchant beats away Volpone. In scene II, Volpone confesses to Mosca how
he has been smitten by the beauty of Celia. In the next scene (III), Celia is severely
rebuked by Corvino for having encouraged the Mountback. Mosca comes to
Corvino’s house to inform him that Volpone’s health has improved with Scotto’s oil
brought by Corbaccio and Voltore and that the doctors attending on Volpone
suggested that his best cure lies in the company of a young woman ‘lusty and full of
juice’. Corvino, to outdo the rivals in providing such as a woman to Volpone, offers
his Celia and convinces her to accompany him to Volpone’s house in her “best attire
and choicest jewels.”
Act III
Act III opens with Mosca telling Bonario, Corbaccio’s son, about his father’s plan to
disinherit him as a bastard. He asks him to come to Volpone’s house to see for
himself. Bonario follows Mosca to Volpone’s house where Volpone, waiting
anxiously for Mosca’s news of Celia, is being entertained by Nano and Androgyno.
Lady Politic Would-be comes and inflicts verbal torture on Volpone whom Mosca at
last rescues by telling the lady that her husband has been seen “rowing upon the water
in a gondola with the most cunning courtesan of Venice”. The Lady leaves the scene
at once provoking Mosca to comment that “they that use themselves most license are
still more jealous”. Mosca keeps Bonario in hiding so that he could see his father’s
transaction. Instead of Corbaccio, Corvino comes with his wife before Mosca sends
for him. Celia is shocked to know the intention of her husband to bring her there.
When Celia is left alone in Volpone’s chamber, Volpone leaps from his bed and after
having failed to woo her he ventures to seduce her but Bonario appears from his
hiding and rescues Celia and leads her away. Corbaccio knocks at the door and is told
by Mosca that his son Bonario had threatened to kill him and Volpone for the will.
Voltore, following Corbaccio, overhears this talk of will but the wily Mosca has no
problem in convincing the lawyer that Corbaccio’s will is in fact in his own interest
as he will inherit both Corbaccio and Volpone’s wealth. The gullible lawyer is also
convinced about Bonario’s plan to frame Volpone in an attempted rape case against
Celia and agrees to defend Volpone in the court.
Act IV
This act begins with Lady Politic Would-be confronting her husband and Peregrine
taking the latter to be the courtesan in disguise. The Knight at once leaves the scene
making Peregrine suspicious of the plan. Mosca, however, clears the Lady’s doubt
about Peregrine being the street woman, following which the Lady offers her apology
21

to Peregrine in the most ambiguous language-”Pray you, Sir, use me. In faith/the
more you see me the more I shall conceive”. Peregrine decides to avenge his insult. In
the court scene that follows when the three gulls and Mosca appear before the
Venetian officers of justice, Voltore defends Volpone against the charges of Bonario
and Celia by saying about the adulterous relationship of Celia with Bonario who has
been disinherited by his father for the same reason. Corvino calls his wife a whore
and Lady Politic Would-be claims to have seen her with her husband. Volpone is
carried to the courtroom. He is seen to be too sick to be able to commit rape. The
court punished Celia and Bonario by sending them to jail.
On returning home Volpone and Mosca celebrate their success in the court. They now
device a new plans to ‘vex’ the clients. Nano and Castrone are sent to spread the news
of Volpone’s death. Volpone makes Mosca his heir and stands behind the curtain to
see the disappointment of his victims. Voltore, Corbaccio, Corvino and Lady Wouldbe arrive one by one and discover that Mosca has been made the heir. In the
meantime, Peregrine, in order to take revenge on Sir Politic, comes to Sir Politic’s
house in the guise of a merchant to inform Sir Politic about Peregrine being a
Venetian agent who has reported that Sir Politic is plotting against the Duke. As Sir
Politic hears a knock he hides in a tortoise shell and some merchants disguised as
search officers pull off the shell and Peregrine took off his disguise. Sir Politic and
Lady Politic decide to leave Venice. Mosca inheriting Volpone’s wealth now decides
to become the master of the house. Volpone goes to the street to tease all the legacy
hunters.
Act V
In the second court scene, Voltore confesses to the court that his earlier story was
false. The judges are convinced that Volpone is dead and Mosca is the true heir. They
regard Mosca as truly respectable now and regret sending their messenger to fetch
him. The messenger is Volpone in disguise and in the street, on his way to fetch
Mosca, he meets Nano, Androgyno and Castrone and sends them to tell Mosca to see
him in the court. In the third court scene the judges reject Volpone’s plea of
impotence while Volpone himself (still in disguise) asks Voltore to tell the court that
Mosca is coming. Voltore confesses to the court that Volpone is alive. On Mosca’s
entering the court, dressed as a Magnifico, the judges show their respect to him and
one of them even offers him his daughter for marriage. Despite Volpone’s asking
Mosca to tell the court that he is alive; Mosca refuses to recognise him and tells the
court that he came from his patron’s funeral. In whisper to Volpone, he demands half
of his wealth and then goes on increasing his demand. On Mosca’s complaint, the
court orders the ‘messenger’ (Volpone) to be whipped. Finding him in the most
hopeless situation of being whipped and of losing all his wealth, Volpone decides to
reveal himself as well as Mosca, to expose all other villains and asks the court to pass
sentence. The judge’s order different punishment for the offenders: Mosca to be
whipped and sent to jail for life; Volpone’s wealth to be given to a hospital and he is
to spend the rest of his life in prison to become really “sick”; Voltore to be debarred
from his profession; Corbaccio’s property is to go to his son Bonario and he himself
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has to go to a monastery and Corvino is to be rowed around Venice wearing ass’s
ears. Celia would go to her father with her dowry trebled.
2.6

PLOT CONSTRUCTION

Jonson is commonly acknowledged as the master of dramatic structure in English
drama. He allows a complex pattern of events to dominate his plays with classical
Unities complied with some minor departure here and there. Aristotle prescribed a
straightforward progression of events with direct evolution from one to the other; but
in Jonson’s plays, particularly in Volpone, the parts do not automatically grow in a
sequence. These are separate scenes with each of the legacy hunters in the first act in
Volpone, which can be seen only as a succession.
The play begins with the dedication made to the two Famous Universities namely
Oxford and Cambridge where the play was staged and applauded. The Dedication
throws light on Jonson’s own views on the state of poetry and drama in the days.
Jonson says that the poetasters of his time had too much license and thereby they
have degraded poetry. He maintained that a good poet must be a good man, “A
teacher of things divine no less than human, master in manners”. His own satire,
which was sharp and at times merciless, especially in Volpone, was directed not
against individuals but at vice in general. According to the Dedication, Jonson’s aim
was to reform the stage by restoring the virtues of classical drama. The dedication is
followed by the Prologue, which is spoken by an actor mediating between the author
and the audience. Possibly the speaker was Nano, the dwarf. The author wants to mix
“profit with pleasure”. The play is written according to “the taste of our time” and
there is nothing of the “low taste which pleases the mob so much”. He presents “a
living refined comedy according to the rules laid down by the best critics”. The
“Prologue” also makes it clear that it is free from “personal rancour” but it is “only a
little witty”. Besides the Dedication and the “Prologue “there is the “Argument”
coming before the “Prologue” which briefly states the theme of the play to be
developed by the plot and characters. It tells the story of Volpone the principal
character who is rich and childless and attracts the people to covet his riches. Each of
the candidates hopes to inherit Volpone’s wealth but finally the play ends with
undoing of both the victimiser and the victims.
LET US KNOW
The argument is in the form of an acrostic. Acrostic is a word arrangement of the
first, last or some central letters, (usually the first letters) can be read down words.
Acrostics are fashionable in French literature from the from the time of Francis I to
Louis XIV, and in the Elizabethan period in English. Here in the play, the first letters
of the lines in the argument spell out VOLPONE.
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Plot Structure:
Jonson constructed his plot based on the classical theory, which emphasised the
following of the unities of Time, Place and Action. Volpone’s plot is tightly
constructed complying with these unities, though there is some criticism about the
Unity of Action because of his introduction of the sub plot involving Sir Politic, Lady
Politic and Peregrine. The action occurs in a single day. Thus, the Unity of Time is
observed as Aristotle prescribes in his Poetics. However, the action is compressed
into a single day so that Jonson can give his undoing with his action speed and
inevitability. Though Act I moves slowly with the opening scene when Volpone
worships gold and the legacy hunters appear in succession in Act II, there is the
quickened pace of the play with Volpone changing from a passive invalid into the
Mountback. Act III brings the culmination of Volpone’s renewed vigour and makes
the beginning of his attempted rape of Celia. Act IV shows Volpone and Mosca at the
peak of their success. The Act takes place in the late afternoon. But, in the last Act
(Act V), the evil is defeated. This also presents one of the main problems of the
play—it’s ending. In the dedicatory epistle Jonson himself anticipated it and admits
that he has not been able to gain a happy ending. The five criminals-Volpone, Mosca,
Corbaccio, Voltore and Corvino have been punished in different ways. John Dryden
found this act excellent because in it Jonson gained the proper end of comedy—the
punishment of vice. But, the play’s structure looks uneasy after the end of the 4th Act.
Dryden feels the presence of two actions in the play-the first action coming to an end
in the Act IV and the second being forced from it in Act V. Dryden found “the unity
of design…not exactly observed in it.”
LET US KNOW
T.S. Eliot commented that Jonson’s dramatic skill does not lie in writing a good plot
but in doing without a plot. The plot in Volpone, he says, should rather be called
‘action’ than a ‘plot.’ The action takes place on a single day at Volpone’s house.
Unities of time and place have been observed in accordance with classical theory but
the unity of action is violated with the introduction of the subplot comprising the
English knight, his wife and the English traveller Peregrine.
The Subplot:
The sub plot consists of three characters—Sir Politic Would-be, Lady Politic Wouldbe and Peregrine. Because of its loose connection with the main plot, it is often
dismissed as irrelevant and discordant. Like the characters in the main plot, these
three characters also have a place in the beast fable with the Politic Would-be couple
being seen as chattering parrots and Peregrine as a hawk. Besides the use of the
common beast fable that binds the two plots, there is Lady Would-be who has a role
in the main plot as one of the legacy hunters. In addition, Jonson wishes to draw a
contrast between Italian vices and English folly. Professor Jonas A Barish (“The
Double Plot in Volpone”) does not find the Sir Politic Would-be sub plot irrelevant
and discordant, and states that:
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“Sir Politic Would-be and Lady Politic Would-be function as mimic of the actions
of the main characters and thereby the subplot performs the function of burlesque
traditional to the comic subplot in English drama.”



“The Politic Would-be couple caricature the actors of the main plot, particularly
Sir Politic figures as a comic distortion of Volpone.”



“Lady Would-be is one of the legacy hunters. Her antics caricature the more
sinister gestures of Corvino, Voltore and Corbaccio. Her behaviour contrasts
sharply with that of Celia.

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 1: Who are the main characters in the subplot? What is the connection of the
subplot with the main plot?
Q 2: Why do we sympathise with Volpone rather than the legacy hunters?
Q 3: How does Jonson present Bonario and Celia?
Q 4: What is the significance of the religious language in Volpone’s opening address?
Q 5: Write a note on the ‘Dedication’ with which the play Volpone begins.
2.7

MAJOR THEMES

Volpone is called a ‘rouge comedy’ or a ‘dark comedy’ considering the nature of its
comic action, which disturbs rather than pleases its audience. T.S. Eliot in his essay
on Jonson in 1919 offers the terms ‘burlesque’ or ‘farce’ for the play conceding
however that neither term will define Jonson in the play. In the harshness of the
catastrophe and the criminal nature of the main characters, the play is nearer to
Sejanus than to any other comedy of the playwright. Coleridge thought that ‘there is
no goodness of heart in any of the prominent characters’ and the play, after Act III,
became “a painful weight on the feelings” (Literary Remains, 1836). The major
themes of the play have much to do with the implacability of the play. The major
themes can be summarised as follows:
Folly and Crime:
In the “Prologue” to the revised version of Every Man in His Humour, Jonson
rejected larger matters like the “Wars of the Roses” as subjects of his comedies in
favour of everyday realities and advocated that while presenting characters the
comedy should “sport with human follies, not with crimes”. However, in Volpone, he
deals mainly with crime rather than folly. The central theme of the play is the
degeneration of human beings into beasts. Characters are accordingly broadly divided
as belonging to two categories-the knaves and the fools. He uses the beast fable in the
manner of Aesop. But, while in the beast fable the animals behave like human beings,
Jonson shows in Volpone how humans behave like animals. By presenting Lady
Would-be in the company of the criminals Jonson shows that the dividing line
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between crime and folly is rather thin and it takes no time for folly to graduate into
crime.
Gold Rush:
Jonson found in the old Roman institution of legacy hunting an easy material for his
comedy whose basis is shown to be human greed. He chose Venice as the right place
for his setting because it was a city based on trade and moneymaking. L.C. Knight in
his stimulating work Drama and Society in the Age of Jonson writes about the rise of
capitalism in the Elizabethan and Jacobean period and its relationship with gold.
Wishing to dramatise the dangers of greed and individualism Jonson turned to the
beast fable in which the fox, growing too old to catch his prey, pretends to be dying
and attracts birds. A fly (Mosca) hovers over the body of the fox. Jonson presents the
gold centred universe in the first scene, where Volpone worships gold. It represents
the degradation of all moral, ethical and human values as ideals of life.
Disease and Transformation
Disease along with abnormality is another theme. Similarly, transformation is also an
important thematic strand in the play. Volpone pretends to be terminally sick. His
pretended sickness becomes the metaphor of spiritual and moral decline. Jonson
shows three deformed characters in the play-Nano, Castrone and Androgyno. The
dwarf, the eunuch and the hermaphrodite are symbols of moral deformity of Volpone
and others. The theme of transformation is shown first in the transmigration of the
soul of the Greek philosopher Pythagorus that finally entered the body of Androgyno,
thereby suggesting the gradual degradation of man. Volpone illustrates the other kind
of transformation. He plays a number of roles-from the magnifico to sick man to
Mountback doctor to a virile lover to a dying man brought to the court and to the
commendator. Finally, he changes himself into the fox. In suggesting a link between
his characters and their animal identities, Jonson has a moral purpose to serve the
undoing of the criminals.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Q 7: How does Volpone express the degradation of human beings into beasts?
Q 8: Why does Jonson present a gold-centred universe in the first scene of the play?
2.8

MAJOR CHARACTERS

Jonson’s method of characterisation is opposite to that of Shakespeare. Where
Shakespeare’s characters are human beings, objectively drawn ‘round’ characters,
those of Jonson are flat and types. As Shakespeare’s characters can come out of the
world of the play to our midst, Jonson’s are incapable of existing outside the play.
Hazlitt says that they are more “like machines, governed by mere routine, or by the
convenience of the poet whose property they are.” Coleridge is another early critic to
call Jonson’s characters ‘abstractions’. The Jonsonian method was to take some
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prominent features from the whole man and ‘that single feature or humour’ is made
the basis upon which the entire character is built up.
Jonson’s characters in Volpone cannot be labelled merely as types or mere
“abstractions” (as Coleridge says) but are sharply individualized as the behaviour of
Voltore, Corbaccio, Corvino and the Lady Would-be would show. The characters fall
into two broad categories-knaves and fools. All the major characters in the main plot
like Volpone, Mosca, Corbaccio, Voltore and Corvino belong to the group called
knaves while Sir Politic and Lady Politic of the subplot are fools. But, in presenting
Lady Would-be as crossing over to the knaves group Jonson shows that the line
separating them is very thin. However, harsher punishment has been reserved for the
criminals at the end of the play while the Would-be couple have been allowed to
sneak away from Venice. But, Bonario and Celia also represent the third category of
the virtuous which are, however, too timid and ineffectual to face the menace of
avarice and self-aggrandisement of the morally crippled legacy-hunters.
Jonson uses four types of imagery-religious, classical, animal, and love. The images
are used to present the values implicit in the culture of an emerging capitalist society.
According to Eliot, the verse appears to be in the manner of Marlowe, but Marlowe’s
inspiration is missing. Coleridge was an early critic to comment on Jonson’s “sterling
English diction” though “his style is rarely sweet or harmonious.” Volpone illustrates
Jonson’s great skill in using a style that can be manipulated as situation demands. The
style in the opening scene with Volpone opening his chest and offering prayer to
gold. The language is elevated and the style is largely mock epical. E.B. Patridge (in
“The Broken Compass”) observes four kinds of imagery in the verse in the opening
scene. These are religious, classical, animal, and love. He suggests that Jonson uses
these images to present values that dominated the culture of his times and in contrast
with the past, which is ideal. The religious imagery serves as a powerful irony of
Volpone’s travesty of religious ideals. The love imagery recalls the great love affairs
only to confirm the absence of love in present day Venice.
1. W.B. Yeats saw Jonson’s version of the play in 1921. He went on to grasp both
the difficulty and greatness of Volpone by observing that “this excites us because
it makes us share in Jonson’s cold implacability.”
2. Hazlitt calls Volpone Jonson’s best play—”prolix and improbable, but intense and
powerful.” However, he found the whole “worked up mechanically, and our
credulity overstretched at last revolts into suspicion, and our attention flags into
drowsiness.”
Check Your Progress
Q 1: What is the difference between Jonson and Shakespeare in terms of
characterisation?
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2.9

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we have tried to offer an analysis of Jonson’s great play Volpone. The
play centres on the protagonist Volpone, a Venetian aristocrat who amasses wealth
through gulling the avaricious legacy-hunters. Jonson uses the Italian beast fable of
the fox and the birds. A fox (Volpe in Italian) that is too old to catch his prey pretends
to be terminally sick and lures the birds while a fly (Mosca in Italian) hovers over the
body. Volpone (derived from Volpe) pretends to be dying and the legacy-hunters—
Voltore, Corbaccio, Corvino and Lady Politic Would-be come to his house with rich
gifts, each of them expecting to be made his heir. All three have their place in the
beast fable with Sir Politic and Lady Politic representing parrots and Peregrine the
hawk. The subplot is considered irrelevant and discordant by some critics but others
(like James A. Barish) find it thematically integral to the main plot. In order to
represent Jonson’s society in the fullest possible sense, attempts have been made to
make this unit an interesting reading experience. You will find that the capitalistic
greed as represented by the legacy hunters in the play strikes at the root of the older
system of social unity, which valued human relationships. Jonson has made the most
scathing assault on the new ethos resulting from the Renaissance individualism.
2.10
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2.11

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS (HINTS ONLY)

Ans to Q No 1: The idea of legacy hunting is derived from works like Horace’s
Satires, Parts of Petronius’s Satiricon, and Lucian’s Dialogues of the Dead……the
Predatory world of Legacy hunters mark the influence of the Medieval beast epic—
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The History of Reynard the Fox…… influence of the Commedia Dell’arte……most
importantly, the Renaissance acts of overreaching, greed, deception, and selfdeception.
Ans to Q No 2: Sir Politic Would-be, Lady Politic Would-be and Peregrine……the
subplot deals with folly and it is tied to the main plot by Lady Would be… …the
dividing line between crime and folly could be very easily graduate into crime.
Ans to Q No 3: Our admiration for him is enhanced by his virtuoso performance in
the Mountback scene with his great rhetorical skill… …Although, Volpone’s tricks
are criminal, the dupes are equally foolish and criminal in their greed… …but by
attempting rape on the virtuous Celia he overstretched himself and forfeits our
sympathy and admiration.
Ans to Q No 4: Jonson presents Bonario and Celia as helpless in the face of the
corrupt world dominated by the knaves and fools… …they are the two virtuous
characters… …they are helpless because they cannot change or adapt to the emerging
circumstance… …yet they retain some faith in truth and justice.
Ans to Q No 5: By using religious imagery Jonson exposes the perversion of
values… …Volpone chants hymns to gold… …reminds the readers and the audience
that in his world of insatiable greed gold replaces the sun as the centre and the source
of life.
Ans to Q No 6: The dedication is made to the two famous Universities— Oxford and
Cambridge… …the Dedication throws light on Jonson’s own views on the state of
poetry and drama in the days… …in the dedication, Jonson’s aim was to reform the
stage by restoring the virtues of classical drama… …the dedication is followed by the
Prologue which is spoken by an actor mediating between the author and the audience.
Ans to Q No 7: The central theme of the play is the degeneration of human beings
into beasts. Characters are accordingly broadly divided as belonging to two
categories-the knaves and the fools. He uses the beast fable in the manner of Aesop.
But, while in the beast fable the animals behave like human beings, Jonson shows in
Volpone how humans behave like animals.
Ans to Q No 8: Jonson presents the gold centred universe in the first scene, where
gold is worshipped by Volpone. It represents the degradation of all moral, ethical and
human values as ideals of life.
Ans to Q No 9: Jonson’s method of characterisation is opposite to that of
Shakespeare. Where Shakespeare’s characters are human beings, objectively drawn
‘round’ characters, those of Jonson are flat and types.
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2.11

POSSIBLE QUESTIONS

Q 1: Discuss the dramatic significance of the animal names of Volpone, Mosca and
the three birds of prey in Jonson’s Volpone.
Q 2: Do you consider the Politic Would-be subplot is irrelevant and discordant?
Discuss.
Q 3: Attempt an analysis of the character of Volpone. In what ways, does the play
centre on the character of Volpone?
Q 4: Comment on Dryden’s criticism of the structure of the play. Is the fifth act
extraneous to the structure of the play?
Q 5: Discuss Volpone as a satire on greed.
Q 6: How far does Volpone conform to Jonson’s theory that comedy should sport
with human follies, not with crimes.
Q 7: Describe the different sources Jonson makes use of while writing the play
Volpone.

30

UNIT 3

JOHN DRYDEN: ALL FOR LOVE (PART II)

Structure
3.0
3.1

3.4
3.5
3.6

Objectives
Introduction
3.1.1 The Age of Dryden
3.1.2 The Court
3.1.3 The Theatre
3.1.4 The Coffee-House and the Periodicals
3.1.5 Natural Calamities
3.1.6 Social Changes
3.1.7 Learning and Education
The Intellectual Milieu
3.2.1 Science and Scepticism
The Life of John Dryden
3.3.1 Birth and Family
3.3.2 At School
3.3.3 Trinity College Cambridge
3.3.4 London
3.3.5 Marriage
Glossary of Difficult Terms
Let Us Sum Up
Exercises

3.0

OBJECTIVES

3.2
3.3

In this unit we will analyse the time in which Dryden existed. This time brought about
few major changes in England, there were a lot of political, social and even
educational changes that took place during this era. This unit also elaborates about the
personal life of Dryden like his schooling, college, family and married life. To know
about the play ‘All for Love’, we must also acquaint ourselves with the time in which
it was written. Hence this unit shall help us to know more about Dryden’s expertise as
a writer/story-teller.
3.1

INTRODUCTION

3.1.1 The age of Dryden
The restoration of king, parliament and Law in place of the military dictatorship of
the Puritans was the political aspect of the Restoration of 1660 in British history. The
Bishops and the Prayer Book were restored to the Anglican Church. The nobles and
the gentry were restored to their hereditary place as the acknowledged leaders of local
and national life. The Emergency which had lasted full twenty years was over. The
Englishman's proverbial love of a lord, has admiring interest in the squire and his
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relations again was as it had always been.
The upper class, however, got soon divided into Whig and Tory. A secularisation of
society and politics was evidently taking place. It was no mere coincidence that
experimental science and the scientific attitude to the affairs of life emerged in
England at this time. The Royal Society was founded under the patronage of King
Charles I1 in 1662. Sir Isaac Newton (1 642-1 727) lived and died a Christian, but his
laws of gravitation, his optics and calculus spread the spirit of scientific enquiry.
Superstitions began to be exposed and discarded. Poetry or verse yielded pride of
place to prose in literature. Sceptical rationalism tended to prevail in the intellectual
and spiritual life. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) offended the clergy by describing the
church as something-like a spiritual police force. The 'new philosophy' raised great
hopes of progress. A comparative view of the respective attitudes of John Donne
(1571-1631), John Dryden, Alexender Pope and William Blake (1757-1827) towards
the new philosophy of science and reason is illuminating John Donne, an early
seventeenth century poet, had said:
And New philosophy calls all in doubt:
The Element of fire is quite put out;
The Sun is lost, and the earth and no man's wit.
Can well direct him where to look for it
Industry, agriculture and commerce all continued to expand. The peace and prosperity
of Queen Anne's reign (1 702-1 714), the enclosing of fields, the rise of the business
class which became the major ingredient of the middle class, are all reflected in the
pamphlets and journalism of Defoe. London grew in all respects, and yet it was preindustrial. To the writer, it provided the world of the city, the court, the coffee-house
and the club. It became the symbol of national and civilized life. The exotic imports
from remote countries including India made an imaginative impact on the people. The
wisdom and virtue of the Orient fascinated many minds. The stability and agrariancommercial basis of the economy gave the city and the court their urbanity and
refinement.
The rule of law was established at the time of the Restoration. The victory of the
common Law over the Prerogative courts was confirmed by the Glorious Revolution
of 1688. It is a unique revolution in many senses. It is called 'glorious' because there
was no bloodshed involved. The change in the ruling dynasty of England from Stuart
to Hanoverian was no less than revolutionary. The law was now above the king. The
supremacy of law and order made a deep impact on English society and mind. The
Englishman felt proud and confident. England appeared to him to be the best country
in the world. The self-complacency was striking.
3.1.2 The Court
The 'merry monarch', Charles II, presided over a court in which pleasure was duty.
The courtiers, the first leaders of the Whig and Tory parties at the time of the Popish
Plot (1678) and the Exclusion Bill (168l); laughed cynically at all forms of virtue as
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hypocrisy. The corrupt politicians and courtiers found pastime in Wycherley's
Country wise (1672) in which the hero seduces women by pretending to be a eunuch.
Satire of the time is poetry coming to grips with society. The famous lines of Samuel
Butler's Hudibras (1678) state the general situation.
What makes all Doctrines plain and clear?
About two hundred pounds a year.
And that which was prov'd true before,
Prove false again? Two hundred more
Dryden's own Absalom and Achitophel (1681) the greatest political satire in English,
was called 'occasionall.in the sense that it rendered into poetry the current political
occasion,
But the courtiers were also lovers of art and literature, the theatre and poetry. The gay
and relaxed morality of early Restoration society is reflected in the Restoration
comedy, the utopia of gallantry and cuckoldom. (Charles Lamb's phrase). The Heroic
Drama too was popular for its romance. Pope described the early Restoration court in
the following couplet.
No wonder then, when all was love and sport
The willing muses were debauch'd at court
The decline of the court started when the Hanoverians took over. "Metaphorically as
well as literally, the whitehall of the Merry Monarch lay in ruins, never to rise again"
Charles II's court was not only the scene of much pleasure, liberty and scandal, it was
also the centre of patronage for politics, fashion, literature, invention, company
promoting etc. But after 1688, the glory of the court declined. Patronage was sought
elsewhere, in the lobbies of Parliament, in the ante-chambers of Ministers, in the
country houses of the pleasantest aristocracy in the world and finally in an appeal to
the educated public. "Although the publisher became a worse patron than the earlier
The Age of Dryden aristocrat, his role was only that of the middleman between the
author and the common reader who had emerged with the newspapers and periodicals
of Addison, Steele, Defoe and others.
a) The Court and the City in Politics
The court was naturally on the Tory side; the city, which now re-entered the picture,
rallied to the side of the Whigs. The light-hearted days of irresponsibility and jollity
were soon over. Politics was forcing itself upon the attention of writers who had for
nearly two decades concentrated only on amusing the court. Dryden was on the Tory
side, and Shadwell on the Whig side. Shaftesbury became the political leader of the
Whigs. Normal social relations were strained between the Whigs and the Tories, The
Popish Plot (1678) revealed by Titus Oates divided men into political factions. The
question of succession was being hotly debated in 1681. Absalom and Achitophel
(1681) was addressed to the political issue from a Royalist angle. The writer was,
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generally speaking, either with the patrician or with the plebe. Dryden and Defoe are
typical examples. Mac Flecknoe is an attack on Shadwell the Whig poetaster.
Religious and political factions created literary factions or camps. This reflects
society not as a whole but fractured or divided. The later identity of the dominant
middle class could not bridge the gulf. A social dissociation of this type creates a
psychological dissociation of sensibility. Eliot's insight seems to be right.
b) Political and Religious Satire
Samuel Butler's ‘Hudibras’ is a mock-heroic poem, satirising the Puritans. It is "the
most remarkable document of the reaction against Puritanism at the Restoration".
Butler attacked the self-righteous fools of his time. Moreover, his poem exposes
hypocrisy in all the ages.
The civil war had created religious factions. After the Restoration, they became more
political, and the real party struggle began with the Exclusion Bill. Before the
generation of Dryden, Andrew Marvel1 and John Oldham are prominent among those
who wrote on contemporary topics, particularly the Dutch war (1665), and affairs of
state.
3.1.3 The Theatre
The playhouse was roofed in, and there were 'footlights; a drop obtain and painted
scenery. Women actresses played female roles. The drama was localised in London,
and confined to court audiences and the fashionable society of the town. Plays by
Shakespeare and Ben Jonson were revived. Dryden's heroic drama adorned the
theatre. The provincial theatre was to appear later in the eighteenth century.
The king had, during his exile in France, seen French tragedy in all its glory with
Corneille. He brought back to England a passion for French drama. Dryden's Essay of
Dramatic Poesy (1667) is classic discussion of the relative merits of the ancient Greek
and Latin drama, the contemporary French neo-classical drama, the English drama of
the age of Shakespeare and Jonson, and his own experiments in the serious heroic
drama in rhyming verse.
The main types of Restoration drama are:
1. Heroic drama often rhymed
2. 'Humour' comedy and
3. Comedy of manners.
Players and audiences knew each other. Prologues and epilogues encouraged their
intimacy. Dedications were also fashionable. The art of praise of flattery was
practised to please, and appease, patrons on whose patronage the author depended for
his subsistence.
The Restoration Comedy is the most characteristic dramatic achievement of the age.
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Dryden and Etherage (1634-91) were the early poets who closely recorded
sophisticated society in their plays. Dorimant and Sir Fopling Flutter were satirical
characters in Etherege's plays. They spoke in a new style which was called the
modern way of writing. Wit and repartee were most prominent in his style.
Wycherley was more satirical. Vanbrugh, Farquhar and Congreve were the other
great comic poets of the period, Congreve being the most poetic of them.
The French influence inspired Dryden to write Heroic drama in which kings and
queens, heroes and princesses, are characters, and their problems are the possession
of a crown or the overthrow of an empire. Earlier English Tragedies and Histories had
been much more varied in theme, and though heroic reflected life comprehensively.
The balance of romance and realism in Shakespearean or other tragedy before Dryden
is more artistic than in Dryden's Heroic drama. The romantic exaggeration, the
tendency to sustained majesty, was encouraged by the women who preferred romance
and chivalry. Tyrannic Love (1668) by Dryden has Maximin as the hero who defies
gods. He is a master ranter.
The courtship of women was tedious in these plays. Eve says to Adam in Dryden's
The State of Innocence (1674):
But some restraining thought, I know not why
Tells me, you long should beg, I long deny,
Jealousy in Eve is portrayed by Dryden;
Or like myself, some other may be made;
And her new beauty may thy heart invade
The difference with Milton in tone is remarkable. Dryden was adapting Paradise Lost
to the theatre, and taking 'poetic licence' to suit the age, or rather the court. The
gallant strain in Heroic Drama pleased women. Addison records in the Spectator
(no.40) 'the ladies are wonderfully pleased to see a man insulting kings, or affronting
the gods, in one scene and throwing himself at the feet of his mistress in another'.
Dryden and Lee, in several of their tragedies, practised this secret with good success.
The elegance of high society, its external graces, and its good manners were
highlighted in tragedy beyond realism. The Rehearsal (1672) satirised the tendency.
Bayes, its satirical hero, has been identified with Dryden. He admires 'a fierce hero
that snubs up kings, baffles armies, and does what he will without regard to good
manners, justice or numbers'.
Dryden's defence of Heroic Drama is special pleading and illustrated 'the unsettled
condition of literary theory in his time. The heroic play in Dryden's practice and
theory was in the words of W.P. Ker, an imitation in little of a heroic poem in which
love and honour are the main themes'. The unconscious travesty of the themes of love
and honour in Dryden's experimental heroic drama led him to discover his, mockheroic forte in satire, and the discovery was to suit the age as a whole. The Conquest
of Granada in two parts, Aureng-Zebe (1676) and All for Love (1678), an adaptation
of Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra, are Dryden's most important heroic plays.
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They have been described as an assertion of human splendour made, not altogether
incongruously, by a court circle whose libertinism did not exclude ' flamboyant
devotion and courage.
3.1.4 The Coffee-house and the Periodicals
From the reign of Charles to the early Georges, the London Coffee house was the
centre of social life. It sharpened wit and conversation, and concretised ideas. Thanks
to the East India Company, tea and coffee had become usual drinks among the
wealthier classes. Coffee was introduced in England by a Turkish merchant who set
up his coffee-house in Lombard Street, London in 1657. Wills coffee house in Covent
Garden was patronised by Dryden and Samuel Pepys, and was nicknamed the 'wits'
coffee house. By Queen Anne's time the number of such houses multiplied. Tories
and Whigs went to different coffee-houses. News could be most easily obtained at the
coffee-house. Politicians met in coffee houses, but they also had little circles or clubs
of their own. Sir Isaac Newton and Laurence Sterne, theologians, Scientists, men of
letters or intellectuals did not disdain the coffee-house. It became the school of wit
and dialectic. Smoking was allowed, and conversation was compulsory. Pope had met
Dryden at a coffee-house. Addison found his chief scenes of action in coffee-houses,
playhouses and my own apartment.
Newspapers and periodicals appeared during this time. The periodicals like the Tatler,
The Spectator, the Connoisseur and the Citizen of the World presented a faithful and
well-composed portrait of the age. Queen Anne is said to have the Spectator taken in
with her breakfast. Steele and Addison not only created a reading public but educated
public taste and morality as well. Addison criticised factionalism in politics,
promoted secularisation and toleration, and always took the middle course. They
sought to enliven morality with wit, and to tamper wit with morality. Civilisation
through conciliation is the public task they performed through newspapers. This
famous 'compromise' led to peace and stability in social life. 'The fair sex' was also
induced to read.
3.1.5 Natural Calamities
Natural Calamities like the Plague of 1665 and the great Fire of London (1666)
affected British social life considerably. The plague was described two years later by
Thomas Vincent in his God's Terrible Voice in the city of London. He observed how
the poor were forced by poverty to stay behind and be devoured by the demon of the
disease. "People fall as thick as leaves in Autumn when they are shaken by a mighty
wind". Daniel Defoe's masterly account in his History of the Plague (1722) is better
than any other surviving record of the disastrous disease.
The great Fire had broken out on the morning of 2nd September 1666 in the northeast of London. By night it had spread along river Thames, and far into the city. On
the second and third days it spread on all sides, and subsided on the fourth day.
Samuel Pepys has left a vivid account in his diary. Evelyn had thought it had reached
to fifty miles in length, giving the burning city 'a resemblance of Sodorne or the last
day'. Dryden's poetical version in Annus Mirabilis (1667) has following passages:
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'The fire, like some dire usurper', was 'obscurely bred' in 'mean buildings'.
3.1.6 Social Change
The East India Company brought tea and coffee, silk and porcelain. It altered the
drink, the habits of social intercourse, the dress and the artistic taste of the rich
people. While religion divided, trade united the nation, and trade was becoming more
important. Trevelyan has described the changing Puritan thus:
The Puritan, sixty years back, had been Cromwell, sword in hand; thirty years back,
Bunyan, singing hymns in goal; but now the Puritan was to be found in the tradesman
journalist Defoe' (English Social History, 295).
A sensitiveness to the needs and sufferings of others, particularly the poor, was seen
in philanthropic work like the foundation of charity schools and Hospitals, The
boundaries of race and colour were crossed in the humanitarian spirit of Edmund
Burke (1729-97) and others.
The rule of law and justice prevailed. The Reformation of Manners was being
actively pursued. Drinking was discouraged. Sunday observance was strict. The
society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) and the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPGFP) were founded. The evangelical
movement diverted religious zeal to the conversion of the heathens away from home.
The poise and complacence of the ethos of the Augustan Age became evident in the
age of Dr. Johnson (1740-1780). Society was freed from the disturbing passions and
fanaticisms of the past and was not yet troubled by the anxieties of the Industrial and
French Revolutions. Such a 'classical' age regards itself not as setting out but as
having arrived. It was a society which, with all its grave faults, was brilliant above
and stable below.
Basil Willey described Addison's England as 'fortunate' in having behind it not only
the Glorious Revolution of 1688; but such a poet as Milton, such a physicist as
Newton, and such a philosopher as Locke. The optimism of the period is also its
smugness.,
All the dearest ambitions of men and of Britons had been realised; the constitution
had been established and 'freedom' secured; Homer and Virgil had been equalled if
not outdone, the law which preserves the stars from wrong, had been made manifest,
and the true workings of the mind had been revealed. All these things had been done
not only by Englishmen but by Christians. The brilliant explanations of Newton and
Locke had not only removed the strain of living in a mysterious universe, but
confirmed the principles of religion.

3.1.7 Learning and Education
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Lord Chesterfield's letter to his son (1750) gives a fair idea of the education of
aristocracy. He advises the young man to read Plato, .Aristotle, Dernosthenes,
Thucydides, Homer etc. Latin alone was not sufficient. Greek distinguished a scholar.
And the son was advised to mind the spelling of English words.
Swift's The Battle of Books (1704) reflects an on-going debate between the
champions of New learning and the defenders of old learning. The famous symbols of
the spider for new learning and the bee for old learning, or the Modems and the
Ancients respectively were effective, but as Sutherland said, Swift's intention was
"much more to maul Bentley and Wotton than to take sides with the Ancients against
the Moderns. His pronouncement is less important than his purpose to make the
whole controversy appear trivial, a mere battle of books.
Pope's The Dunciad ridicules pedantry and verbal criticism. Pope described the lesser
breed of scientists "A tribe with weeds and shells fantastic crown'd". Pope was a
humanist. Natural philosophy or, science and humanism were going their separate
ways. The exhaustion of classical and Christian mythology and scholastic learning
left a blank in the creative imagination. The rise of the novel is partly the effect of the
scientific method of empirical observation of society. Pope painted a very dark
picture of the change in the conclusion to the Dunciad. He wrote:
Art after Art goes out, and all is night
Philosophy, that lean'd on Heaven before,
Shrinks to her second cause, and is no more.
Physic of metaphysic begs defence,
And metaphysic calls for aid on sense,
See mystery to Mathematics fly,
In vain! They gaze, turn giddy, rave, and die.
Religion blushing veils her sacred fires,
And unawares morality expires.
Dr. Johnson elevated moral philosophy far above physical science. He felt life as a
union of fact and feeling. He represents the common reader with the common sense
of the Christian humanist tradition. Literature and science, traditional and modem
learning, were parting ways and were to become 'two cultures' in the twentieth
century.
Learning in the eighteenth century was 'general, and the specialisation of the modern
learning of today was not there.
Science was sometimes made funny, as in the third book of Gulliver's Travels.
Technology and industrialisation emerged in the nineteenth century.
The two old universities of Oxford and Cambridge restricted admission to members
of the Church of England. The dissenters set up their own academies. Charity schools
and the society for Promoting Christian knowledge (1699) in particular did much to
educate the poor.
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3.2

THE INTELLECTUAL MILIEU

3.2.1 Science and Scepticism
Isaac Newton (1642-1727) and William Harvey (1578-1657) were the greatest British
scientists of the seventeenth century. Robert Boyle, one of the founder- members of
the Royal Society, described his method as sceptical. In the Advancement of
Learning, Bacon had said: 'If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts,
but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties'. The
Scepticism of the scientists of the time was a scientific method Poets based upon the
hope that knowledge will gradually become certain.
Sprat asserted that the inductive method of enquiry was better than the deductive. He
said that the Greek Philosophers, and especially Aristotle, "made too much haste to
seize the prize, before they were at the end of the Race: that they fixed and
determined their judgements, on general conclusions too soon, and so could not
afterwards them, by any new appearances, which might represent themselves'. Their
dogmatism was contrasted with the 'self-criticism' or scepticism of the new
philosophy. Glanvill wrote that the modern free philosophers were sceptical. They
"dare dissent from the Aristotelian Doctrines, and will not slavishly subscribe to all
the tenets of that Dictator in Philosophy.
Scepticism, the inductive method of enquiry, and a departure from the classical
Aristotelian tradition of learning characterises science. Secondly, the truth was
viewed in terms of fact verifiable by reason. Thirdly, experimental and applied
aspects of knowledge were valued above the speculative and merely theoretical or
ideal knowledge of old philosophy. Scholasticism was replaced by scepticism, reason
and experiment.
But this scepticism was not Pyrrhonist. In The Vanity of Dogmatising (1661), later
retitled Scepsis Scientifica (1665), Joseph Glanvill wrote: 'I desire it may be taken
notice of once for all then, that I have nought to do with the shuffling sect, that love to
doubt eternally, and to question all things. My profession is freedom of enquiry, and I
own no more scepticism than what is concluded in the motto which Royal society
have now adopted for their, NULLIUS IN VERBA (on the word of no one).
Robert Boyle also emphasised modesty of expression and freedom of enquiry in his
books, Certain Physiological Essays (1661) and The Sceptical Chymist (1661). But
he brought out the difference from old scepticism of his own outlook: 'I do not with
the true Sceptics propose doubts to persuade men, that all things are doubtful and will
ever remain so (at least) to human understandings, but I propose doubts not only with
design, but with hope, of being at length freed from them by the attainment of
undoubted truth; which I seek, that I may find it; though if I miss of it in one opinion;
I proceed to search after it in the opposite, or in any other where it seems more likely
I should meet with it’.
The assertion of Reason's freedom and power was rooted in the 'optimistic
39

epistemology' of Bacon and Descartes, and has been contrasted with the 'pessimistic
epistemology' of Montaigne and the other philosophical sceptics (Karl Popper, 1963).
Besides, the progress in the sciences of astronomy and anatomy was revolutionary.
The starry spheres were replaced by the solar system. New scientific methods and
instruments were being discovered. The telescope, the barometer, the thermometer,
the microscope, were invented. Medicine, agriculture end mathematics were
improving. The circulation of blood was discovered in advance in physiology.
A current of rational thought was generated by the works of Hobbes and Newton.
Lockets Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) reveals his practical and
psychological bent. He considered man as a reasoning creature and desired him to be
"well-skilled in his knowledge of material causes and effects of things in his power;
directing his thought to the improvement of such arts and inventions, engines and
utensils, as might best contribute to his continuance with convenience and delight".
The 'machine' was to appear in the next century. But Reason was not old logical and
speculative reason. Rochester said: Man was 'that vain animal who is so proud of
being rational' (Satyr against Reason and Mankind, 1675). Dryden too did not hope
much from Reason. He said that :
Reason's glimmering ray
Was lent, not to assure our doubtful way,
but guide us upward to a better day.
3.3

THE LIFE OF JOHN DRYDEN

Dryden began his poetic career during the civil war. His elegy on the death of the
'Protector', Oliver Cromwell, in 1658, is one of his earliest poems. His 'public' spirit
gave his poetry public themes, and his greatest work is political satire. The shifting
loyalties of his life as a person and poet have caused much critical confusion. He
changed, as Dr Johnson said, 'with the nation' at the time of the Restoration. His
choice of blank verse in All for Love came in the wake of his weariness of his longloved mistress Rhyme. His religious conversion to Romanism towards the end of his
poetical career has been a controversial topic. It should not, however, be difficult for
us to appreciate these changes-political, religious and in versification as signs of
catholicity and a liberal spirit rather than of mere opportunism. The Revolution of
1688 affected his poetic career somewhat as the Restoration of 1660 affected
Milton's. The steadfastness of Milton's convictions and his devotion of the causes he
espoused may be contrasted with Dryden's cavalier attitude to life and letters.
The expansion of British colonialism had emerged. The East India Company brought
wealth to England. Another significant fact of social life was the separation of
religion and politics during Dryden's lifetime, the power of the British parliament had
been rising. The Civil War, the regicide and the 'glorious' Revolution, are all
symptoms of the rise of the common man. But the class cleavage also became more
marked.
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The heroic couplet or rhymed decasyllabic verse is Dryden's major contribution to
English prosody. Pope said: 'I learned versification wholly from Dryden's works'. We
how that Dryden and Pope are the greatest masters of the heroic couplet in the
English poetic tradition. Blank verse, the most important verse form in English
poetry, was nearly completely replaced by rhymed verse for more than half a century
during 1680-1750.
Regarding the language or poetic diction of Dryden, there is no critical consensus,
Dryden believed, and Dr. Johnson agreed, that the language of poetry was improved
and refined by him. But Wordsworth and hold described the language of Dryden's
and Pope's poetry as unpoetical or prosaic. T.S. Eliot described the difference that
Dryden brought about in the language of poetry as due to a dissociation of sensibility
reflected in crude poetic feeling. The earlier complexity of vision and language was
lost. The rise of science, the stress on the clarity and simplicity of expression, made
the language of poetry in English less connotative.
Dryden's dramatic experiment helped him master the medium of the heroic couplet
which was used to great poetic effect in his satire of the sixteen eighties. His criticism
is at once that of the father of English criticism and of a growing poet groping for the
discovery of the form of expression that would suit his experience and that of his age.
His translations fostered in him and in his age an awareness of European and
universal standards of poetry. The most striking development was from the 'heroic' to
the mock heroic in his poetry.
3.3.1 Birth and The Family
John Dryden, the son of Erasmus Dryden, was born of puritan stock at Aldwinkle in
Northamptonshire on August 9, 1631. John Locke was born one year later, and Isaac
Newton in 1642. These three great Englishmen of the same age gave English poetry,
British philosophy and modem science respectively a new direction. Dryden's pride in
his family is expressed in To my Honoured Kinsman John Dryden (1700). The
following lines describe Dryden's idea of a patriot which he believed was illustrated
by many members of his family living and dead:
A patriot both the king and country serves
Prerogative and privilege preserves;
of each, our laws the certain limits show
One must not ebb nor the other overflow.
Betwixt the prince and Parliament we stand,
the barriers of the state on either hand;
May neither overflow, for then they drown the land.
When both are full they feed our blessed abode,
like those that watered once the Paradise of God.
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3.3.2 At School
He was taught by a famous scholar. Busby at his Westminster school. Dryden was
thoroughly trained in rhetoric by Busby. In a memoir of Richard Busby (1895), the
writer quotes a mother proudly writing in 1688: They are bravely taught both to be
scholars and orators at Doctor Busby's School at Westminster, where my son is: In
Dryden's poetry and drama, the poet and his characters plead a case or argue a cause.
The influence of the school teacher is behind it,
3.3.3 Trinity College Cambridge
In 1650 Dryden entered Trinity college, Cambridge on a Westminster scholarship.
His interest in learning developed there, but he did not get a fellowship in the
College. Later in life, he wrote:
Oxford to him a dearer name shall be
than his own mother-University:
Thebes did his rude unknowing Youth engage;
He chooses Athens in his riper age.
(Prologue to the University of Oxford written 1676)
3.3.4 London
After four years at Cambridge, Dryden Came to London. He became, secretary to Sir
George Pickering, his maternal cousin, who enjoyed Cromwell’s favour. In
November 1662, Dryden became a member of the newly founded Royal Society.
3.3.5 Marriage
Dryden married Lady Elizabeth Howard the sister of Sir Robert Howard, in 1663. He
had three sons, Charles, John and Henry. Charles and Henry chose the religious
profession, John was an author. He wrote a comedy called The Husband His own
Cuckold.
In the translation of Juvenal (1693), Dryden was assisted by his sons. He cursed .
John Dryden marriage perhaps because he was not happy in his married life.
Saintsbury mentioned a joke that the poet had at the cost of his wife. One day she said
to him: 'I wish I were a book, and then perhaps you would pay me some attention.' He
replied : 'Then, my dear, pray, be an almanac, that I may, change you at the end of the
year.' Life and art were not far from each other in the case of Dryden. The following
lines may be noticed:
Minds are so hardly matched that even the first
Though paired by heav'n in Paradise, were cursed;
For Man and woman though in one they grow
Yet, first or last, return again to two
Not that my verse would blemish all the fair,
But yet if some be bad 'tis wisdom to beware,
And better shun the bait than struggle in the snare.
Dryden wrote these lines in the last year of his life.
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He had started writing poems while still at school. He started writing plays in the year
of his marriage, 1663. For about ten years, he wrote poems, plays, prefaces to plays
and poems, and critical essays. He became popular and famous as the writer of heroic
plays in which he chose to use the decasyllabic couplet. But in 1671, a burlesque, The
Rehearsal, was staged. It satirised Dryden as Bayes. Dryden had been made poet
Laureate in place of Sir William Davenant. He was also made Historiographer Royal
soon after, in 1670. He was already a member of the Royal Society. Thus, he was
well-known, and the travesty of his talent not only hurt him deeply but also affected
his reputation. It exaggerated the artificiality and unreason of his heroic drama-the
rant and bombast, the mechanical plots and the grandiose speeches, and the constant
harping on the conflict between honour and love. The running commentary of Bayes
reveals the weakness of Dryden's critical attitude in respect of heroic drama. He
glories in the worthless character of Drawcansir. Dryden's defence of heroic plays and
his satirical portrait of Zimri in Absalom and Achitophel (1681) were his revenge.
But between 1671 and 1681, he had smarted.
Dryden's interest in poetry, poetic drama and literature was more than personal. He
guided the younger writers and distributed poetical fame. He was highly influential as
a poet and man of letters from the beginning, and his influence was greater after his
death. During the Augustan Age, or the first half of the eighteenth century, his
influence on English poetry was most powerful and dominant but Dryden, whose
influence was so great emerged not before his fiftieth year 1681.
Dryden's interest in public life and affairs was great. It inspired his creative
imagination better than anything else. Absalom and Achitophel (1681) happens to be
the greatest political poem in English not by chance. The popish plot was disclosed
by Titus Oates in 1678. Qates, the son of an Anabaptist preacher, had first been an
Anglican clergyman, then he switched to the Catholic faith, but was expelled from
Jesuit College where he was undergoing training for a religious profession in the new
order. He claimed that he was present at a Jesuit conference held in London in April
1678. A plot to kill the king and usurp the British throne was hatched by the Catholics
in that conference.
The revelation of what came to be called the Popish plot led to the passing of the
Exclusion Bill by the House of Commons in opinion turned in favour of the king who
wanted his catholic brother, the Duke of York, to succeed him to the British throne.
He summoned a meeting of the parliament at Oxford in March, and soon dissolved it.
In July, the principal leader of the opposition, the Whig Earl of Shaftesbury was
arrested and imprisoned in the Tower on a charge of high treason. His trial was to be
held in November, and Dryden brought out his Absalom and Achitophel on the 17 of
that month, a week before the commencement of that trial. The king described
Shaftesbury as the weakest and wickedest of men, and Dryden's portrait of
Shaftesbury as Achitophel has become one of the most famous satirical portraits in
English. Interestingly, John Locke had hailed him as a brave defender of civil,
religious and philosophical liberty. Dryden's portrait is of course mixed. Part II of
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Absalom and Achitophel was published in 1682. Both the parts had appeared
anonymously, and in the second part, written mainly by Nahum Tate, Dryden’s,
contribution was short portraits of Doeg and Og. But Shaftesbury had been released
and a medal was struck in his honour. However, soon after that, Shaftesbury accepted
defeat and fled to Holland. The Medall, A Satire against Sedition, was published by
Dryden in 1682. It pursued Shaftesbury, the whig medalist, with relentless vigour.
One of the replies, The Medal of John Bayes, was attributed to Shadwell, his former
associate. Dryden replied with Mac Flecknoe, or a satyr upon the True-BlueProtestant Poet, T.S in 1682.
But Dryden's literary opponents who had concocted the Rehearsal in 1671 were
active, and Elkanah Settle wrote an amusing parody of Absalom and Achitophel. Its
title was Absalom Senior, or Achitophel Transposed. But it was ineffective, whereas
Shadwell's The Medal of John Bayes was a brutal and repulsive attack. Dryden’s,
reply was of course great poetry and satire.
The philosophical poetry of Dryden expounds theological and political controversies
of the time and certainly demonstrates his awareness of fideism, modern science,
scepticism and deism. T.S. Eliot described his mind as 'commonplace', and
Aurobindo regarded him as merely intellectual. But T.S. Eliot was a creature of the
age of specialisation and a student of philosophy. Moreover, in comparing Dante and
Shakespeare, and in his 'Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca' he had convincingly
argued that a poet was different from a philosopher, even when his poetry was
philosophical, Dryden's poetry is a criticism of life. Which was at once social and
spiritual in his Time. His Religio Laici (1682) states a Layman's Faith. Its opening
lines assert how 'reason grows pale at religion's sight'. Another important point, made
in the poem is that traditions 'make not truth but probability'. His conclusion is:
Faith is not built on disquisitions vain;
The things we must believe are few and plain.
But since men will believe more than they need
And every man will make himself a creed,
In doubtful questions 'tis the safest way
To learn what unsuspected ancients say.
The story of Dryden's religious conversion has been a topic of debate among his
biographers. We might satisfy ourselves with one late view. The Hind and the Panther
(1687), an allegory, states Dryden's personal drama, the state of his spirit in his midfifties:
What weight of ancient witness can prevail
if private reason hold the public scale?
Rut gracious God, how well dost thou provide
for erring judgment, an unerring Guide?
Thy throne is darkness in the abyss of light,
A Blaze of glory that forbids the sight;
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O teach me to believe thee thus concealed,
and search no farther than thy self-revealed:
But her alone for my director take
Whom thou hast promised never to forsake!
My thoughtless youth was winged with vain desires
my manhood, long misled by wandering fires,
Followed false lights; and when their glimpse was gone
My pride struck out new sparkles of her own.
Such was I, such by nature still I am
Be thine the glory, and be mine the shame.
Good life be now my task: my doubts are done.
The intellectual milieu of Dryden has been studied in detail. Dryden had an open and
thinking mind. He said: Thoughts, such as they are, come crowding in so fast upon
me, that my only difficulty is to choose or to reject, to run them into verse, or to give
them the other harmony of prose.
The energy of his mind has impressed his readers, scholars and critics, but he was
also believed to be more imitative than original. He himself believed that a poet
should have comprehensive learning and experience. About his own learning. Critics
like Dr. Johnson complain of carelessness. Johnson remarked: 'His scholastic
acquisitions seem not proportionate to his opportunities and abilities. He could not,
like Milton or Cowley, have made his name illustrious merely by his learning.' But
Johnson admired the mind of Dryden as follows: "His works abound with knowledge,
and sparkle with illustrations...A mind like Dryden's (was) always curious, always
active, (but) his studies were rather desultory and fortuitous than constant and
systematical. What Dryden said of his king and master, Charles II", is true more of
himself: 'his knowledge more, his reading only less'.
The character of Dryden was described most sympathetically by his friend William
Congreve. Congreve said that Dryden was very friendly and ease of access, but
diffident in his advances to others. His communication was perhaps better than his.
Knowledge. A rapidity of conception characterised his mind. T.B. Macaulay (1828)
said 'By trampling on laws, he acquired the authority of a legislator'. He began as a
rebel in poetic technique, an experimenter, and ended as the authority of a new poetic
technique discovered by him. His mind 'fond of splendeur, was indifferent to
neatness'. It had not decayed till his death (May 1, 1700). One thing peculiar to
Dryden was that, in the words of Congreve, 'his parts did not decline with his years'.
He kept improving till the end in 'fire and imagination, as well as in Judgement'.
'The chill of a sceptical atmosphere' is said to have turned Dryden's mind and
imagination self-conscious, in his Defence of Essay of Dramatic Poesy (1668).
Dryden described his discourse in the Essay as 'sceptical' according to that way of
reasoning which was used by Socrates, Plato, and all the academics of old, which
Tully and the best of the Ancients followed, and which is imitated, by the modest
inquisitions of the Royal Society. He wrote of his 'natural diffidence and scepticism'
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in the Preface to Sylvae (1685). Earlier, in the Preface to Religio Laici (1682), he said
that he was 'naturally inclined to scepticism in philosophy.' His criticism shows a
spirit of free inquiry, a modest and tentative style and tone. He regarded his views and
opinions as 'probable' rather than certain.
Dr. Johnson criticised his moral character. According to him, Dryden was aware of
his dignity of character and importance as a poet. His modesty was by no means
inconsistent with ostentatiousness. He is diligent enough to remind the world of his
merit. He is accused of envy and insidiousness. He abetted vice and vanity only with
his pen; Johnson regretted or rued that Dryden degraded his genius and spread the
contagion of corruption in society.
Johnson judged the 'life' of Dryden as a man of letters, as a poet. His controversies
with Settle, Collier, Blackmore, Milborne, Stillingfleet etc. are part not only of his
'biography' but of his life as a critic, poet and satirist.
Life and art are not separable in the case of Dryden, though, as Johnson said, Dryden
who refined the language, improved the sentiments and tuned the number of English
poetry, was an 'occasional' poet who had both learning and facility of composition.
Religio Laici (1682) is 'a composition of great excellence,' almost the only work of
Dryden which can' be considered as a voluntary effusion', but it is more
argumentative than poetical. As a reflective or philosophical poem, it is distinctively
den’s-mixing the grave with the humorous', serio-comic, in a word. Me Hind and the
Panther (1687), the longest of all Drydens original poems, is allegorical in design and
'an example of poetical ratiocination.'
The last decade of Dryden's life was devoted to the translation of Latin classics, to
writing some of his best criticism e.g. the criticism of Chaucer and The Discourse on
Satire, and some of his best poems. The Song for St. Cecilia's Day, Alexander's Feast
and The Secular Masque were published during this period. His creative and critical:
power did not decline with his age. In the last year of his life he wrote the Secular
Masque. It is a characteristic poem, and a befitting epilogue to a century, The
seventeenth century in English literature is perhaps the greatest, because it produced
the great plays of Shakespeare, the Metaphysical poets, Milton and Dryden. Dryden's
description of the end of the century focuses on its decadence rather than its glory.
The concluding chorus of the masque is:
All, all of a piece throughout;
Thy chase had a beast in view;
Thy wars brought nothing about;
Thy lovers were all untrue.
'Tis well an old age is out;
And time to begin anew.
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3.4

GLOSSARY OF DIFFICULT TERMS

ABSALOM AND ACHITOPHEL- A satirical poem written by John Dryden.
RELIGIO LAICI- A Layman’s faith, a poem written by John Dryden.
DOEG AND OG- The names given to Thomas Shadwell and Elkanah Settle in
Dryden’s Absalom and Achiophel.
ZIMRI- An allegorical mock heroic epic written by John Dryden.
PYRRHONIST- Pyrrhonism is a school of philosophical scepticism founded
by Pyrrho in the fourth century BCE.
SCEPSIS SCIENTIFICA (The Vanity of Dogmatising) - An essay written by
Joseph Glanvill.
3.5

LET US SUM UP

In this unit we have examined the Age of Dryden, we have also discussed about the
various changes that took place during that time be it social, political or educational.
This was a time of major changes during England, hence we get to know a stack of
new words for example ‘Intellectual Milieu’. This unit also puts forward the various
aspects of Dryden as a writer an about his personal life, like his schooling, college,
marriage and family.
3.6

EXERCISES

1. What were the major changes (Social and Political) that took place during the age
of John Dryden?
2. Write a short note on ‘Intellectual Milleau’ within 100 words.
3. Write short notes on the following topics
a. Dryden’s schooling
b. Dryden’s family
c. Dryden’s college
d. Dryden’s marriage
4. What was the educational stature of England during the age of Dryden?
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UNIT-4

JOHN DRYDEN: ALL FOR LOVE (PART II)

Structure
4.0
4.1

4.4
4.5
4.6
4.7

Objectives
Introduction
4.1.1 Dryden The Dramatist
4.1.2 Dryden and All for Love
4.1.3 Dryden’s preface
Prologue to the play, All for Love
4.2.1 Characters in the Play
Act-wise interpretation of the Play
4.3.1 Act I
4.3.2 Act II
4.3.3 Act III
4.3.4 Act IV
4.3.5 Act V
Summary of the Play
Glossary of Difficult Terms
Let Us Sum Up
Exercises

4.0

OBJECTIVES

4.2
4.3

Like the name suggest ‘All for Love’, the play is about Antony and Cleopatra’s love
that has become the thorn in many eyes. In this unit we are going to examine this play
putting forward the historical background of Rome during the time of Queen
Cleopatra. This unit also puts forward the prologue that tells us about the struggle that
one has to face unarmed and helpless when he/she is in love. The play ends with a sad
note when Antony and Cleopatra die.
4.1

INTRODUCTION

4.1.1 Dryden the Dramatist
The story of Dryden's preoccupation with drama for more than three decades is the
sad story of the compromise of his genius with the fashion of the day He said for I
confess my chief endeavours are to delight the Age in which I live. "And the Age
liked comedy. The Restoration Comedy entertained it. Though Dryden forced his
genius to write comedy, he thought he was not 'so fitted by nature to write comedy'
He regarded comedy as 'inferior to all sorts of dramatic writing', but he admitted that
his disgust' with 'low' comedy was not so much from my judgement as from my
temper'. We spoke of the sullenness of my humour.' A saturnine and reserved
temperament.' Moreover, comedy was low because the persons in comedy are of a
lower quality (than in tragedy) the action in little, and the faults and vices are but the
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sallies of youth, and the frailties of human nature, and not premeditated crimes' but
while Comedy presents the imperfection of human nature, farce entertains us with
what is monstrous and chimerical. We approved the mixed way of comedy, that
which is neither all wit, nor all humour, but the result of both'. Repartee, the soul of
conversation, was the greatest grace of comedy.' The first end of comedy is delight,
and instruction only the second.
The following list of his comedies shows that (1) he was prolific, but (2) not first rate.
George Etherage, William Wycherley and William Congreve were greater masters of
the Restoration comedy. Dryden's Whig opponent, Thomas Shadwell is known for his
Jonsonian Comedy of humour. Few of his well-known works are as follows:
1. The Wild Gallant (1663) is a comedy in prose. It did not succeed in the theatre.
2. Sir Martin Marall (1667) is also a comedy in prose, Its subtitle is 'Feigned
Innocence'. It is influenced by Moliere's comedy.
3. An Evening's Love or the Mock Astrologer (1671).
4. Marriage a la Mode used both blank verse and prose. It was successfully staged in
1673 and was popular.
5. The Assignation or Love in a Nunnery (1672) is a comedy in prose.
6. Amboyne (1673) mingled verse and prose and was written at the time of the
second Dutch war Dryden's patriotic and political sentiment was reflected.
7. Limberham, or The Kind Keeper (1678), a comedy in prose, was prohibited as too
indecent for the stage.
8. Amphitryon (1690) mixes verse and prose.
4.1.2 Dryden and All For Love
The age of Elizabeth is memorable for so many reasons in the history of England, was
especially brilliant in literature, and, within literature, in the drama. With some falling
off in spontaneity, the impulse to great dramatic production lasted till the Long
Parliament closed the theatres in 1642; and when they were reopened at the
Restoration, in 1660, the stage only too faithfully reflected the debased moral tone of
the court society of Charles II.
John Dryden (1631-1700), the great representative figure in the literature of the latter
part of the seventeenth century, exemplifies in his work most of the main tendencies
of the time. He came into notice with a poem on the death of Cromwell in 1658, and
two years later was composing couplets expressing his loyalty to the returned king.
He married Lady Elizabeth Howard, the daughter of a royalist house, and for
practically all the rest of his life remained an adherent of the Tory Party. In 1663 he
began writing for the stage, and during the next thirty years he attempted nearly all
the current forms of drama. His "Annus Mirabilis" (1666), celebrating the English
naval victories over the Dutch, brought him in 1670 the Poet Laureateship. He had,
meantime, begun the writing of those admirable critical essays, represented in the
present series by his Preface to the "Fables" and his Dedication to the translation of
Virgil. In these he shows himself not only a critic of sound and penetrating judgment,
but the first master of modern English prose style.
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With "Absalom and Achitophel," a satire on the Whig leader, Shaftesbury, Dryden
entered a new phase, and achieved what is regarded as "the finest of all political
satires." This was followed by "The Medal," again directed against the Whigs, and
this by "Mac Flecknoe," a fierce attack on his enemy and rival Shadwell. The
Government rewarded his services by a lucrative appointment.
After triumphing in the three fields of drama, criticism, and satire, Dryden appears
next as a religious poet in his "Religio Laici," an exposition of the doctrines of the
Church of England from a layman's point of view. In the same year that the Catholic
James II. ascended the throne, Dryden joined the Roman Church, and two years later
defended his new religion in "The Hind and the Panther," an allegorical debate
between two animals standing respectively for Catholicism and Anglicanism.
The Revolution of 1688 put an end to Dryden's prosperity; and after a short return to
dramatic composition, he turned to translation as a means of supporting himself. He
had already done something in this line; and after a series of translations from
Juvenal, Persius, and Ovid, he undertook, at the age of sixty-three, the enormous task
of turning the entire works of Virgil into English verse. How he succeeded in this,
readers of the "Aeneid" in a companion volume of these classics can judge for
themselves. Dryden's production closes with the collection of narrative poems called
"Fables," published in 1700, in which year he died and was buried in the Poet's
Corner in Westminster Abbey.
Dryden lived in an age of reaction against excessive religious idealism, and both his
character and his works are marked by the somewhat unheroic traits of such a period.
But he was, on the whole, an honest man, open minded, genial, candid, and modest;
the wielder of a style, both in verse and prose, unmatched for clearness, vigour, and
sanity.
Three types of comedy appeared in England in the time of Dryden--the comedy of
humours, the comedy of intrigue, and the comedy of manners--and in all he did work
that classed him with the ablest of his contemporaries. He developed the somewhat
bombastic type of drama known as the heroic play, and brought it to its height in his
"Conquest of Granada"; then, becoming dissatisfied with this form, he cultivated the
French classic tragedy on the model of Racine. This he modified by combining with
the regularity of the French treatment of dramatic action a richness of characterization
in which he showed himself a disciple of Shakespeare, and of this mixed type his best
example is "All for Love." Here he has the daring to challenge comparison with his
master, and the greatest testimony to his achievement is the fact that, as Professor
Noyes has said, "fresh from Shakespeare's 'Antony and Cleopatra,' we can still read
with intense pleasure Dryden's version of the story."
4.1.3 Dryden’s Preface
The death of Antony and Cleopatra is a subject which has been treated by the greatest
wits of our nation, after Shakespeare; and by all so variously, that their example has
given me the confidence to try myself in this bow of Ulysses amongst the crowd of
suitors, and, withal, to take my own measures, in aiming at the mark. I doubt not but
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the same motive has prevailed with all of us in this attempt; I mean the excellence of
the moral: For the chief persons represented were famous patterns of unlawful love;
and their end accordingly was unfortunate. All reasonable men have long since
concluded, that the hero of the poem ought not to be a character of perfect virtue, for
then he could not, without injustice, be made unhappy; nor yet altogether wicked,
because he could not then be pitied. I have therefore steered the middle course; and
have drawn the character of Antony as favourably as Plutarch, Appian, and Dion
Cassius would give me leave; the like I have observed in Cleopatra. That which is
wanting to work up the pity to a greater height, was not afforded me by the story; for
the crimes of love, which they both committed, were not occasioned by any necessity,
or fatal ignorance, but were wholly voluntary; since our passions are, or ought to be,
within our power. The fabric of the play is regular enough, as to the inferior parts of
it; and the unities of time, place, and action, more exactly observed, than perhaps the
English theatre requires. Particularly, the action is so much one that it is the only one
of the kind without episode, or underplot; every scene in the tragedy conducing to the
main design, and every act concluding with a turn of it. The greatest error in the
contrivance seems to be in the person of Octavia; for, though I might use the privilege
of a poet, to introduce her into Alexandria, yet I had not enough considered, that the
compassion she moved to herself and children was destructive to that which I
reserved for Antony and Cleopatra; whose mutual love being founded upon vice,
must lessen the favour of the audience to them, when virtue and innocence were
oppressed by it. And, though I justified Antony in some measure, by making
Octavia's departure to proceed wholly from herself; yet the force of the first machine
still remained; and the dividing of pity, like the cutting of a river into many channels,
abated the strength of the natural stream. But this is an objection which none of my
critics have urged against me; and therefore I might have let it pass, if I could have
resolved to have been partial to myself. The faults my enemies have found are rather
cavils concerning little and not essential decencies; which a master of the ceremonies
may decide betwixt us. The French poets, I confess, are strict observers of these
punctilios: They would not, for example, have suffered Cleopatra and Octavia to have
met; or, if they had met, there must have only passed betwixt them some cold
civilities, but no eagerness of repartee, for fear of offending against the greatness of
their characters, and the modesty of their sex. This objection I foresaw, and at the
same time contemned; for I judged it both natural and probable, that Octavia, proud
of her new-gained conquest, would search out Cleopatra to triumph over her; and that
Cleopatra, thus attacked, was not of a spirit to shun the encounter: And it is not
unlikely, that two exasperated rivals should use such satire as I have put into their
mouths; for, after all, though the one were a Roman, and the other a queen, they were
both women. It is true, some actions, though natural, are not fit to be represented; and
broad obscenities in words ought in good manners to be avoided: expressions
therefore are a modest clothing of our thoughts, as breeches and petticoats are of our
bodies. If I have kept myself within the bounds of modesty, all beyond, it is but nicety
and affectation; which is no more but modesty depraved into a vice. They betray
themselves who are too quick of apprehension in such cases, and leave all reasonable
men to imagine worse of them, than of the poet.
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Yet, in this nicety of manners does the excellence of French poetry consist. Their
heroes are the most civil people breathing; but their good breeding seldom extends to
a word of sense; all their wit is in their ceremony; they want the genius which
animates our stage; and therefore it is but necessary, when they cannot please, that
they should take care not to offend. But as the civilest man in the company is
commonly the dullest, so these authors, while they are afraid to make you laugh or
cry, out of pure good manners make you sleep. They are so careful not to exasperate a
critic, that they never leave him any work; so busy with the broom, and make so clean
a riddance that there is little left either for censure or for praise: For no part of a poem
is worth our discommending, where the whole is insipid; as when we have once
tasted of palled wine, we stay not to examine it glass by glass. But while they affect
to shine in trifles, they are often careless in essentials. Thus, their Hippolytus is so
scrupulous in point of decency that he will rather expose himself to death, than accuse
his stepmother to his father; and my critics I am sure will commend him for it. But we
of grosser apprehensions are apt to think that this excess of generosity is not
practicable, but with fools and madmen. This was good manners with a vengeance;
and the audience is like to be much concerned at the misfortunes of this admirable
hero. But take Hippolytus out of his poetic fit, and I suppose he would think it a wiser
part to set the saddle on the right horse, and choose rather to live with the reputation
of a plain-spoken, honest man, than to die with the infamy of an incestuous villain. In
the meantime we may take notice, that where the poet ought to have preserved the
character as it was delivered to us by antiquity, when he should have given us the
picture of a rough young man, of the Amazonian strain, a jolly huntsman, and both by
his profession and his early rising a mortal enemy to love, he has chosen to give him
the turn of gallantry, sent him to travel from Athens to Paris, taught him to make love,
and transformed the Hippolytus of Euripides into Monsieur Hippolyte. I should not
have troubled myself thus far with French poets, but that I find our Chedreux critics
wholly form their judgments by them. But for my part, I desire to be tried by the laws
of my own country; for it seems unjust to me, that the French should prescribe here,
till they have conquered. Our little sonneteers, who follow them, have too narrow
souls to judge of poetry. Poets themselves are the most proper, though I conclude not
the only critics. But till some genius, as universal as Aristotle, shall arise, one who
can penetrate into all arts and sciences, without the practice of them, I shall think it
reasonable, that the judgment of an artificer in his own art should be preferable to the
opinion of another man; at least where he is not bribed by interest, or prejudiced by
malice. And this, I suppose, is manifest by plain inductions: For, first, the crowd
cannot be presumed to have more than a gross instinct of what pleases or displeases
them: Every man will grant me this; but then, by a particular kindness to himself, he
draws his own stake first, and will be distinguished from the multitude, of which
other men may think him one. But, if I come closer to those who are allowed for witty
men, either by the advantage of their quality, or by common fame, and affirm that
neither are they qualified to decide sovereignly concerning poetry, I shall yet have a
strong party of my opinion; for most of them severally will exclude the rest, either
from the number of witty men, or at least of able judges. But here again they are all
indulgent to themselves; and everyone who believes himself a wit, that is, every man,
will pretend at the same time to a right of judging. But to press it yet further, there are
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many witty men, but few poets; neither have all poets a taste of tragedy. And this is
the rock on which they are daily splitting. Poetry, which is a picture of nature, must
generally please; but it is not to be understood that all parts of it must please every
man; therefore is not tragedy to be judged by a witty man, whose taste is only
confined to comedy. Nor is every man, who loves tragedy, a sufficient judge of it; he
must understand the excellences of it too, or he will only prove a blind admirer, not a
critic. From hence it comes that so many satires on poets, and censures of their
writings, fly abroad. Men of pleasant conversation (at least esteemed so), and endued
with a trifling kind of fancy, perhaps helped out with some smattering of Latin, are
ambitious to distinguish themselves from the herd of gentlemen, by their poetry-Rarus enim ferme sensus communis in illa Fortuna.
And is not this a wretched affectation, not to be contented with what fortune has done
for them, and sit down quietly with their estates, but they must call their wits in
question, and needlessly expose their nakedness to public view? Not considering that
they are not to expect the same approbation from sober men, which they have found
from their flatterers after the third bottle. If a little glittering in discourse has passed
them on us for witty men, where was the necessity of undeceiving the world? Would
a man who has an ill title to an estate, but yet is in possession of it; would he bring it
of his own accord, to be tried at Westminster? We who write, if we want the talent,
yet have the excuse that we do it for a poor subsistence; but what can be urged in their
defence, who, not having the vocation of poverty to scribble, out of mere wantonness
take pains to make themselves ridiculous? Horace was certainly in the right, where he
said, "That no man is satisfied with his own condition." A poet is not pleased, because
he is not rich; and the rich are discontented, because the poets will not admit them of
their number. Thus the case is hard with writers: If they succeed not, they must
starve; and if they do, some malicious satire is prepared to level them, for daring to
please without their leave. But while they are so eager to destroy the fame of others,
their ambition is manifest in their concernment; some poem of their own is to be
produced, and the slaves are to be laid flat with their faces on the ground, that the
monarch may appear in the greater majesty.
Dionysius and Nero had the same longings, but with all their power they could never
bring their business well about. 'Tis true, they proclaimed themselves poets by sound
of trumpet; and poets they were, upon pain of death to any man who durst call them
otherwise. The audience had a fine time or, you may imagine; they sat in a bodily
fear, and looked as demurely as they could: for it was a hanging matter to laugh
unseasonably; and the tyrants were suspicious, as they had reason, that their subjects
had them in the wind; so, every man, in his own defence, set as good a face upon the
business as he could. It was known beforehand that the monarchs were to be crowned
laureates; but when the show was over, and an honest man was suffered to depart
quietly, he took out his laughter which he had stifled, with a firm resolution never
more to see an emperor's play, though he had been ten years a-making it. In the
meantime the true poets were they who made the best markets: for they had wit
enough to yield the prize with a good grace, and not contend with him who had thirty
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legions. They were sure to be rewarded, if they confessed themselves bad writers, and
that was somewhat better than to be martyrs for their reputation. Lucan's example was
enough to teach them manners; and after he was put to death, for overcoming Nero,
the emperor carried it without dispute for the best poet in his dominions. No man was
ambitious of that grinning honour; for if he heard the malicious trumpeter
proclaiming his name before his betters, he knew there was but one way with him.
Maecenas took another course, and we know he was more than a great man, for he
was witty too: But finding himself far gone in poetry, which Seneca assures us was
not his talent, he thought it his best way to be well with Virgil and with Horace; that
at least he might be a poet at the second hand; and we see how happily it has
succeeded with him; for his own bad poetry is forgotten, and their panegyrics of him
still remain. But they who should be our patrons are for no such expensive ways to
fame; they have much of the poetry of Maecenas, but little of his liberality. They are
for prosecuting Horace and Virgil, in the persons of their successors; for such is every
man who has any part of their soul and fire, though in a less degree. Some of their
little zanies yet go further; for they are persecutors even of Horace himself, as far as
they are able, by their ignorant and vile imitations of him; by making an unjust use of
his authority, and turning his artillery against his friends. But how would he disdain to
be copied by such hands! I dare answer for him, he would be more uneasy in their
company, than he was with Crispinus, their forefather, in the Holy Way; and would
no more have allowed them a place amongst the critics, than he would Demetrius the
mimic, and Tigellius the buffoon.
(https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/All_for_Love)
4.2

PROLOGUE TO THE PLAY: ALL FOR LOVE

What flocks of critics hover here to-day,
As vultures wait on armies for their prey,
All gaping for the carcase of a play!
With croaking notes they bode some dire event,
And follow dying poets by the scent.
Ours gives himself for gone; y' have watched your time:
He fights this day unarmed,--without his rhyme;-And brings a tale which often has been told;
As sad as Dido's; and almost as old.
His hero, whom you wits his bully call,
Bates of his mettle, and scarce rants at all;
He's somewhat lewd; but a well-meaning mind;
Weeps much; fights little; but is wond'rous kind.
In short, a pattern, and companion fit,
For all the keeping Tonies of the pit.
I could name more: a wife, and mistress too;
Both (to be plain) too good for most of you:
The wife well-natured, and the mistress true.
Now, poets, if your fame has been his care,
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Allow him all the candour you can spare.
A brave man scorns to quarrel once a day;
Like Hectors in at every petty fray.
Let those find fault whose wit's so very small,
They've need to show that they can think at all;
Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow;
He who would search for pearls, must dive below.
Fops may have leave to level all they can;
As pigmies would be glad to lop a man.
Half-wits are fleas; so little and so light,
We scarce could know they live, but that they bite.
But, as the rich, when tired with daily feasts,
For change, become their next poor tenant's guests;
Drink hearty draughts of ale from plain brown bowls,
And snatch the homely rasher from the coals:
So you, retiring from much better cheer,
For once, may venture to do penance here.
And since that plenteous autumn now is past,
Whose grapes and peaches have indulged your taste,
Take in good part, from our poor poet's board,
Such
rivelled
fruits
as
winter
(https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/All_for_Love)

can

afford.

4.2.1 Characters in the play
MARK ANTONY.
VENTIDIUS, his General, A Roman Knight
DOLABELLA, his Friend.
ALEXAS, the Queen's Eunuch.
SERAPION, Priest of Isis.
MYRIS, another Priest.
Servants to Antony.
CLEOPATRA, Queen of Egypt.
OCTAVIA, Antony's Wife.
CHARMION, Cleopatra's Maid.
IRAS, Cleopatra's Maid.
Antony's two little Daughters.
(https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/All_for_Love)
4.3

ACT WISE INTERPRETATION OF THE PLAY

4.3.1 Act I
The play takes place when a few citizens of Egypt are discussing something on a
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precise matter (Egypt’s impending doom), meanwhile Serapion tells them about some
strange and unnatural incidents that he has witnessed last night. Those incidents have
left him spell bounded, hence he decides to discuss about it with his friends.
Just when Serapion is narrating his story, Alexas, the eunuch, who works in the court
of Queen Cleopatra comes and scolds Serapion for building up stories and warns him
not to repeat it again as Alexas thinks that these incidents are nothing but Serapion’s
cooked imagination. Amidst all these things, Ventidius, a Roman knight comes in.
Alexas quickly recognizes him and scoffs all the citizens about Ventidius telling them
that he hates him but the fact that Ventidius is one of the bravest Romans cannot be
ignored at any cost. As Alexas sees Ventidius approaching to him, he announces that
Egypt will celebrate Antony’s birthday with great pomp and show. Ventidius is
displeased with the Alexas announcement as Antony’s life is in danger and Egyptians
are celebrating his suffering.
Ventidius reaches Alexas and mocks Cleopatra saying that “she has quite unmanned
him (Antony)”. According to King Ventidius, Antony was a brave soldier but
Cleopatra has made Antony useless and he has lost all his virtue after falling in the
false love of Cleopatra.
Ventidius asks about Antony to Alexas and he is said that Antony is depressed. In fact
his depression has reached an extent where he hasn’t eaten anything for days. King
Ventudius being a close friend and well-wisher of Antony, decides to meet him and
goes in.
Antony, like any other depressed man first repels but when he Ventidius weeps in
misery, Antony’s heart fills with sorry and pity for his friend and both the friends
reconcile each other. Ventidius is also ready to give Antony the privilege of leading
the troops only in one condition, if Antony wills to leave Cleopatra. He asks Antony
to accompany him to River Nile where nearly 10,000 brave soldiers are waiting for
him so that Antony can command them to fight against Caesar. Antony first denies
his proposal but at last, agrees to quit Egypt. Ventidius talks bad about Cleopatra
saying that she has ruined his life. Antony doesn’t like words against Cleopatra and
asks him to prevent such statements. However, he agrees to leave her for the sake of
honour.
4.3.2 Act II
Meanwhile Alexas informs Cleopatra about the discussion between Antony and
Ventidius. Cleopatra becomes hurt and sorrowful. While Charmion enters in the
midst of Cleopatra and Alexas conversation and tells about the present scenario.
Cleopatra interrogates him about the behaviour of Antony. Charmion assures
Cleopatra that Antony is as dejected as she is. Alexas then tells Cleopatra a plan by
which Antony will probably change his mind. Meanwhile Antony and Ventidius who
have now agreed upon being together and fighting against Caesar ridicule and laugh
at the cowardice of Octavius Ceasar. While the both friends are still talking, Alexas
enters and tells Antony that Cleopatra has prayed for his (Antony’s) safety and has
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also sent some gifts as a token of her love for Antony.
Saying this he distributes bracelets to the soldiers. Ventidius calling them “poisoned
gifts” rejects them and says, “I’m not ashamed of honest poverty, nor all the
diamonds of the east can bribe Ventidius from his faith.”
Antony accepts the gift sent by her beloved, despite of getting mocked by Ventudius
though Antony is unable to wear her gift. Cleopatra enters. Antony relentlessly starts
blaming Cleopatra putting allegations like, his (Antony’s) first wife died and he left
Octavia (his 2nd wife; the sister of Octavius Caesar) and because of it, Caesar has
waged war against him.
He also reminds her of the last battle in which she left him alone on the battlefield
and she ran away. He also tells her that she was the mistress of Julius Caesar and still
he accepted her. Cleopatra, in her defence says that though she has given her body to
Caesar, her soul still belongs to her beloved lover Antony. Cleopatra also shows
Antony a message that Antony recognises that is the writing of Octavius Caesar.
Antony reads the message and comes to know that Caesar had offered Cleopatra her
full safety if she would have handed over Antony to him. Antony melts. Alexas
exclaims, “He melts, we conquer.” Antony and Cleopatra are now reconciled.
Ventidius, being annoyed and helpless, goes away saying, “O women! Women! All
the gods have not such power of doing good to man, as you of doing harm.”
4.3.3 Act III
Saying this he distributes bracelets to the soldiers. Ventidius calling them “poisoned
gifts” rejects them and says, “I’m not ashamed of honest poverty, nor all the
diamonds of the east can bribe Ventidius from his faith.” Antony, in spite of
Ventidius’s disapproval, accepts the gift but is unable to wear it. Cleopatra enters.
Antony starts blaming her as because of her, his first wife died and he left Octavia
(his 2nd wife; the sister of Octavius Caesar) and because of it, Caesar has waged war
against him.
He also reminds her of the last battle in which she left him alone on the battlefield
and she ran away. He also tells her that she was the mistress of Julius Caesar and still
he accepted her. Cleopatra, to defend herself first tells him that though she had given
her body to Julius Caesar, she gave her soul to Antony and also shows a page to him
on which a message is written which Antony recognizes as the writing of Octavius
Caesar. Antony reads the message and comes to know that Caesar had offered
Cleopatra her full safety if she would have handed over Antony to him. Antony melts.
Alexas exclaims, “He melts, we conquer.” Antony and Cleopatra are reconciled.
Ventidius, being annoyed and helpless, goes away saying, “O women! Women! All
the gods have not such power of doing good to man, as you of doing harm.”
4.3.4 Act IV
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Antony persuades Dolabella to bid his goodbye to Cleopatra as he lacks the courage
to do so. Dolabella refuses but when Antony insists, he agrees at last. Dolabella while
going to Cleopatra thinks of deceiving his friend by proposing Cleopatra. Meanwhile,
Alexas persuades Cleopatra to show Antony that she loves Dolabella and out of
jealousy, Antony will return back to her. Dolabella enters and tells falsely to
Cleopatra that Antony has talked badly of her.
She faints. Dolabella repents over his lie and tells Cleopatra the truth and Cleopatra
also tells him the real motive of showing sympathy to him (to make Antony jealous).
Ventidius and Octavia hearing some part of their discussion assume that they
(Cleopatra and Dolabella) have fallen in love with each other and meeting Antony
inform him about it. Antony does not believe them. Ventidius in order to prove his
statement brings Alexas, who gives his consent to Ventidius and Octavia. Antony is
quite enraged. A little later, Dolabella and Cleopatra enter, who are unaware of the
situation. Antony blames both of them for being deceitful. They protest but Antony
dominates. Both go away sorrowfully.
4.3.5 Act V
Cleopatra blames Alexas for bringing her to such a situation and orders her to resolve
the matter by himself. On the advice of Serapion, she goes to her castle to remain
safe. Alexas makes a plan to save his life. He goes to Antony and tells him that
Cleopatra has committed suicide. Antony recognizes the innocence of Cleopatra and
considers the world and the kingdom to be useless for him without her.
He asks Ventidius to kill him. But Ventidius instead kills himself. Antony hits
himself with his sword and is badly wounded but not yet dead. Meanwhile, Cleopatra
becomes aware of the words spoken by Alexas to Antony and rushes to Antony. Both
reconcile. Antony dies in her lap. A little later Cleopatra dies in the arms of Antony
by making a snake to bite her. Egypt is conquered by Caesar.
4.4

SUMMARY OF THE PLAY

Serapion describes foreboding omens (of storms, whirlwinds, and the flooding of the
Nile) of Egypt's impending doom. Alexas, Cleopatra's eunuch, dismisses Serapion's
claims and is more concerned with Cleopatra's relationship with Antony. He sees that
Cleopatra dotes on Antony and worries that Antony will not continue seeing
Cleopatra. Thus, Serapion hosts a festival to celebrate Antony's honour.
Ventidius, a Roman general, comes to aide Antony in Alexandria. Ventidius disagrees
with Antony's relationship with Cleopatra and offers to give Antony troops if he
leaves her. Although Antony is insulted by Ventidius's opinions regarding Cleopatra
(and refuses to hear anything negative about her), Antony agrees.
Cleopatra mourns about her situation without Antony. Charmion, Cleopatra's lady in
waiting, attempts to set up a meeting between Cleopatra and Antony, but she is
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unsuccessful. Cleopatra thus sends Alexas to try to win back Antony using gifts
(jewels including a bracelet). Alexas suggests that Cleopatra should tie the bracelet
onto Antony's wrist. In the subsequent meeting between Cleopatra and Antony,
Ventidius appears and tries to proclaim how Cleopatra is not Antony's rightful partner
and would betray him for her own safety. However, Cleopatra wins this argument by
demonstrating a letter showing that she refused Egypt and Syria from Octavius.
Antony is overjoyed by Cleopatra's decision and proclaims his love for her.
Antony is returning from battle and is overwhelmed with love for Cleopatra.
Ventidius comes to speak with Antony, who attempts to flee unsuccessfully. Antony
does not want to go back to war but doesn't know how to stop it. He believes
Dolabella can help him and Ventidius brings Dolabella out. Dolabella, Antony's
friend, appears after Antony's success in battle. Dolabella was banished for his love
for Cleopatra, but he returns to a warm welcome from Antony. Dolabella offers a gift
that will bring peace between Antony and Caesar. The gift is Octavia, Antony's true
wife and Caesar's sister, and Antony's two daughters. Octavia tells Antony the war
will stop when he returns to his rightful place, by her side. Antony and Octavia
reunite, and Alexas's attempts to meddle for the sake of Cleopatra are dismissed.
Cleopatra appears informed of her defeat. Alexas tells her to avoid Octavia but
Cleopatra chooses to face her as a rival. Cleopatra and Octavia have an argument, it
seems clear that Octavia is whom Antony rightfully belongs to, even if it is not she
whom he loves most.
Antony has been convinced by Octavia that his rightful place is by her side, in Rome,
with his children. Antony plans to leave but does not have the strength to tell
Cleopatra himself. Antony asks Dolabella to tell Cleopatra he is leaving so that
Antony will not be persuaded to stay. Ventidius overhears that Dolabella will be
going to Cleopatra to bid her farewell. He also sees her devising a plan with Alexas to
inspire jealousy in Antony by way of Dolabella. Ventidius and Octavia see Dolabella
taking Cleopatra's hand, but when the time comes to make a move romantically, both
of them fall apart from the guilt of their betrayal. Ventidius tells Antony that
Cleopatra and Dollabella have become lovers and Octavia also bears witness.
Ventidius then asks Alexas to testify to the same story, which Alexas believes to be.
Antony is infuriated by this information, but is still looking for some loophole that
would confirm Cleopatra's innocence. Antony's belief in Cleopatra's innocence hurts
Octavia and she leaves permanently. When Dolabella and Cleopatra try to explain
themselves Antony refuses to believe them.
Antony takes Cleopatra's naval fleet and attacks Caesar. The fleet he leads betrays
him as his soldiers greet their opponents like old friends. Together, they turn to attack
Alexandria. When Cleopatra hears of this Alexas tells her to flee and that he will
attempt to make amends with Caesar. Cleopatra tells him this would make him a
traitor and that he cannot go to Caesar. Cleopatra flees and Alexas is left behind.
Antony and Ventidius meet up and prepare to fight. Alexas, in order to save his own
life, concocts a lie, telling Antony that Cleopatra is dead. Antony then tells Ventidius
to end his life, but Ventidius refuses and kills himself. With Ventidius dead, Antony
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then tries and fails to commit suicide. Cleopatra then comes in and sees Antony, still
living, but on the verge of death. Antony dies. Cleopatra then kills herself, as do her
ladies-in-waiting, all by the biting of snakes. Serapion delivers their eulogy as the
remaining characters await the appearance of the victorious Caesar Augustus.
4.5

GLOSSARY OF DIFFICULT TERMS

CROAKING- To make a deep sound.
URARMED- Without carrying any weapons.
CANDOUR- The quality of being honest and frank.
RANT- speak or shout at length in an angry, impassioned way.
HECTORS- Talking to someone in a bullying tone.
ANNUS MIRABILIS- A remarkable or auspicious year.
PIGMIES- a member of certain peoples of very short stature in equatorial Africa and
parts of SE Asia. Pygmies (e.g. the Mbuti and Twa peoples) are typically nomadic
hunter-gatherers with an average male height not above 150 cm (4 ft 11 inch).
DRAUGHT- To inhale.
4.6

LET US SUM UP

In this unit we’ve analysed and interpreted Dryden’s play “All for Love’. This is
basically a play that has ‘Love’ as its motif. The love between Antony and Cleopatra
has become a thorn in everybody’s eyes. Both are lamenting their separation. While
on one hand Ventidius tries to convince Antony to leave Cleopatra and lead the troop
that has to fight with Caesar and he almost succeeds. Cleopatra on the other hand tries
her best to win Antony back. Finally both the lovers find their ways of death and die
lamenting for each other.
4.7

EXERCISES

1. Where does Act-1 open? Who is the first character you meet? What is he doing?
2. Who is Alexas? What is his importance in the play?
3. Why is Antony heart-broken? Who consoles him? What relationship do they both
share?
4. What allegations does Antony put up on Cleopatra? What is Cleopatra’s reaction
in return?
5. What does Ventidius tell about the gift that Cleopatra sent for Antony?
6. Narrate what happens in the last part of the play within 100-150 words.
7. What according to you (as readers) serves the prime reason for Antony and
Cleopatra’s death?
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