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WORKBOOK ANSWERS 

AS/A-level English 
Literature Workbook: 
The Duchess of Malfi 

This Answers document provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be 

given for the questions asked in the Workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers 

may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.
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Plot 
1 Before the play starts: Bosola is released from the galleys, where he was serving a 

sentence for murder. The Duke of Malfi dies, leaving a wife and young son. The Cardinal 

and Ferdinand visit Malfi, possibly for the funeral – probably in 1503. Antonio returns from 

abroad. A tournament is held. 

Act 1: Bosola asks the Cardinal for his reward for carrying out the murder; the Cardinal 

repels him. Ferdinand employs Bosola as a spy in the Duchess’ household. The Cardinal 

and Ferdinand leave, warning the Duchess not to marry again. The Duchess marries 

Antonio in secret. 

Act 2: Bosola tells Ferdinand and the Cardinal that the Duchess is pregnant. Her son is 

born in 1504. Several years pass, and they have two more children, successfully keeping 

their marriage secret. 

Act 3: Ferdinand visits Malfi. He overhears the Duchess talking to her husband, who is 

hiding for fun. Ferdinand is angry, threatens her, says he will never see her again, and 

rides to Rome to see the Cardinal. The Duchess arranges Antonio’s escape to Ancona. 

The Duchess confides in Bosola, but Bosola tells Ferdinand the identity of her husband. 

War is imminent. The Cardinal becomes a military commander. The Duchess, Antonio and 

their children are banished from Ancona. The Pope seizes the Dukedom of Malfi. Bosola 

gives an ambiguous letter to the Duchess telling her to send Antonio to him. She refuses. 

Antonio and their eldest son flee towards Milan. Bosola arrests the Duchess. 

Act 4: When the Duchess is ‘long used to’ imprisonment, Ferdinand decides to employ 

more desperate measures to reduce her to despair (a dead man’s hand, waxworks she 

thinks are bodies of Antonio and her children, madmen). Bosola organises the murder of 

the Duchess. Cariola and the younger children are also strangled. Ferdinand blames 

Bosola. Bosola regrets what he has done and leaves for Milan. 

Act 5: Antonio’s lands have been confiscated and are now under the control of the 

Marquis of Pescara. Ferdinand goes mad and believes that he is a wolf. Bosola overhears 

the Cardinal admit to orchestrating the murder of the Duchess and her children. Bosola 

witnesses the Cardinal murder Julia. Antonio and Delio hear a warning echo in a ruined 

abbey as they travel to find the Cardinal. Antonio is killed by Bosola, apparently by 

mistake. Bosola stabs the Cardinal twice. He then kills Ferdinand after the Duke has fatally 

stabbed him and the Cardinal. Delio vows to support the claim of Antonio’s son to the 

Dukedom. 

2 (a) C 

(b) B 

(c) A 

(d) A and C. 
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3  

The Palace of Pleasure The Duchess of Malfi 

A Neither of the brothers warns the Duchess 
against remarriage. 

The juxtaposition of their threatening warnings 
and the clandestine marriage makes the 
audience aware, from the start of the play, of 
the danger the lovers are facing. This is 
emphasised by the Duchess’ soliloquy 
[1.1.331–339]. 

B The Duchess tells Antonio to flee because 
‘If you do tarry, you will be the cause of the 
ruin and overthrow of us all’. 

I think Webster has missed an opportunity for 
a passionate scene in which the Duchess has 
to work hard to persuade her loving husband 
to escape. 

C Antonio is reluctant to leave; he does not 
care about his own death, but he believes 
that the Duchess will be in danger if he 
stays. 

This gives a more sympathetic interpretation 
of Antonio. If Webster had included this, there 
would have been less criticism of Antonio 
being weak and scared. 

D The Cardinal does not have a mistress. Webster’s Cardinal is more hypocritical, more 
calculating and a cold-blooded killer. 

E The Duchess does not pretend to accuse 
Antonio of cheating her. 

This play-acting scene prepares the way for 
Bosola’s eulogy of Antonio and the Duchess’ 
misplaced trust in him. 

F There is no account of tortures inflicted on 
the Duchess. 

Her dignity and fortitude increase the 
audience’s admiration for her. Ferdinand is 
even more ruthless in Webster’s play because 
he wants to reduce the Duchess to despair 
and thus damn her for eternity. 

G Delio is a stranger who only comes into 
the story at the end to warn Antonio that the 
Duchess and her children have been 
murdered and his own life is in danger. 

Webster needs Delio as confidante so that he 
can impart important information to the 
audience. He keeps his head in a crisis, 
advising Antonio what to do when he panics. 

H Ferdinand does not go mad. Webster is writing a revenge tragedy, and for 
Ferdinand to be driven mad by guilt and love 
is a more powerful revenge than his 
subsequent death. His mad behaviour 
contributes to the comedy and the horror in 
the theatre. 

I The Cardinal and Ferdinand are not killed. Dramatically, the Duchess can only be 
revenged by their deaths, but Webster makes 
the scene so chaotic that their loss of dignity 
is a greater revenge than their deaths. 

J Bosola only comes in at the end. He is 
hired to kill Antonio, then escapes. 

Bosola is the most complex character in the 
play. He and the Duchess are dramatically the 
most compelling and, in the last act, he is the 
central character. 

 

4 (a) In Act 1 scene 1, Cariola is witness to the wedding ritual, making it legal. However, 

she also sounds an ominous note at the end of the scene, warning the audience that these 

lovers are in danger. 
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(b) In Act 3 scene 2 lines 60–67, unaware of Ferdinand’s presence, the Duchess chats 

happily to her husband, thus confirming Ferdinand’s suspicions and setting him on course 

for his revenge. 

(c) In Act 5 scene 2 lines 216–271, not only does Bosola witness the murder, he also 

overhears the Cardinal admit that it was by his appointment that the Duchess and two of 

her children were murdered. This knowledge makes Bosola fear for his own life, and 

decide to try to protect Antonio and possibly help him take revenge for the deaths of his 

wife and children. 

(d) In Act 5 scene 4 lines 29–31, this knowledge galvanises Bosola into action, therefore 

when a man enters the chamber, he erroneously assumes it is the Cardinal and attacks 

him without hesitation. Having killed Antonio by mistake, instead of saving his own life by 

running away, Bosola seeks revenge. 

5 

Quotation Source 

A FERDINAND: When shall we leave this sportive action and fall to action 
indeed? 

1.1.88–89 

B FERDINAND: Good Lord Silvio, / Do us commend to all our noble friends / 
At the leaguer. 

1.1.211–213 

C MALATESTE: [Shows plan] Here’s a plot drawn for a new fortification, / At 
Naples. 

3.3.6–7 

D DELIO: A marginal note in the muster-book that he is / A voluntary lord. 3.3.10–11 

E FERDINAND: Draw me out an hundred and fifty of our horse, / And meet 
me at the fort bridge. 

3.3.72–73 

F DIVERS CHURCHMEN: Lead bravely thy forces on, under war’s warlike 
banner: 

3.4.18 

G CARIOLA: Look, madam, what a troop of armed men / Make toward us. 3.5.91–92 

H JULIA: You shall not need follow the wars, / I’ll be your maintenance. 5.2.202–203 

I DELIO: This fortification / Grew from the ruins of an ancient abbey 5.3.1–2 

J DELIO: Let us make noble use / Of this great ruin; and join all our force / To 
establish this young hopeful gentleman / In’s mother’s right. 

5.5.109–112 

 

6 The presence of soldiers increases the dramatic tension and helps to maintain an ominous 

and threatening mood. 

Webster may also be leading up to a possible war between supporters of the Duchess’ two 

sons. Remember that the horoscope Antonio commissioned for the first baby [2.3] foresaw 

a short life and a violent death. 

7 Gunby writes: ‘Pertinax’s dream is interesting, but the Cardinal’s foreboding has a 

haunting quality about it. The magic lies in the rephrasing and tightening of the passage, 

as well as in the force introduced by the substitution of “thing” for “shadow”, “rake” for 

“sword”, and “strike” for “slay”.’ 
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Dramatic structure 
1 

Act 1 Exposition All main characters are introduced and necessary background 
information given. The Duchess is in control and takes the initiative 
by wooing Antonio. 

Act 2 Rising action The Duchess is losing control of events because of her pregnancy 
and Bosola’s trickery. Bosola learns about the Duchess’ child and 
passes the information on to her brothers, thus creating rising 
tension. 

Act 3 Climax or 
crisis 

Ferdinand confronts and threatens the Duchess. The Duchess 
desperately tries to hang on to the initiative, but she loses control. 
Bosola discovers the identity of her husband. Antonio escapes but 
the Duchess is captured. 

Act 4 Falling action The Duchess is imprisoned, but, although Ferdinand dictates what 
happens to her, she manages to retain some control by being ‘a 
little merry’, insisting on kneeling, welcoming death, and sending a 
barbed message to her brothers before she is killed. 

Act 5 Dénouement 
or 
catastrophe 

The Duchess haunts Bosola and she remains as a disembodied 
voice in an old abbey trying to protect her husband. Her death is 
avenged in unexpected ways. The only significant character left is 
her small son, but uncertainty as to the future is created because 
she has another son by her first marriage. 

 

2 

Acts 1/2 At least nine months pass before the beginning of Act 2. 

Acts 2/3 The Duchess has had two more children, so, even if they are twins, at least 
a year has passed and probably two or three years. 

Acts 3/4 Bosola describes the Duchess as ‘long used to’ her imprisonment; so 
probably at least a few months have elapsed since the end of Act 3. 

Acts 4/5 Rather than marking the passing of time, this act division marks the 
Duchess’ death and a fresh direction for the action as her murder is 
avenged. 

 

3 

Part Division 

The court Beginning of Act 1 to 1.1.330 

The bedchamber 1.1.331 to end of 2.3 

The world 2.4 to 3.5.89 

The prison 3.5.90 to end of 4.2 

The graveside Act 5 
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4 

Typical revenge tragedy The Duchess of Malfi 

A The hero’s quest for vengeance The hero is the victim, so it is other characters who 
seek revenge. It is notable that the avenger is not her 
husband, who dies without knowing of her death. 

B Forbidden love The Duchess’ clandestine marriage with a social 
inferior 

C Power struggles The Duchess’ doomed attempt to assert her 
independence from her powerful kinsmen 

D The ghost of a murdered 
kinsman or loved one urging the 
hero to avenge his death 

A ghostly echo, sounding like the victim’s voice, urges 
her husband to flee and save himself. 

E Scenes of real or feigned insanity Ferdinand’s lycanthropy; the madmen 

F A play-within-a-play A dumb show is included, but this advances the main 
plot rather than being a separate play. 

G A scene in a graveyard We hear of Ferdinand digging up bodies in the 
churchyard and walking at midnight with the leg of a 
man on his shoulder. 

H Scenes of carnage and 
mutilation 

The dead man’s hand, the wax effigies of Antonio and 
the children; Duchess and Cariola strangled on stage; 
Antonio, Cardinal, Bosola and Ferdinand stabbed on 
stage 

I Infanticide  The Duchess’ two youngest children are murdered. 

J Poisoning Julia kisses the poisoned Bible. 

 

5 (a) Bosola is a complex character. It seems that he is taking revenge on the two men 

whom he blames for his own guilt, but it is not clear why he delays after he hears the 

Cardinal plotting his death. 

(b) 

Quotation Source 

A FERDINAND [to CARDINAL]: I could kill her now / In you, or in myself, for I 
do think / It is some sin in us heaven doth revenge / By her. 

2.5.63–
66 

MOTIVES 

At this point in the action, Ferdinand seems to believe that heaven is using his sister to 
take revenge on him and his brother for some sin of which they are guilty. 

B FERDINAND [to the DUCHESS]: I account it the honorabl’st revenge, / 
Where I may kill, to pardon. (pretending to forgive her) 

4.1.32–
33 

MOTIVES 

Several years later, Ferdinand has started his revenge against his sister by pretending 
that he has forgiven her. Presumably he is implying that she will feel guilty for her sin, and 
that is why he thinks it the most honourable course. However, he is lulling her into a false 
sense of security before giving her the dead man’s hand. 

C FERDINAND [to BOSOLA]: Antonio / Lurks about Milan, thou shalt shortly 
thither / To feed a fire as great as my revenge, / Which ne’er will slack till it 

4.1.134–



1 Plot and dramatic structure 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Duchess of Malfi 7 

© Anne Crow 2018 Hodder Education 

Quotation Source 

have spent his fuel 137 

MOTIVES 

Just as fire will rage out of control until there is nothing left to burn, so Ferdinand will 
continue on his course of destruction until his sister’s family are all dead. 

D FERDINAND [to BOSOLA]: [asking why Bosola did not place himself] 
Between her innocence and my revenge! 

4.2.264 

MOTIVES 

Faced with his sister’s corpse, Ferdinand’s rage finally abates, but he cannot face his guilt 
and so looks for someone else to blame. 

 

6 The dumb show enables Webster to quickly and concisely stage significant events. The 

pilgrims give a commentary that reinforces the action, but much would be lost if the 

audience did not actually see the turning point in which the Cardinal is ceremonially 

transformed into a soldier. Not only is he taking up arms for the Holy Roman Emperor, but 

he is laying aside his priestly robes in order to participate in the torture of his sister. If our 

sympathies are to lie with the Duchess and her family, the audience need to see him 

repudiate his sister, banish her and violently wrench her wedding ring off her finger. 

7 

Traditional court masque Act 4 scene 2 

A Prologue The madmen 

B Presenter  Bosola 

C Song and dance Madman’s song, dance of eight madmen 

D Presentation of gift to honoured member 
of audience 

Duchess is given a coffin 

E An epithalamion or formal speech Bosola’s rhyming speech telling Duchess to 
prepare herself as if for the marriage bed, by 
perfuming her hair, etc. 

F Taking of honoured spectator to join the 
revels 

Duchess is strangled 

G Mood of harmony and peace Mood of horror and death 

 

8 Webster may have included the madmen: 

• to amuse an audience used to seeking entertainment by watching the inmates of 

Bedlam, a lunatic hospital in London 

• to relieve the dramatic tension 

• to target the professional middle classes of English society – throughout the play, 

Webster’s satire is mostly aimed at the court and the Church, but here he depicts 

a lawyer, a priest, a doctor and an astrologer. 

9 Answers will vary. 
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10 (a) The play can be seen to have Aristotle’s requirements for tragedy in that the action 

does arouse ‘pity and fear’ and the Duchess’ misfortune is, arguably, brought upon her ‘by 

some error of judgement or frailty’. She does put personal happiness above duty; however 

this should not have been a fatal flaw, and, unlike the classical tragic hero, she knew from 

the start that her action was likely to bring about her downfall. Instead of regretting her 

action, she dies defiant, confident that she will meet ‘excellent company / In th’other world’. 

Webster’s is a more modern definition of tragedy; her death is tragic because it was 

undeserved, cruel and a horrible waste. 

(b) Sidney’s definition puts the emphasis more on the psychology of the characters, and 

this fits Webster’s play well. The play definitely reveals the metaphorical ‘ulcers’ beneath 

the ‘rich tissue’ [2.1.56]. The fates of the Cardinal and the Duke should make tyrants fear. 

The audience admires the Duchess and commiserates with her suffering, learning about 

the uncertainty of the world and that it is foolish to seek worldly glory (see Themes). The 

Cardinal ends up like a leveret, fearing those who feared him. 

11 In the twenty-first century, the necessity for nobility has gone; tragedies are now written 

about ordinary people who have flaws and weaknesses that we recognise and possibly 

share. The loyal Cariola’s death is tragic by modern standards, but her murder is 

overshadowed by that of the Duchess and Bosola’s reaction to it. 
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Themes overview 
1 Questions at the heart of the play that show conflict include: 

• Why should there be a conflict between personal happiness and duty? 

• Why should women always be subservient to men? 

• What constitutes good government? 

• Does ambition for worldly glory corrupt integrity of life? 

• How can we identify the nature of true love? 

• Are things always what they seem to be? 

2 Answers will vary. 

Personal happiness versus duty 
3 Even before she woos Antonio, the Duchess is aware that this is a ‘dangerous venture’ 

[1.1.338] and that the marriage will have to be kept a secret [1.1.340–341]. Secrecy 

involves deception and deceit. A dishonest ruler is not fulfilling her duty and she loses the 

respect of her subjects. The matter comes to a head when she is pregnant, and the people 

declare her a ‘strumpet’ [3.1.26]. For Antonio, his duty is to serve the Duchess as the 

master of her household. To rise above his station in life is to upset the established order 

of society and challenge the members of the ruling class. 

The position of women 
4 (a) The Duchess’ appeals to Ferdinand when he invades her bedchamber sound like 

common sense: ‘Why might I not marry? I have not gone about in this to create / Any new 

world or custom.’ [3.2.109–111]; ‘Why should only I / Of all the other princes of the world / 

Be cased up like a holy relic? I have youth, / And a little beauty.’ [3.2.136–139]. Her 

demeanour when enduring imprisonment and torture inspires admiration. 

(b) Without the admirable example of the Duchess, the audience might believe that 

Bosola is speaking for Webster, but Webster portrays the Duchess as a woman of 

integrity, dignified and courageous. 

(c) Having been presumably forced to marry an impotent old man, she was courted by a 

powerful man of the Church. He wooed her deceitfully, pretending to be very sick, and 

prevailed with her beyond her ‘strongest thoughts’, indicating that she tried hard to resist 

his advances. The Cardinal is tiring of her and, like Bosola, is clearly a misogynist. Neither 

the Cardinal nor Bosola, however, have been portrayed positively by Webster, so it would 

be a mistake to think that Webster approves of the treatment meted out to Julia. She is a 

feisty character who attempts to take her fate into her own hands. 
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Good government 
5 

France Italy 

A The king has cleared his court 
‘Of flatt’ring sycophants, of 
dissolute / And infamous 
persons’. 

The Cardinal has employed a contract killer and tries to 
end the association because Bosola is caught and sent 
to the galleys. 

Ferdinand rebukes his followers for laughing without his 
permission. 

Antonio says that when the Cardinal – representing the 
Church – weeps, it is not a sign of humanity but of 
poisonous thoughts. 

The Cardinal is surrounded by ‘flatterers, panders, 
intelligencers, atheists, and a thousand such political 
monsters’. 

B The king terms his court ‘His 
Master’s masterpiece, the work 
of heaven’. 

The Cardinal tried to get himself elected Pope by 
bribing other cardinals. 

Duke Ferdinand is not true to himself. As a magistrate, 
he seems to sleep in order to ‘entrap offenders in their 
answers; / Dooms men to death by information, / 
Rewards by hearsay’. 

The only debts he pays are to avenge perceived 
injuries. 

C The king relies on ‘a most 
provident council, who dare 
freely / Inform him the corruption 
of the times’. 

Antonio praises the Duchess for her way of speaking, 
her ‘noble virtue’, but as soon as Antonio has finished 
speaking, we see the Duchess reward a man she does 
not know at her brother’s request. She does not seem 
to be a ruler who cares much about her dukedom. 
Ferdinand accuses her of extravagance. 

We see the Cardinal recommend Bosola to his brother 
as a spy, but hypocritically shun the man himself. 

We see Ferdinand bribe Bosola with money and 
position. 

 

Ambition for wordly glory versus 
integrity of life 
6 (a) Bosola refuses Ferdinand’s money [1.1.254–257] because he knows that Ferdinand 

is paying him to do something that will condemn him to hell. However, he will damn himself 

for the position of provisorship of the horse. 

(b) In a soliloquy, after the Duchess lies dying, Bosola says that he ‘would not change my 

peace of conscience / For all the wealth of Europe’. 

(c) The Cardinal tried to bribe other cardinals to vote for him in the conclave to elect the 

Pope. He puts aside his cardinal’s robes to fight in the impending war. 
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(d) When the Duchess tells him to stand [1.1.408], he does not do so until she gives him 

her hand. Antonio describes ambition as ‘madness’ [1.1.410–418] and is very reluctant to 

accept the Duchess’ offer of marriage. On lines 450–451, he declares that he will preserve 

her good name, indicating that he will not seek to gain any glory from the marriage but 

remain in the shadows. 

(e) Just as glow worms are seen from a distance to shine brightly, but are merely 

illusions in that they give off no heat or light, so worldly status seems valuable from a 

distance, but disappoints when you actually achieve it. 

(f) DUCHESS: Man is most happy when’s own actions / Be arguments and examples of 

his virtue. [3.5.116–117] 

(g) Integrity means being true to oneself, and the Duchess remains true to her love for 

Antonio and her children; however, in order to do this, she is forced to lie and deceive, and 

ultimately abandon her responsibilities as ruler of a dukedom. Delio certainly believes that, 

although Antonio and the Duchess have been murdered, they are the ‘lords of truth’ and 

the values they represent live after them. Duke Ferdinand and the Cardinal – those ‘things’ 

who have forfeited the right to be classed as human beings – in spite of their ‘eminent’ 

positions in the world, will leave nothing behind them. 

7 

A BOSOLA: an honourable pair of 
crutches [1.1.62] 

Bosola sees honour in fighting for your country, 
and resents the fact that soldiers are not rewarded 
for their service. He compares a soldier’s vain hope 
of treatment in hospital with a courtier’s vain hope 
of reward for his service. 

B CARDINAL: No, nor any thing without 
the addition, honour, / Sway your high 
blood. [1.1.287–288] 

To the Cardinal, honour is worldly status, and the 
Duchess should not marry unless she brings status 
to the honour of the family. 

C BOSOLA: Can this ambitious age / 
Have so much goodness in’t as to 
prefer / A man merely for worth, without 
these shadows / Of wealth and painted 
honours? [3.2.273–276] 

Bosola appears to be amazed that – in the world of 
the play, which is obsessed with worldly status – 
Antonio has been rewarded simply on his own 
merit. Although he is trying to ingratiate himself 
with the Duchess, this does fit with what he says 
elsewhere, so his surprise and approval are 
probably genuine. 

D BOSOLA: poets of your time, / In 
honour of this trophy of a man / … Shall 
thank you, in your grave, for’t, and 
make that / More reverend than all the 
cabinets / Of living princes. [3.2.288–
292] 

Bosola continues to try to gain the Duchess’ trust, 
but once again, the sentiments he expresses are 
probably genuine. He says that she will be more 
revered after her death for honouring such a worthy 
man than all the advisors of living princes. 

E BOSOLA: Off, my painted honour; 
[4.2.322] 

When the Duchess dies, Bosola finally decides to 
give up trying to achieve worldly status and 
recognition for his service. He seems to decide to 
do something to try to redeem himself. Is he 
referring to the fine clothes he would have worn as 
master of horse as ‘painted honour’ or is he using 
the term metaphorically? It would be dramatic to 
have him tear off the tomb-maker’s cloak and then 
his finery as a symbolic gesture that he will serve 
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Ferdinand no longer. 

F CARDINAL: I have honours in store 
for thee. 

 
BOSOLA: There are a many ways that 
conduct to seeming / Honour, and 
some of them very dirty ones. [5.2.296–
298] 

Now that Bosola has heard the Cardinal admit to 
ordering the murder of the Duchess and her 
children, and he has seen the murder of Julia, the 
Cardinal tries to bribe him with worldly honours to 
kill Antonio. Bosola knows that he will be asked to 
do foul things. He gave effectively the same 
answer to Ferdinand in Act 1 scene 1 line 257, and 
yet then he gave in to his ambition. Now he regrets 
it, but it’s too late. 

 

Love and lust 
8 (a) (i) ‘noble virtue’, ‘in heaven’ [1.1.194–196] 

(ii) ‘complete’, ‘flattery’ [1.1.424–427] 

(iii) ‘false’ [2.4.5] 

(iv) ‘perch’, ‘fist’, ‘game’, ‘fly at it’ [2.4.28–30] 

(v) ‘nice modesty’, ‘troublesome’, ‘haunts’ [5.2.162–165] 

(b) (i) Words from the semantic field of virtue and holiness reveal Antonio’s adoration of 

the Duchess. 

(ii) The Duchess admires Antonio, whom she thinks is everything a man should be. 

(iii) The Cardinal does not trust Julia. 

(iv) In an extended metaphor, the Cardinal compares Julia to a tame falcon used for 

hunting; he appreciates her spirit, but thinks of her as a possession which he 

uses for his amusement. 

(v) Julia enjoys flirtation and sexual intercourse. She uses a metaphor comparing 

society’s strict code of modesty with a demon that haunts other women and 

prevents them from showing their enjoyment. 

9 

• Duchess: The Duchess marries a man beneath her in social status, knowing that 

this action puts him and her in danger from her brothers. She even has three 

children by him, risking the loss of her reputation as people call her a ‘strumpet’. 

She is defiant until her death, refusing to forget Antonio. 

• Antonio: Instead of being proud to be the Duchess’ husband, Antonio has been so 

successful in hiding their relationship that even Ferdinand’s spy, Bosola, does not 

manage to uncover it until they have been married for several years. 

• Cardinal: The Cardinal’s relationship with Julia is common knowledge, and he 

grows tired of her. He has prepared a poisoned Bible for her to kiss. 
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• Julia: Julia has had at least one lover (Delio) before the Cardinal, and she 

propositions Bosola because she likes the look of him. As she lies dying, she says 

she doesn’t know where she will go after death, presumably expecting to go to 

hell. 

 

Appearance and reality 
10 

Technique Examples 

A Through costume • The Cardinal’s red robes make him appear to be a holy man 
of God. 

• Bosola dresses as an old man, pretending to be a tomb-
maker and then a bell-man. 

• Bosola declares that ‘rich tissue’ clothes people whose 
bodies are diseased and corrupted [2.1.56]. 

B Through stage 
directions 

• Darkness disguises Ferdinand giving the Duchess a dead 
man’s hand. 

• The Cardinal leaves the stage as Bosola enters because he 
wants to give the appearance of innocence, even while he 
urges Ferdinand to employ Bosola as a spy [1.1.222]. 

C Through metaphor • Bosola declares that Ferdinand and the Cardinal ‘have a pair 
of hearts’ which ‘are hollow graves, / Rotten, and rotting 
others’. 

• When Bosola offers her comfort [4.1.19–29], the Duchess 
accuses him of wrapping his poisoned pills in gold and 
sugar. 

D Through double 
entendre 

• Ferdinand’s letter in Act 3 scene 5 depends on the second 
meaning of head as intelligence and wisdom, and of heart as 
loyalty and affection. 

E Through pretence • The Duchess is forced to express her passionate love for 
Antonio because of the difference in their social status. 

• The Cardinal pretends to be ill to win Julia. 

• The Duchess pretends to distrust Antonio and to exile him, in 
order to send him into safety. 

• Antonio is a servant by day, but Lord of Misrule by night. 

• The Duchess pretends to go on a pilgrimage in order to have 
an excuse to take her, the children and her household to 
safety. 
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11  

Quotation or close 
reference 

Critical 
terminology 

Explanation Evaluation 

A ‘a prince’s court / Is 
like a common 
fountain’ [1.1.11–12] 

Simile Just as a poisoned 
fountain will contaminate 
the land around, 

So a corrupt court will 
contaminate the whole 
state. 

B ‘She stains the time 
past, lights the time to 
come.’ [1.1.202] 

Antithesis Webster uses this 
balanced structure to sum 
up Antonio’s opinion of the 
Duchess. 

She is so perfect that 
she puts the past into 
the shade and makes 
everyone look forward 
to the future. 

C ‘Keep your old garb 
of melancholy’ 
[1.1.269] 

Metaphor Ferdinand thinks Bosola’s 
dissatisfaction is a 
pretence that he can take 
off, like a disguise. 

He fails to realise that 
Bosola will be more 
melancholy now that 
he must act against his 
conscience. 

D ‘This is terrible 
good counsel.’ 
[1.1.303] 

Oxymoron The Duchess succinctly 
shows that she has 
understood both the threat 
and the reasoning behind 
her brothers’ advice. 

However, Webster also 
shows that she avoids 
agreeing with them. 

E ‘Such weddings 
may more properly be 
said / To be executed 
than celebrated.’ 
[1.1.313–314] 

Homonym 

Plosive 

On the surface, Ferdinand 
is using the verb 
‘executed’ to mean carried 
out, however it has 
another meaning. 

Webster shows 
Ferdinand playing with 
words in order to 
threaten his sister. 

 

12 Answers will vary. 
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Character overview 
1 

Description Character 

A ‘His nature is too honest for such business’ Antonio 

B ‘very valiant’ Bosola 

C ‘Some good he hath done.’ Cardinal 

D ‘days are practised in such noble virtue’ Duchess 

E ‘He ne’er pays debts’  Ferdinand 

F ‘the only court-gall’ Bosola 

G ‘did bestow bribes so largely, and so impudently’ Cardinal 

H Has been ‘long in France’ Antonio 

I ‘A most perverse and turbulent nature’ Ferdinand 

J ‘a behaviour so noble / As gives a majesty to 
adversity’ 

Duchess 

 

2 

Quotation Character 

A ‘out of brave horsemanship arise the first sparks of growing 
resolution that raise the mind to noble action.’ 

Antonio 

B ‘to avoid ingratitude / For the good deed you have done me, 
I must do / All the ill man can invent.’ 

Bosola 

C ‘How tedious is a guilty conscience!’ Cardinal 

D ‘Whether we fall by ambition, blood or lust, / Like diamonds 
we are cut with our own dust.’ 

Ferdinand 

E ‘I do not like this jesting with religion, / This feigned 
pilgrimage.’ 

Cariola 

F ‘I through frights and threat’nings will assay / This dangerous 
venture.’ 

Duchess 

 

3 A Antonio is responding to a compliment and a question from Ferdinand. Unlike other 

courtiers, he does not flatter the Duke, but gives his true thoughts, that being a good 

horseman is the first step to becoming an honourable soldier. Antonio was the victor in the 

jousting competition and this fact links him with medieval knights and the chivalric code. 

Webster establishes him early as a ‘preux chevalier’. 
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B Webster reveals the contradiction which is at the heart of this character. This is the 

point at which Bosola must decide which is the most important to him, his ambition or his 

honour. With a twisted kind of logic, he finds an honourable motive – gratitude – for 

agreeing to Ferdinand’s dishonourable demands. 

C In the very last scene, Webster gives the Cardinal a guilty conscience. He has 

nightmares and is pre-occupied with hell. However, to complain that a conscience is 

‘tedious’ suggests that, rather than being racked with guilt, he finds his conscience 

annoying – it interferes with his plans. 

D As he dies, murdered by the man he employed to carry out his schemes, Ferdinand 

realises that his scheming has led directly to his death. Comparing himself to a diamond – 

not only brilliant but also indestructible – he seems to recover his sanity so that he can see 

that he has destroyed himself. 

E Cariola gives wise advice. If the Duchess were to go to Germany, she would be out of 

her brothers’ reach, but her main objection to Bosola’s plan is the hypocrisy of pretending 

to go on a pilgrimage. The Duchess would be putting herself in the wrong. As it turns out, 

Cariola’s instinct is correct. 

F The Duchess has maintained her dignity throughout her brothers’ threats. She knows 

what she risks, but, like her brothers, she also is of the noble house of Aragon, and she 

refuses to be intimidated. Perhaps there is also a hint that she enjoys the danger, that the 

risks turn her courtship into an adventure. This speech compares her ‘almost impossible 

action’ with that of a soldier going into battle. Her weapon will have to be ‘secrecy’. 

4 Answers may include the following: 

• Webster has Antonio recognise that Bosola is very valiant and good at heart, but 

his goodness has been poisoned by his perceived neglect. To further his ambition, 

he committed a murder at the Cardinal’s instigation and as punishment was sent 

to the galleys. Embittered by his experience, his bitterness is enhanced by the 

Cardinal’s rejection of him. Bosola is a soldier, but, although there is much talk of 

war, there is no fighting at the moment so he tries to gain advancement by spying 

for Ferdinand. He hates himself for it and, eventually, after he has murdered the 

Duchess, his better nature surfaces and he takes revenge. However, he still harps 

on about his neglect and the ingratitude of princes. He is not redeemed, dying with 

an image of a deep pit of darkness. 

• Antonio also has psychological depth. At the beginning he is a brave and 

honourable knight, pre-eminent in the tournament. He is well-educated and has 

achieved the position of ‘great master’ of the Duchess’ household on his own 

merits. When he cannot resist his love for the Duchess, he is drawn into an alien 

world of subterfuge and deceit, and he is out of his depth. When they part, she 

realises ‘My laurel is all withered’. Antonio had won the jewel at the joust, like the 

laurel wreath awarded to Greek and Roman heroes. She must have been drawn 

to him because of his heroic qualities, and now she realises that secrecy has 

destroyed his valiant nature. Webster denies him the chance to redeem himself by 

becoming the avenger as he does not even know the Duchess is dead. He dies in 

the foolish hope that the Cardinal will be more merciful and forgiving when he is at 

prayer. A noble nature destroyed. 
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• Webster gives the Duchess brief moments of despair, but never allows it to 

overwhelm her. She expresses doubt to Cariola about what lies after death, but to 

her enemies appears confident and defiant. Intimate glimpses of her help to show 

her as vulnerable, in spite of the defiant mask she shows to the world. 

• Webster has left Ferdinand open to the interpretation of each actor and director. 

The Duchess is his twin; are his feelings for her incestuous or an exaggerated 

form of the natural closeness between twins and the jealousy of not wanting to 

share her with a husband? His speech is violent and he longs to go to war, but 

Silvio’s joke suggests his fighting skills are poor, and he is not actually violent until 

the final scene when he is mad. His madness can easily be played for laughs, or 

the actor might be able to elicit sympathy for a man who has retreated into 

madness to escape from the guilt engendered by getting Bosola to act out his 

violent fantasies. 

• Webster gives the Cardinal psychological depth in the final scene where he 

reveals that he is troubled by a guilty conscience, but he finds this ‘tedious’ rather 

than overwhelming, and, although he comes eventually to self-knowledge, 

Webster denies him the opportunity to reveal any inner turmoil. 

5 Answers will vary. 

The Duchess 
1 C and F are not true. 

2 

A FERDINAND: You are my 
sister. / This was my father’s 
poniard: do you see? / I’d be 
loath to see’t look rusty, 
[1.1.320–322] 

Webster does not show any reaction from the Duchess. Is she 
paralysed with fear, or has she learned as a child that the best 
way to deal with her brother’s threats is to ignore them? 

B BOSOLA: How greedily 
she eats them! [2.1.146] 

When pregnant, the Duchess is unable to maintain the self-
control and dignity she usually displays. In this scene, 
Webster reveals her vulnerability as she eats the fruit greedily, 
is irritable with Cariola, and drops her guard by flirting with 
Antonio. 

C DUCHESS: My hair 
tangles. [3.2.52] 

With this implied stage direction, we are given a glimpse of the 
woman rather than the Duchess. Webster emphasises the 
intimacy of the scene as her hair is loose and she is probably 
undressed. The audience, however, knows that Ferdinand is 
going to intrude, and this dramatic irony increases the tension. 
Webster draws this happy interlude out for 67 lines, giving the 
audience an opportunity to observe the teasing, loving 
relationship between the couple, as well as showing the 
Duchess at her most feminine and vulnerable. 

D ANTONIO: Do not weep 
[3.5.78] 

This implied stage direction adds depth to the Duchess’ 
character. She weeps because she cannot accept defeat. She 
is an aristocrat of the proud house of Aragon and refuses 
Antonio’s advice to be ‘patient’; to her, accepting defeat would 
be to give in to tyranny. It seems that she weeps not only 
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because fate is against them, but also because her brave, 
heroic husband has given up the fight. 

E DUCHESS: Your kiss is 
colder / Than that I have 
seen an holy anchorite / 
Give to a dead man’s skull. 
[3.5.85–87] 

Unlike what the audience probably expects, their parting kiss 
is not a passionate embrace. She likens Antonio’s kiss to the 
dutiful kiss, probably barely touching the face, that a hermit 
gives to a holy relic. This emphasises to her that Antonio has 
accepted his fate and expects to die. Her ‘laurel’, her 
champion, is all withered. 

F DUCHESS: I am armed 
’gainst misery, [3.5.138] 

The Duchess uses a fighting metaphor to show that she is 
defiant. This quotation shows that she feels the misery and 
despair, and at times we see it threaten to overwhelm her, but 
she adopts the role of a soldier and fights against it, refusing 
to give in. 

 

3 (a) At the beginning of this scene, there has been no clear indication that Antonio is the 

man she intends to marry. She cannot approach him directly because of the distance in 

their social status. She has to test whether Antonio loves her before she reveals her own 

feelings. She tries using double entendre, but Antonio seems blind to her suggestions. 

Impatient at her lack of success, she tries a more direct approach, making an excuse to 

give him her wedding ring. He still does not respond in the way she wants, fearing his own 

ambition and where it may lead. He maintains the difference in status by kneeling. She has 

revealed her intentions and must push to a conclusion so she gives him her hand to raise 

him up. Frustrated at his reluctance and the fear which makes him tremble, she woos him 

directly, bemoaning that she has had to ‘leave the path of simple virtue’. His caution 

makes him slow to respond, so eventually she urges him twice to ‘awake’. The aristocrat 

takes the lead and pushes the wooing to a conclusion, but the woman is reluctant, 

blushing because she wants him to take the lead. 

All Antonio can offer is a promise to preserve her reputation. When she reassures him, he 

acknowledges that ‘These words should be mine’. He is not the masterful lover she 

probably expected him to be because he is too conventional and aware of his own 

unworthiness in the eyes of the world. She even has to tell him to take her to bed, but she 

softens this by hiding her blushes in his bosom. Throughout the scene, she has wanted to 

take the traditionally passive woman’s role, but his awareness of his lowly position forced 

her to take the lead. 

(b) She may be a Duchess, but pregnancy affects her as much as any woman. She 

abandons caution by actually drawing attention to her size and how quickly she gets out of 

breath. She attempts to explain it by claiming to be fat, but Bosola is suspicious. She is 

uncharacteristically irritable with Cariola, and she admits to suffering from the kind of 

hysteria brought on by the disturbance of the womb. She flirts with Antonio and eats 

without her usual decorum. 

(c) While she removes her jewels and combs her hair in front of her mirror, an emblem of 

female vanity, the Duchess jokes with Antonio and Cariola, indulging in cheeky innuendo 

and asking ‘When were we so merry?’ This suggests that, for her ‘Love mixed with fear is 

sweetest’. As soon as she sees Ferdinand, this playful, relaxed woman is hidden behind a 

defiant exterior. Like her brothers, she is of proud Aragonian blood, and she will live or die, 

‘like a prince’. Webster uses the male form of the word to emphasise her defiance. 
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(d) Nevertheless, to Antonio, the Duchess reveals that she feels as if a mine beneath her 

feet were ready to be blown up. Before he has a chance to reassure her, Webster 

introduces Bosola; she suppresses her misery and despair, and once again assumes the 

mask and curtain of defiance. She takes the initiative, sends Antonio away, and tells 

Bosola that Antonio has cheated her. She is so decisive that it seems that she has 

planned this in advance. However, Webster has her throw years of caution to the wind and 

confide in Bosola, just because he praises Antonio. Apparently, she needs a man to lean 

on and puts all her trust in Bosola, ignoring the warning of Cariola whose loyalty has been 

tried and tested for years. 

(e) She is still the Duchess, bearing her imprisonment nobly, with majesty and disdain, 

yet fiercely like an English mastiff that resists being tied up. However, Bosola also uses 

words from a semantic field associated with femininity: ‘loveliness’, ‘tears’, ‘smiles’. At first, 

she acknowledges Ferdinand’s authority as her brother and asks his pardon; she shows a 

sisterly concern for his health when she feels the cold hand. However, she defies him 

strongly when he verbally abuses her children. She is horrified when she realises that he 

has left a dead hand, thinking he is practising witchcraft. When she thinks Antonio and her 

children are dead, she despairs and she wants to die. However, 30 lines later she has 

recovered her defiance and, instead of praying, turns to cursing. Alone with Cariola, 

Webster shows that her Christian faith in an afterlife is not as strong as she pretends to 

her enemies. She watches the madmen with dignity and insists to Bosola that, in spite of 

her imprisonment, she is still the Duchess of Malfi. She faces death bravely, even making 

a joke with a play on the word ‘fashion’. She has put herself beyond the reach of tyranny, 

and nothing her tormentors can do will shake her resolve. She helps Cariola by asking her 

to look after the children, forgives her executioners, and takes control – arranging disposal 

of her own body and kneeling to embrace death. She jokes that she will keep her speech 

short so as not to demonstrate the woman’s fault of being tedious. Her last words are an 

acknowledgement that she is being killed because she is a woman with predatory brothers 

in authority over her. When she briefly regains consciousness, Webster reinforces her 

femininity as Bosola kisses her, reassures her with a lie and weeps for her sacred 

innocence. 

4  

1.1.431–438 She is forced to woo Antonio because, being lower class, he could never 
declare his passion for her. 

3.2.157–158 She decides that Antonio must escape from Ferdinand’s vengeance, and they 
must pretend that Antonio has been cheating her. It is not fair that they should 
be forced to dissemble as they are virtuous and only villains ought to have to 
lie. 

3.2.179–180 She calls their deception a noble lie because it will protect their ‘honours’. 
Interestingly, she thinks of their reputations rather than their lives. 

 

5 (a) The Duchess does seem to have been extravagant. They have held a jousting 

tournament and Ferdinand says there has been a court masque. However, she has been 

entertaining important visitors including a cardinal and a duke, so lavish entertainments 

would have been expected. She acknowledges this large expense on line 355, and 

declares that it is appropriate to be thrifty when seeing what is laid up for tomorrow. 
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However, she admits that she was using double entendre and was actually thinking of her 

own future. 

(b) In the modern world, it would not be necessary to keep her marriage secret, but it 

must be seen in context. The problem came with her pregnancy: ‘The common rabble do 

directly say / She is a strumpet’ [3.1.25–26]. This must undermine her authority as 

Duchess. She claims that her reputation is safe [3.2.118–119], but Antonio’s words show 

that this is not true. It is tempting to say that she could have abdicated, but she is holding 

the dukedom in trust until her son comes of age. 

(c) The Duchess gives an important position in her household to a man she has never 

met, purely on her brother’s recommendation. She deludes herself that her brothers will 

accept her marriage in time; the fact that Cariola recognises the danger at the end of 1.1 

tells the audience that the Duchess is acting irresponsibly. She confides in Bosola in 3.2 

and gives him all her coin and jewels. 

6 Answers will vary. 

Antonio 
1 Answers will vary. 

2 (a) Opinions will vary. 

(b) Answers may include: 

• He is athletic and brave, respected by other men as an accomplished horseman. 

• He does not flatter Ferdinand. 

• He is educated – great master of the Duchess’ household. 

• He is a good judge of character. 

• He is honest. 

• He is ambitious, but aware that ambition may lead him into rash behaviour. 

• He has ‘long served virtue / And ne’er ta’en wages of her’. 

• He is discreet and careful to preserve the Duchess’ reputation. 

• He does not respond when the Duchess flirts with him in front of Bosola. 

• He is so honest that Bosola is suspicious when the Duchess accuses Antonio of 

cheating her. 

• When the Duchess pretends to confront him, he blames his malevolent star rather 

than her. 

• He acts the part but answers her in such a way that he continues to declare his 

undying devotion. 
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• He is so faithful to the Duchess that men say he is a hermaphrodite because he 

cannot abide a woman. 

(c) Answers will vary. 

3 (a) Before the play opens, a tournament has been held involving jousting with lances. 

NOTE: The play was set a century before the first performance, when tournaments were 

still held. Antonio’s pre-eminence at the joust establishes him as a ‘preux chevalier’, a 

model of chivalry and valour. In Ancient Greece, a laurel wreath was awarded to victors in 

athletic competitions. 

(b) He is very cautious, aware that his ambition may lead him into danger. He is aware 

that, as a commoner, he is unworthy of the honour offered him. He is aware that her 

brothers will disapprove, and in lines 150–179 he tells Delio how dangerous they are. He is 

aware that, as the man, he should be reassuring the Duchess, but he understands the 

danger too well. He does not take the initiative after the ceremony. The half-line (484) 

shows that she pauses, hoping that he will lead her to bed, but she has to reassure him. In 

spite of his evident love for her, he is a reluctant lover. 

(c) He is convinced they are ‘lost’; he is fearful. They seem to have planned for her to 

leave court before the baby was due and this unexpected setback throws him. It is Delio 

who takes control and tells him what to do. Antonio is ‘lost in amazement’. He is a soldier, 

brave in battle but at a loss in situations that demand subterfuge. 

(d) Antonio is worried that the Duchess is exposed to the very real danger of childbirth, 

but it would not occur to him that her life is in danger from her brothers. On the other hand, 

he knows they would not think twice about killing the father of her child. 

(e) His speech is abrupt and jerky, suggesting he is nervous and distracted. Bosola 

refers to the cold, and yet Antonio is sweating. Antonio has two asides to the audience that 

reveal his distrust of Bosola. He is very quick to take offence when Bosola calls him a false 

steward. Is this because of the slight to his honour or because he realises that Bosola is 

right – he is in a false situation. He has a sudden nose-bleed. Afterwards he speaks aside 

at some length, aware that it is a bad omen for his letters to be drowned in blood. He 

pauses for half a line before dismissing this superstition. He drops the horoscope. 

(f) Webster does not make this clear. Antonio enters brandishing a pistol, with which he 

irrationally threatens the faithful Cariola. He says that he wants Ferdinand to return (calling 

the Duke a ‘terrible thing’ and thus dehumanising him) so that he can reassure him that 

they are married and his love is genuine – but he did not come out of hiding while 

Ferdinand was there. On hearing that Ferdinand told the Duchess to kill herself, he tells 

her to kill her brother instead – but these are just words. He does nothing. Why? He fears 

for his life, but he is still worried about his unworthiness, aware that as a commoner he had 

no right to marry the Duchess, still intimidated by the fact that Ferdinand is a Duke. He 

rants because he does not know what to do; he’s totally out of his depth in this climate of 

intrigue and deceit. Aware that he should act to protect his wife, but not knowing what to 

do, he does what his wife tells him to. 

(g) Antonio is much calmer. He says nothing when Bosola enters, leaving the Duchess to 

defy her brothers, until goaded to speak by Bosola’s contemptuous ‘And what from you?’ 

After Bosola’s exit, Antonio advises the Duchess to ‘make patience a noble fortitude’. 

There is no fight left in him, and he accepts his fate: ‘Heaven fashioned us of nothing; and 
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we strive / To bring ourselves to nothing.’ He does not expect to see his wife again, but his 

kiss is cold. His heart is heavy because he expects to die. However, he is still unaware of 

the possibility that the brothers will take their revenge on the Duchess, even though he told 

Delio in Act 1 that ‘the devil speaks in them’. The heroic figure who won the jewel at the 

jousting tournament has given up the fight, submitted to his fate and cannot even give his 

wife a passionate farewell kiss. 

4 We perhaps admire Antonio for wanting to bring the situation to a conclusion, even at the 

expense of his ‘poor lingering life’, but his decision to surprise the Cardinal in the middle of 

the night and expect ‘a friendly reconcilement’ is so naïve as to be laughable in the light of 

the suffering imposed on the Duchess. As he listens to the echo’s warnings, hearing his 

wife’s voice, he still imagines her asleep with her children. To an audience who knows 

what she has suffered, it is frustrating that he does not heed the warnings but still insists 

on the soldier’s creed of all or nothing – risking his life in an attempt at reconciliation. To an 

audience that has watched the tortures inflicted on the Duchess and her murder, the fact 

that Antonio still talks of suffering as ‘noble’ emphasises how blinkered he is, unable to 

comprehend the depth of the evil he faces. Webster denies Antonio a heroic death by 

having Bosola stab him by mistake, while he is still hoping for pardon. Webster also denies 

him the opportunity to avenge the Duchess’ death, because he is stabbed before he 

knows. The poignancy of his interruption when Bosola tells him lays added stress on the 

words ‘Are murdered!’ Knowing what Bosola is going to say, perhaps hoping Bosola will lie 

as he did when the Duchess was dying, increases the anticipation for the audience so that 

when the brutal words are spoken, a release of tension in laughter is possible. Knowing 

that the Duchess died nobly, defiant, kneeling so she could more easily enter heaven, the 

audience will note the contrast with Antonio who still believes that the only good in life is to 

‘endure vexation’ in preparation for death. Belatedly, he realises that the only safety for his 

son is to ‘fly the courts of princes’. 

5 Answers will vary. 

Duke Ferdinand 
1 This is a serious psychological study of twins and the effect of the death of one on the 

survivor. The effect is enhanced on stage when the parts are played by actors who look 

alike. 

2 Answers may include the following: 

• As Ferdinand and the Duchess were presumably brought up together until she 

was sent away to be married, they would naturally have been very close. Some 

critics think that his vehemence against the possibility of her getting married again 

in Act 1 is because he desires her for himself. However, it might be the natural 

jealousy of a twin who thinks he should be the most important man in his sister’s 

life. His parents sent her away once, but now he is the Duke and he seeks to 

control her. 

• As he plans how to torture his twin, he says: ‘Damn her, that body of hers, / While 

that my blood ran pure in’t, was more worth / Than that which thou wouldst 

comfort, called a soul’ [4.1.117–119]. It seems that he thinks that, since they 

shared a womb, they share the same blood and she has contaminated his blood 

by allying herself to a man of low birth. 
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• Having lost his twin sister, it must feel as if part of himself is dead and, on top of 

that, he has the unbearable guilt of knowing that he brought about her death 

himself. Is it any wonder that he retreats into madness? 

3 

• In Act 1, Ferdinand is only thinking of marriage as sex, not considering 

companionship, support, etc. 

• He quickly objects to his brother’s condition that she should only make an 

honourable marriage by claiming that only the lecherous wed twice; a second 

marriage is evidence of being over-sexed [1.1.288–289]. 

• He actually uses the word ‘whore’ [1.1.292]. 

• The poniard he pulls out is a phallic symbol [1.1.321]. 

• His obsession with sex leads him to make an offensive, inappropriate comparison 

[1.1.326–327]. 

• He calls her a ‘lusty widow’, saying that she has an abnormal desire for sexual 

intercourse [1.1.330]. 

• In Act 2, his extremely violent reaction to news of her pregnancy leads him to 

imagine he can see her having sex with low-class men and he actually speaks to 

her, fantasising about drinking her milk to quench his ‘wild-fire’. He is trembling 

with rage, referring to his ‘palsy’. The horrific attention to detail in the description of 

what he would like to do to her, her lover and the child brands him a sadist. His 

intemperate passion in this scene suggests a man who dare not admit his desires, 

even to himself. 

4 

• It appears that Ferdinand is not married at a time when a duke would be 

concerned to have an heir to inherit his dukedom. 

• His older brother is a renowned military commander as well as a cardinal. 

Ferdinand longs to go to war and prove himself. 

• He mocks Castruchio, ‘an old lord’. 

• He feels insecure and he dislikes being laughed at. 

• He is a poor judge of character, thinking that Antonio would make a good spy. 

• He has difficulty controlling his passions and works himself up into a frenzy. 

However, once he has given voice to his anger, he calms down and does not act 

for a couple of years or more. 

• He gives the Duchess a dagger telling her to kill herself, but cannot kill her himself. 

Not knowing what to do, he rides to his brother, the Cardinal. 
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• The tricks he plays with the dead man’s hand, the statues, and the mad people 

are the sort of tricks more likely to be played by an adolescent on his sister, rather 

than a grown man. 

• When Ferdinand sees the Duchess’ body and realises that Bosola has actually 

carried out his vengeful fantasies, he is totally stunned, speaking in very short 

sentences and unable to look at her. He makes an irrational excuse for his 

wanting her dead, and passes the blame onto Bosola. 

• He is unable to comprehend how his ingratitude towards Bosola will affect his 

intelligencer. He seems to expect him just to go away. 

5 (a) 

• Sufferers from this disease were thought to suffer from an imbalance of the four 

bodily liquids or humours. 

• They were thought to suffer from melancholia, an excess of black bile. 

• They imagined themselves transformed into wolves, but with hair on the inside 

instead of the outside. 

• They were thought to dig up dead bodies in the dead of night, suffer from irrational 

rages and increasing aggression. 

(b)  

• When Ferdinand reads the letter advising him of his sister’s pregnancy, he says 

himself that he has grown mad, he cries with rage and is trembling. His brother 

insists that he is speaking far too loudly and asks why he makes himself into so 

wild a tempest. As he works himself up into more of a frenzy, the Cardinal accuses 

him of flying beyond his reason, refers to his rage, compares him with ‘men 

conveyed by witches through the air / On violent whirlwinds’, says that his 

‘intemperate anger’ makes him ‘deformed’ and ‘beastly’. Eventually, his brother 

declares he is ‘stark mad’ and walks out. 

• When Ferdinand confronts his sister in her bedchamber, he knows that he is 

unable to control his temper and warns his sister’s husband to stay hidden 

because, if he learns the man’s identity, ‘it would beget such violent effects / As 

would damn us both’. 

• Webster foreshadows his eventual decline in Act 4 scene 1 line 39, when his sister 

says he will ‘howl in hell’ for violating the sacrament of marriage. After the murder 

of his sister, Ferdinand says that the murder will come to light because ‘The wolf 

shall find her grave and scrape it up, / Not to devour the corpse but to discover / 

The horrid murder’ [4.2. 295–297]. 

(c)  

• The doctor’s description of Ferdinand digging up dead bodies and howling fearfully 

may well generate laughter, but at the same time the audience remembers what 

he said in Act 4 scene 2 and is aware that Ferdinand was trying to find his sister 

and expose her murder. The strangeness of his behaviour and his fearful howls 



3 Characterisation 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Duchess of Malfi 25 

© Anne Crow 2018 Hodder Education 

are evidence of how much he is disturbed by what he has done, and the laughter 

should increase the pathos, especially now, when it is recognised that the mad are 

sufferers from a disease and no longer figures of fun. 

• When Ferdinand enters, his behaviour is comical; the horror of what he has done 

haunts him, and he is obsessed by the fear that something is following him. He 

throws himself on the ground to throttle his shadow, talking of driving snails to 

Moscow. However, he knows he is going to hell, talking of taking a bribe to ease 

his way; he knows it is his temper that has damned him and so, belatedly, he 

studies to learn patience. 

• The inept doctor is a legitimate target for our laughter, especially when Pescara 

says ‘Doctor, he did not fear you thoroughly’. The inclusion of the doctor, with his 

beard and exaggerated eyebrows, helps to release the tension generated by 

seeing the effect of guilt on Ferdinand. Webster does not want Ferdinand to 

become a tragic figure, because this would detract from the tragedy of the 

Duchess’ death, so he introduces humour to distance us from a close emotional 

engagement with Ferdinand. 

• Nevertheless, the actor playing Ferdinand should not play for laughs, because 

Webster has created a serious psychological study of a man who loses his sanity, 

but at the very last moment dies, aware that it was his actions that led directly to 

his death. 

Bosola 
1 E is not true. Antonio does not enjoy intrigue. 

2 At Padua University, Bosola worked very hard in order to gain the reputation of ‘a 

speculative man’ [3.3.45]. He studied to be a philosopher, but he was recruited as a spy by 

the Cardinal and committed a murder at the Cardinal’s command. He was caught and 

sentenced to be a galley slave. According to Bosola, he was a slave for two years; 

however, Delio remembers that he was sentenced to seven years, so he must have been 

freed early when Naples fell to the French. Two years as a galley slave would make any 

man embittered (see Les Miserables by Victor Hugo). On his release, he looks to the 

Cardinal for a reward, but the Cardinal does not want to be associated with a convicted 

criminal so he does not acknowledge Bosola. He is now known as a murderer, and has 

become a tool for men he despises. 

3 

Character trait Evidence 

A Bosola is witty. His wit is barbed, designed to hurt, as when he mocks the old 
lord and lady in Act 2 scene 1. He mocks their appearance, 
saying that the STDs they contracted in their youth keep their 
doctors rich. 

B Bosola despises 
flatterers. 

‘Could I be one of those flatt’ring panders, I would hang on their 
ears like a horse-leech till I were full, and then drop off.’ 
[1.1.50–52] 

C He speaks bluntly. When Ferdinand gives him gold [1.1 240], he asks ‘Whose 
throat must I cut?’ 
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Character trait Evidence 

D He wants to be a good 
man. 

He refuses them saying ‘these cursed gifts would make … me 
an impudent traitor, / And should I take these they’d take me to 
hell.’ [1.1.255–257] 

E He is ambitious and 
willing to do anything for 
advancement. 

When Ferdinand tells him that he has procured him a position 
as the Duchess’ master of horse, he reluctantly accepts that ‘to 
avoid ingratitude … I must do / All the ill man can invent.’ 
[1.1.264–266] 

F He enjoys the challenge 
of finding out the Duchess’ 
secrets. 

‘There’s some stratagem … I must have part of it, / My 
intelligence will freeze else.’ [2.3.3–6] 

G He is the sort of man in 
whom a woman feels she 
can safely confide her 
secrets. 

The Duchess abandons years of caution and confides in 
Bosola, even trusting him with her money and jewels. This can 
be explained by saying that she feels very alone and 
vulnerable, in need of comfort, but she must have learned to 
trust him during the years that he has been her master of horse, 
and he must have appeared to be totally loyal. 

 

4 

Emotional conflict Quotation 

A He despises himself for 
being a spy, but still feels 
obligated to obey Ferdinand. 

‘What rests, but I reveal / All to my lord? Oh, this base quality 
/ of intelligencer!’ [3.2.323–324] 

B Bosola admires the way the 
Duchess conducts herself in 
captivity. 

When reporting back to Ferdinand, he uses words from the 
semantic fields of nobility and fortitude, e.g. ‘nobly’, ‘majesty 
to adversity’, ‘restraint’. [4.1.5–13] 

When the Duchess faces death, he is surprised that she is 
not frightened. 

C When the Duchess begins 
to despair, Bosola tries to 
comfort her. 

‘Come, you must live’ [4.1.67, ‘Oh fie: despair? Remember / 
You are a Christian.’, etc. [4.1.72] 

Having pushed her to the limits of her endurance, he then 
supports her, bolstering her faith and encouraging her to fight 
against despair. 

D Courageously, he does try 
to prevent Ferdinand from 
inflicting any more cruelty on 
his sister. 

Bosola not only tries to persuade Ferdinand to stop torturing 
his sister, but he wisely suggests an alternative type of 
punishment, so allowing Ferdinand to save face [4.1.113–
117]. 

E When Ferdinand insists, 
Bosola is very reluctant to 
continue. 

‘Must I see her again …’ ‘The business shall be comfort.’ 
[4.1.129–133] 

F Bosola coldly and callously 
orders the deaths of Cariola 
and the children. 

‘Some other strangle the children’ [4.2.225], ‘Come, dispatch 
her.’ [4.2.232] 

G When Ferdinand refuses to 
reward him, Bosola regrets 
his actions. 

‘What would I do, were this to do again? / I would not change 
my peace of conscience / For all the wealth of Europe –’ 
[4.2.325–327] 

H As he lies dying, he lists his 
motives for killing the 

‘Revenge for the Duchess of Malfi, murdered / By 
th’Aragonian brethren … Much ‘gainst mine own good 
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Emotional conflict Quotation 

Cardinal and Ferdinand, 
ending on probably the most 
cogent reason. 

nature, yet I’th’end / Neglected. [5.5.80-86] 

 

5 (a) Answers will vary. 

(b) 

• One of Bosola’s complaints is that loyalty is not rewarded, e.g. [1.1.56–59], 

[1.1.64–66]. 

• His immediate response is to ask three questions articulating surprise that a man 

can be promoted merely on merit. The syntax suggests spontaneity; the third 

question is just one word. Of course, he could be acting and the surprise be 

feigned, but, even if he suspected that Antonio was the father of the children, he 

would not have expected marriage. 

• Just after this, he launches into a eulogy of Antonio, which sounds carefully 

prepared. 

(c)–(f) Answers will vary. 

The Cardinal 
1 (a) and (b)  

• Lust: He pretended to be ill to win Julia’s sympathy so that he could make her his 

mistress. 

• Murder: He commissioned Bosola to commit murder for him some years earlier. 

He is partly responsible for the murder of the Duchess and her children. He kills 

Julia himself, because he is ‘weary of her’. He plans the murders of Antonio, 

Bosola, and probably Ferdinand. 

• Bribery: He bribed the Cardinals in an attempt to be elected Pope. 

• Blasphemy: He kills Julia with a poisoned Bible. 

• Pride: Family honour means more to him than his sister’s happiness, and his 

revenge is for the slight to his pride. 

• Hypocrisy: He pretends to be a holy man of God, but his scarlet robes hide a 

Machiavellian character who indulges his own appetites and coldly eliminates any 

person who stands in his way. 

It is a matter of opinion which crime is the worst. 

2 (a) The Cardinal distributed bribes to fellow cardinals to vote for him in the papal election. 

However, he loses, and Antonio thinks he would have won the election if he had not tried 
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to take the Papacy ‘impudently’ rather than letting heaven guide the cardinals in their 

choice. 

(b) The Cardinal was responsible for the Pope seizing the Duchess’ dukedom into the 

protection of the Church, an action the pilgrims think unjust. The Cardinal took his sister’s 

wedding ring from her finger with ‘violence’. This was done in full view of the pilgrims, who 

also heard him say that he would sacrifice the ring to his ‘revenge’. However, although 

they are surprised at the Duchess’ marriage, the pilgrims think he is ‘too cruel’. He has 

unwisely introduced the personal motive of ‘revenge’, undermining his attempt to appear 

an impartial figure of justice. 

(c) For a man of God to make up a ghost story suggests that he is losing control and is 

desperate. However, he ends on the words ‘I much fear / He cannot live’. This ominously 

suggests that he plans to kill his brother before Ferdinand reveals the truth. 

(d) He had not planned how he was going to dispose of Julia’s body. He had not 

managed to keep their affair secret, so suspicion will light on him when she is missed. 

(e) The Cardinal told the lords to ignore Ferdinand’s cries, and warned them that he 

might test their obedience himself by pretending to be in danger. 

(f) The Cardinal had arranged to meet Bosola ‘about this hour’, but his conscience is 

troubling him and he speaks aloud in a soliloquy. Bosola, as instructed by the Cardinal, 

comes to fetch Julia’s body and overhears him. 

3  

• The Cardinal has started to think about hell, and his conscience has begun to 

trouble him. When he looks into his fishponds, he sees a non-human ‘thing’, which 

is ‘armed’ with a rake, threatening to hit him. These ominous visions have made 

him nervous, but they have not led him to repent, as he finds his conscience 

‘tedious’ rather than troubling. When Bosola declares his intention to kill the 

Cardinal, he ‘howls’ for help, reduced to an animal, and Bosola’s choice of verb 

links him to Ferdinand’s madness. 

• Having frightened the Cardinal, Bosola kills the servant to scare him even more, 

then wounds the Cardinal, clearly intending to make him suffer before the death 

blow. Webster reduces the Cardinal to a figure of fun as he declares ‘Thou hast 

hurt me’ and then describes himself squealing like a baby hare. Ferdinand’s 

entrance, imagining that he is fighting a battle, adds to the confusion as he too 

wounds the Cardinal. Webster describes the action on stage as a ‘scuffle’, 

emphasising the chaotic and farcical nature of this death scene. 

• Ferdinand dies first, having been brought to some degree of self-knowledge, but 

Bosola glories in the fact that the high and mighty Cardinal is brought to ‘a kind of 

nothing’. Predictably, the lords enter too late, and their comments from the side-

lines could well be intended to raise a laugh. The Cardinal speaks of ‘struggling / 

Here i’th’rushes’, so clearly Webster wants the actor to be grovelling on the floor. 

• Webster has left this scene open to interpretation to a certain extent, but there is a 

clear contrast with the Duchess’ dignified self-control at her death. It seems that 

Webster intends to reduce the brothers, who had been so terrifying earlier in the 
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play, to figures of ridicule, denying them any dignity in death and making sure that 

the tragedy at the end of Act 4 is in no way diminished. 

Minor characters 
1 (a) Delio [5.5.119–120] 

(b) A pilgrim [3.4.23–24] 

(c) Cariola [1.1.492–493] 

(d) Castruchio [1.1.93–94] 

(e) Julia [5.2.278] 

2 

Character Function 

A Delio As Antonio’s friend and confidante, Delio gives Webster the opportunity 
to give the audience important information at the beginning of Acts 1, 3 
and 5. He is not merely a tool to allow dissemination of information; he 
takes the initiative and advises Antonio when the latter is at a loss what 
to do. 

Acting against Antonio’s dying words, Delio provides hope for the future 
in the person of Antonio’s son. However, as he says ‘Let us … join all 
our force’, it sounds as if he is expecting war, presumably against the 
Duchess’ older son. 

He is also a more rounded personality in that he is shown trying 
unsuccessfully to seduce a married woman by offering her money, or he 
may be trying to use her to spy for Antonio. 

B Cariola A loyal confidante, Cariola is used by Webster to reveal the Duchess’ 
thoughts and doubts. She is the voice of common sense, but unlike 
Delio, she is a servant so her advice is sometimes ignored. Webster 
uses her to create an ominous note at the end of the wooing scene. 

Webster stages her death immediately after the Duchess’, so that when 
she realises she is about to be killed, her desperation contrasts more 
strongly with the Duchess’ dignity. 

C Julia Pescara refers to Julia as a ‘strumpet’, so her role as the Cardinal’s 
lover is well known; as such, she contrasts with the virtuous Duchess. 
Julia tries to take her fate into her own hands; she has a lover, and uses 
a pistol to try to get herself another. However, she is another victim: 
married off by her family to an old, impotent lord; seduced by the 
Cardinal, who lied to gain her pity; used by Bosola to uncover the 
Cardinal’s secret; murdered by her lover because he is ‘weary of her’. 
Webster uses her to satirise corruption in the Roman Catholic Church. 

D Castruchio Sexually impotent, his name sounds similar to ‘castrato’, a male singer 
castrated as a boy to preserve his high-pitched voice. Mocked by 
Ferdinand and ridiculed by Bosola, Webster uses him to provide some 
of the comedy, and he also enables Webster to satirise the court of King 
James I. 

E Pilgrims The two pilgrims are objective but trustworthy observers. Webster uses 
them to give extra implied stage directions about how the dumb shows 



3 Characterisation 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Duchess of Malfi 30 

© Anne Crow 2018 Hodder Education 

Character Function 

should be played, and to report the Cardinal’s words, which reveal his 
motive to be revenge. Through them, Webster guides the audience to 
sympathise with the Duchess, even though they criticise her for 
marrying beneath her. Through them, Webster criticises the Roman 
Catholic Church for being more concerned with political power than with 
morality and justice. 

 

3 Delio and Cariola are essential as confidants to Antonio and the Duchess. Julia is 

essential as a contrast to the Duchess and to highlight the corruption of the Cardinal. The 

pilgrims give the ordinary people’s reactions to events and extra information. It could be 

argued that Castruchio can be omitted as an on-stage character as he is not essential to 

the plot. 
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Form 
1 

Consid’ring duly that a prince’s court ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / 

Is like a common fountain, whence should flow ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / 

Pure silver drops in general, but if’t chance ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / 

Some cursed example poison’t near the head, ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / ~ / 

Death and diseases through the whole land 
spread. 

/ ~ ~ / ~ ~ ~ / / / 

 

2 The first two lines are regular iambic pentameters, and the elision in ‘consid’ring’ and 

enjambement as the lines run on allow the actor to speak calmly. The mood changes with 

the plosives in the monosyllabic ‘but’, as Antonio contrasts good government with bad. 

Webster gives him a rhyming couplet as he summarises his theme in an extended 

metaphor, with an end-stopped line followed by an inverted iambic foot, laying emphasis 

on ‘death’. The three heavy stresses at the end of the couplet bring his warning to a 

climax. 

3 (a) Does the Cardinal interrupt his sister before she can finish her sentence, or is she 

lying to him? 

(b) Antonio and the Duchess are so in harmony that they finish each other’s sentences. 

Webster is indicating their compatibility and intimacy. 

(c) Even if the audience do laugh at this defeated expectation as Bosola unexpectedly 

tells Antonio the brutal truth, Webster has still increased the pathos with Antonio’s wistful 

interruption. 

4  

Quotation Interpretation 

A FERDINAND: Do not ask then. 

[3.1.83] 

After two shared conspiratorial lines, Ferdinand goes 
quiet. It seems he does not want anyone to know 
what he intends to do to his sister, or perhaps he 
has not decided. 

B DUCHESS: ’Tis welcome: 

[3.2.68] 

Perhaps the Duchess pauses as she decides what 
to say after Ferdinand takes her by surprise, or 
perhaps she is gathering her reserves of strength to 
defy him. 

C BOSOLA: This is manly sorrow: 

[4.2.347] 

Bosola is crying because the Duchess has died, and 
he needs to compose himself before continuing. 
Perhaps he wipes away his tears. 

D CARDINAL: Oh justice! 

[5.5.53] 

The Cardinal has been stabbed by Bosola and by 
Ferdinand; he must realise that he is dying. Too late, 
he realises that he has brought this violent death 
upon himself. In this pause, he might be in too much 
pain to talk, or he might be reflecting upon his sins. 
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5 (a) The Duchess is clearly aware of the danger she faces and the need for deceit, so the 

audience can admire her courage and defiance; however, she does not name the man she 

has chosen nor speak of her love, so we learn of this at the same time as Antonio does. In 

the rest of the play, instead of giving her soliloquies, Webster has given her a confidante, 

Cariola, to whom she shows her doubts and fears, and when imprisoned she seems to 

confide in Bosola, but she does not show him her true feelings. 

(b) After the intimate love scene, Cariola’s speech reminds the audience of the danger 

faced by the lovers. She speaks of pity and fear – the two emotions Aristotle named as 

essential facets of tragedy. Delio’s speech also speaks of fear and reminds the audience 

of the danger Antonio faces. Delio observes that Antonio should have weighed the 

dangers before committing himself to avoiding woes and whirlpools. Webster uses Delio’s 

doubts and fears to raise suspense in the audience. Antonio sent Delio to Rome on a 

secret mission [2.2.65–66], and it may be that his proposition to Julia is a subterfuge to 

enable him to learn the Cardinal’s plans. 

(c) The Cardinal’s first aside confirms the audience’s suspicions that he advised 

Ferdinand to kill the Duchess. He has been ruthlessly manipulating his brother so that the 

sister he believes has dishonoured the family will die, but Ferdinand will get all the blame. 

The second aside suggests that he may be planning to kill his brother to prevent him 

revealing the truth about the murder of the Duchess. We learn that he wants to be rid of 

Julia, and this leads to tense dramatic irony as we anticipate her death. Even so, the 

method is shocking because of the cold-bloodedness and the blasphemy of using a 

poisoned Bible. By scene 4, his conscience is beginning to trouble him; this disturbs his 

mind and makes him talk to himself. There is a pause lasting six syllables after line 26, 

during which he may try to pray; prayer, however, is only valuable if you first repent, and 

he believes that the devil has taken his heart so he cannot repent. Webster demonstrates 

his lack of remorse when he immediately declares that Bosola will die when he has served 

his turn. By the beginning of the next scene, he has come to terms with the fact that he will 

go to hell and is reading a book to find out what is in store for him. This realisation, 

however, does not lead him to repentance; his guilty conscience is merely ‘tedious’. As he 

describes his nightmarish vision of an inhuman ‘thing’ threatening him with a rake, the 

audience realises that he is a frightened man, and there is no surprise when he starts to 

call for help at Bosola’s threat. A true machiavel would have anticipated the danger from 

Bosola, but the Cardinal’s attempts to scheme backfire on him as the lords follow his 

instructions and ignore his cries. 

(d) Bosola seems to want to pity Antonio, but decides that he needs to put his own safety 

first. He compares his situation with walking on icy pavements where one false step can 

lead to disaster. He has just been commissioned to kill Antonio by the Cardinal, and clearly 

does not trust the Cardinal not to kill him afterwards to bury the evidence of his 

involvement. He says he will seek Antonio out to put him to safety from the most cruel 

biters. This could mean that he will kill him quickly so that the brothers cannot torture him 

as they did the Duchess, or it could mean that he will help Antonio escape. Using the 

modal auxiliary verb ‘may’ to express possibility, he considers joining with Antonio to 

revenge the death of the Duchess, but he is as yet undecided on what course of action to 

follow. He ends on a rhyming couplet, expressing a desire to ‘taste’ the cup of penitence; 

to use the metaphor ‘taste’ suggests that he is not deeply penitent, but that he will just feel 

enough remorse to raise him up and make him feel better in himself. This indecisiveness 

which he shares with the audience means that we do not know whether he kills Antonio 

deliberately or not. Each production can interpret as they think best. 
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6 (a)  

• In Act 3 scene 2, the audience knows Ferdinand has a key and is planning to force 

a confession from his sister. 

•  In Act 5 scene 2, the audience knows that the Cardinal is planning to get rid of 

Julia. 

• In Act 5 scene 4, the audience knows that Bosola is lurking in the darkness. 

(b) 

• The Cardinal forgets that he forbade the lords to answer calls for help, and 

Webster deflects the audience’s attention away from the Cardinal’s suffering and 

death by bringing the lords on stage in the gallery to discuss whether to answer 

the calls. Roderigo even expects the Cardinal to laugh at Pescara for going down. 

• At the beginning of Act 3 scene 1, Delio has returned after a long absence during 

which the Duchess has had two more children. On learning this, Delio is surprised: 

‘Methinks ‘twas yesterday’ and it seems only half an hour since he saw Antonio’s 

face. Webster is playing with time because Delio’s words are true in real time, but 

the characters do not realise they are in a play. 

(c) This proverbial saying seems to promise her false hope that, although she has been 

plunged into deep misery, she will find a great hill to lift her spirits. 

7 (a) ‘They pass through whirlpools, and deep woes do shun, / Who the event weigh, ere 

the action’s done.’ [2.4.82–83] 

Speaker: Delio 

(b) ‘That friend a great man’s ruin strongly checks, / Who rails into his belief, all his 

defects.’ [3.1.93–94] 

Speaker: Ferdinand 

(c) ‘We value not desert, nor Christian breath, / When we know black deeds must be 

cured with death.’ [5.4.40–41] 

Speaker: Bosola 

(d) ‘Integrity of life is fame’s best friend, / Which nobly, beyond death, shall crown the 

end.’ [5.5.119–120] 

Speaker: Delio 

8 This opinion is proved to be false in the world of the play. Antonio is a soldier, but even the 

pilgrims think that he should not have risen to become a prince and marry the Duchess. 

Castruchio thinks that Ferdinand should not go to war in person; however, before the 

Cardinal took holy orders, he was a renowned military commander and, in Act 3 scene 4, 

‘divers churchmen’ sing of his ‘fame’s eternal glory’, so a prince is admired for being a 

soldier. 
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9 Webster has broken the flow of the verse with end-stopped lines and mid-line caesurae 

(marked by dashes, commas and question marks), in order to make her sound tetchy, 

struggling to cope with the discomfort. The first line is a regular iambic pentameter, but, as 

she begins to feel faint, the rhythm is disrupted in the second line, and the third line has 

two extra syllables. The two questions also help the actor to sound flustered. The Duchess 

rallies, however, and starts to flirt dangerously with Antonio. 

Setting and staging 
1 (a) 

• Cariola [1.1] 

• artificial figures of Antonio and children [4.1] 

• presumably Bosola [5.2]. 

(b) The lords ‘enter, above,’ [5.5.18]. 

2 (a)  

Act 1 Act 2 Act 3 Act 4 Act 5 

A poniard, the 
Duchess’ 
wedding ring 

Apricots, a dark 
lantern, a 
horoscope, a 
handkerchief 
embroidered 
with Antonio’s 
name, a letter 
from Bosola to 
Ferdinand, 
Ferdinand’s 
handkerchief 

A key to the 
Duchess’ 
bedchamber, 
the Duchess’ 
jewellery box, a 
mirror, a 
hairbrush 
[probably], a 
pistol, the 
Cardinal’s 
regalia [cross, 
hat, robes, ring], 
a military 
commander’s 
accoutrements 
[sword, helmet, 
shield, spurs], 
Ferdinand’s 
letter to his 
sister, weapons, 
masks 

Torches, a 
dead man’s 
hand, wax 
figures, 
Bosola’s 
disguise, a 
coffin, cords, a 
bell 

A letter to 
Pescara from 
the Cardinal, a 
pistol, a 
poisoned Bible, 
Bosola’s sword, 
a dark lantern, 
a book, 
Ferdinand’s 
sword 

 

(b) Answers may include: 

• Apricots bring on the Duchess’ labour pains, thus confirming Bosola’s suspicions. 

• A dark lantern has a sliding shutter so that it may be made dark without 

extinguishing the candle. The use of a lantern helps to suggest night in an open-

air theatre, but it has a more specific function – Bosola can close the shutter so 

that he is not visible to Antonio, and then he can open it after Antonio leaves to 

find and read the horoscope. 



4 Writer’s methods 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Duchess of Malfi 35 

© Anne Crow 2018 Hodder Education 

• The horoscope confirms the birth of a child, but also warns the audience that the 

child will have a short life and a violent death. This leaves the play’s ending 

ambiguous. 

• The horoscope is dropped because Antonio takes out his handkerchief; his initials 

are covered in blood, which provides an ominous foreshadowing of Antonio’s 

violent death. 

3 Answers will vary. 

4 (a) Act 2 scene 3: Darkness, as well as sound effects off-stage (a woman’s cry and the 

rising of the wind), heighten the tension as Antonio awaits the birth of his son. Practically, 

darkness is necessary so that Antonio does not realise he has dropped the horoscope. 

(b) Act 5 scene 4: A foul storm in which Ferdinand’s chamber shakes combines with the 

darkness to increase the tension. Malateste observes that the storm was created by the 

devil to rock Ferdinand, ‘his own child’, to sleep. Because it is dark, Bosola only 

recognises the Cardinal by his voice, and Antonio has no lantern and so he is 

unrecognisable. 

5 

Stage direction Effect 

A ‘this ditty is sung to very solemn 
music’ 

[3.4] 

This solemn ditty, accompanying the Cardinal’s 
transformation into a military commander, sings 
his praises as a warrior, emphasising his strength 
and power, and arousing pathos for the Duchess 
as she and her family are rejected and the 
wedding ring torn from her finger. 

B ‘this song is sung to a dismal kind of 
music’ 

[4.2] 

This creates an appropriately miserable mood as 
the action is slowed prior to the madmen’s satirical 
dialogue and dance. The three elements combine 
to create a kind of play within a play, with the 
Duchess and Cariola watching. 

C ‘Here the dance consisting of eight 
madmen, with music answerable 
thereunto’ 

[4.2] 

‘answerable thereunto’ suggests that Webster 
wants music that will complement the madmen’s 
grotesque dance. All the elements combine to 
create a scene intended to reduce the Duchess to 
‘mortification’ (line 163). They do not achieve 
Ferdinand’s aim; the Duchess dies in Christian 
humility. 

D ‘Enter EXECUTIONERS with a 
shrouded coffin, cords and a bell’ 

[4.2] 

Funeral bells are tolled very slowly and regularly. 
As the Duchess is still alive, it strikes an ominous 
note for her and for the audience. 

 

6 Just before this scene, Bosola has carried Julia’s body off stage. He is going to seek 

Antonio, but the audience is not sure whether he intends to kill Antonio or to help him. 

Scene 3 allows him time to dispose of the body and seek out the Cardinal, but it also 

pauses the action before the shocking scene of Antonio’s death. However, this scene does 

much more than suggest passage of time. The scene is set in a holy place, and it opens 

with two calm, measured speeches in which Delio and Antonio reflect on the ruined abbey; 
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Delio has a sentence lasing eight lines and Antonio ten lines. Then, however, the audience 

hears the Duchess’ voice, picking up Antonio’s words and introducing an ominous note of 

death and sorrow, warning Antonio to flee and prophesying his death. Webster has 

managed the echo so subtly that it sometimes picks up just the second sound of the word, 

so ‘my’ becomes ‘ay’ and ‘to’ becomes ‘O’. In this way, Webster has given the Duchess a 

presence on stage even after her death, and her genuine love for Antonio is reinforced as 

she seems to try to warn him. With poignant dramatic irony, the audience knows that 

Antonio’s wife and younger children have been murdered while he imagines them to be 

asleep. He even imagines he can see her face ’folded in sorrow’. How much more 

dramatic to have this heart-rending scene rather than rush straight from one murder to 

another! 

7 Answers will vary. 

Language 
1 Answers will vary. 

2 (a) and (b) 

• Tamed hawks used for hunting rely on their owner for reward. Bosola uses them 

as a contrast to represent soldiers who are used in a similar way to kill, but are not 

rewarded. [1.1.56–59] 

• Crows and magpies represent unscrupulous people who grab what they want. 

[1.1.50] 

• Doves represent kisses, and thus gentle tenderness and intimacy. [3.2.20] 

• The bird represents the Duchess’ independent spirit. [3.2.85] 

• In folklore, it was thought that if the screech of an owl was heard, a death was 

imminent, so for Ferdinand to call the Duchess a screech owl was a threat, 

probably to her husband. [3.2.89] 

• Buntings are used to represent servants who fly away at the first sign of danger. 

[3.5.5] 

• The birds in the field represent a happiness which is denied to the Duchess; they 

can choose their mates and have no need for subterfuge and deceit. [3.5.17–20] 

• The robin and the nightingale are popular birds, representing free spirits that pine 

and die when caged. The Duchess seems to have a presentiment of death. 

[4.2.13] 

• The madmen sing of ‘fatal fowl’; like the screech owl, the raven was considered a 

bird of ill omen. Webster is building up the tension towards the death of the 

Duchess. [4.2.64–65] 

• The lark represents the soul which will soar towards heaven when the fragile cage 

of the body is broken. Bosola is helping the Duchess to see her imminent death as 

the release of her soul which will fly to heaven. [4.2.119] 
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3 (a) (i) toads 

(ii) cobweb, spider 

(iii) thing 

(iv) feed 

(v) wolf, wolf’s 

(vi) leveret 

(vii) broken winded, dog-kennel. 

(b) The Cardinal appears to be a good Christian and a holy man, because of his robes. 

Ferdinand will be dressed in fine clothes and, as a Duke, he is a magistrate and therefore 

represents justice. However, through imagery, Webster dehumanises both brothers. Toads 

emit a poison through their skin to discourage predators, and in folklore they are 

associated with witches and demons, so the Cardinal is, through imagery, associated with 

the devil, witchcraft and poisoning. Spiders make a web and then lie very still waiting for 

their victims; similarly, Ferdinand pretends to sleep on the magistrate’s bench, ready to 

pounce and catch his victim unawares. When Ferdinand invades his sister’s bedchamber, 

Antonio refers to him as a ‘thing’ with no humanity whatsoever. Ferdinand thinks of himself 

as a wolf – a powerful predator – and after the Duchess’ death he succumbs to 

lycanthropy. However, as he dies he is reduced to thinking of himself as a sick horse and 

then a dog. The arrogant Cardinal dies like a baby hare, squealing in fear, and without any 

dignity whatsoever. The imagery exposes the reality behind the appearance, and the 

brothers get their just desserts for following ambition for worldly glory instead of integrity of 

life. 

4 (a) (i) fountain 

(ii) standing pools 

(iii) spring. 

(b) Antonio opens the pattern, comparing the seat of government with a fountain. Just as 

a fountain spouts forth life-giving water to the land around it, so the health of a nation 

depends on the purity of the court. If the water is poisoned or the court is impure in heart, 

then the land and the nation will be corrupted. Webster continues the image in Bosola’s 

simile, likening the Cardinal and the Duke to plum trees in stagnant water by giving a 

graphic picture to illustrate the corruption in their courts where only worthless parasites 

can benefit from the fruit. By contrast, where he is describing Antonio, Bosola compares 

an honest statesman supporting a ruler to a spring of fresh clear running water supporting 

a tree; in nature, the tree rewards the spring with its protection, and a ruler should do the 

same for an honest supporter. Webster is using Antonio here as a foil to the brothers. 

5 Answers will vary. 

6 (a) (i) upright (honest / standing up) 

(ii) will (command / appetite / last testament) 

(iii) rise (get out of bed / come to a climax during sexual intercourse) 
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(iv) fashion (design / latest style). 

(b) (i) mine (gold-mine / explosive device) 

(ii) Quietus est (discharged of payment due as steward or, metaphorically, 

discharged of debt to life). 

7 Answers will vary. 
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Biographical context 
1 As a Duke, Ferdinand is the ultimate judge. Antonio tells Delio that he is insincere, 

speaking ‘with others’ tongues’, he pretends to sleep when presiding over a case so that 

he can ‘entrap offenders in their answers’, and makes life and death decisions on what he 

is told rather than based on evidence. Delio sums up with a simile saying that, in Calabria, 

the law is ‘like a foul black cobweb’, in which Ferdinand, like a spider, traps people so that 

he can take their wealth. 

Webster’s world: England and London 
1 (a) Webster questions society’s attitudes to women and chooses as his protagonist a 

strong woman who tried to take her fate into her own hands. 

(b) His audience lived with death; therefore, to make the impact of his play more 

powerful, Webster has to include the psychological element. Ferdinand orders the 

Duchess to be tortured with a tableau of her husband’s and children’s bodies. Immediately 

after the murder of the Duchess, we watch Cariola’s desperate attempts to cling to life, and 

then Bosola tersely orders the strangling of Cariola and the children. The Cardinal is ‘quit’ 

of Julia not only callously but blasphemously. NOTE: a good quotation is to be found in Act 

4 scene 1 line 99: the Duchess’ metaphor ‘Plagues, that make lanes through largest 

families’. 

(c) The scene with the madmen is enhanced with singing and dancing, etc. into a 

grotesque parody of a court masque (see Plot and Dramatic Structure). By the 

seventeenth century, there was an awareness of madness as a medical condition, brought 

on by trauma, and Webster has Ferdinand treated by a doctor. However, according to the 

religious beliefs of the time, his madness could be interpreted as a form of demonic 

possession, or as punishment for his sins. Nowadays, we appreciate Webster’s perceptive 

analysis of a complete psychotic break with reality, brought about by the trauma of 

realising that he has done something so heinous that he can no longer live with himself. 

(d) The Cardinal recruited Bosola as a spy, even demanding he commit murder. 

(e) The Machiavellian Cardinal is totally corrupt. He employs bribery, spies and contract 

killers, and murders Julia using a holy book, presumably a Bible. He indulges his own 

appetites, but hypocritically tries to present a saintly exterior to the world. 

2 Possible quotations include: 

(a) ‘I, through frights and threat’nings, will assay / This dangerous venture.’ [1.1.337–338] 

(b) The Duchess curses her brothers by saying ‘Plagues, that make lanes through 

largest families, / Consume them.’ [4.1.99–100] 

(c) ‘Use me well, you were best: what I have done, I have done, I’ll confess nothing.’ 

[5.2.51–52] 

(d) ‘I knew this fellow seven years in the galleys / For a notorious murder, and ’twas 

thought / The Cardinal suborned it.’ [1.1.67–69] 
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(e) ‘go enquire out / Delio’s confessor, and see if you can bribe / Him to reveal it.’ 

[5.2.130–132] (NOTE: A priest might be excommunicated for revealing a secret told in 

confession.) 

Webster’s world: King James I 
1 The King of France has banished flatterers and sycophants from his court, retaining only 

those with impeccable reputations. He seeks to make his court a model of Christian 

virtues, so that his kingdom will also be virtuous. He surrounds himself with wise 

counsellors, and encourages them to tell him if they suspect any corruption and to give 

him good advice. 

2 The Cardinal and Ferdinand are adamant that their sister should not marry beneath her. At 

the end of the play, Webster has suggested that the next Duke of Malfi will be the son of a 

steward! Webster is presenting a direct challenge to the old order. 

3 These are possible answers, but you may have selected others: 

(a) BOSOLA: When thou kill’dst thy sister / Thou took’st from Justice her most equal 

balance / And left her nought but her sword. [5.5.37–39] 

(b) BOSOLA: He and his brother are like plum trees that grow crooked over standing 

pools: they are rich, and o’erladen with fruit, but none but crows, pies and caterpillars feed 

on them. [1.1.48–50] 

(c) CARDINAL: Think you, your / Bosom will be a grave dark and obscure enough / For 

such a secret? [5.2.262–264] 

4 Julia is actually poisoned and Ferdinand thinks that some love potions are poisons which 

will send the patient mad. However, Antonio uses the word metaphorically to show how 

the whole state will be corrupted if the court is corrupt [1.1.14]. (See also 1.1.343–344, 

3.1.75, 5.2.269.) 

Webster’s world: The position of 
women 
1 (a) (i) ‘And women like that part which, like the lamprey, / Hath ne’er a bone in’t.’ 

[1.1.326–327] 

(ii) ‘So most widows say, / But commonly that motion lasts no longer / Than the 

turning of an hour glass:’ [1.1.293–295] 

(iii) FERDINAND: … Let not youth, high promotion, eloquence – / CARDINAL: No, 

nor any thing without the addition, honour, / Sway your high blood. [1.1.286–288] 

(iv) ‘I would fain put off my last woman’s fault, / I’ll not be tedious to you.’ [4.2.212–

213] (NOTE: The Duchess is being sarcastic!) 

(b) The audience is introduced first to Antonio who is a figure of respect and authority, 

and we learn that the misogynistic brothers are corrupt. Antonio’s lengthy description of 

the Duchess uses the language of courtly love, so we know before she approaches him 
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that he loves her, but does not expect his love to be reciprocated. The Duchess’ seizing of 

the initiative in proposing marriage to Antonio is not presented as lust – Webster later 

gives a comparison with Julia wooing Bosola. Their ‘peaceful marriage’ will be based on 

mutual love and respect. Both kneel and speak lines that evoke strongly companionate 

ideals of marriage, completing each other’s images of the harmonious music of the 

spheres and the palm trees which need each other to bear fruit. It is not the sex they want, 

but a family. 

2  

Examples of witchcraft Explanation 

A ‘For they whose faces do belie 
their hearts / Are witches ere 
they arrive at twenty years, / Ay, 
and give the devil suck.’ 

[1.1.300–302] 

Ferdinand uses the threat of being accused of witchcraft to 
prevent his sister from marrying. 

B ‘How idly shows this rage, 
which carries you / As men 
conveyed by witches through 
the air / On violent whirlwinds!’ 

[2.5.49–51] 

The Cardinal is using a colourful simile to show Ferdinand how 
inappropriate is his rage. His tone here is scornful. 

C Section beginning ‘I do 
suspect there hath been some 
sorcery / Used on the Duchess.’ 

[3.1.63–78] 

Bosola and Ferdinand debate the efficacy of love potions and 
charms. Ferdinand does not believe in love potions; he believes 
that the blame for the Duchess’ behaviour lies in her passionate 
nature. However, he links the Duchess with witchcraft by 
denying that witchcraft is responsible for her behaviour. 

D ‘So you have some virgins / 
That are witches.’ 

[3.2.139–140] 

Ferdinand links his sister with witchcraft again, as if it is preying 
on his mind, but once again he uses it as a comparison, not 
directly saying that she is a witch. 

E ‘What witchcraft doth he 
practise, that he hath left / A 
dead man’s hand here?’ 

[4.1.53–54] 

The Duchess thinks Ferdinand may be casting spells. 

 

It seems unlikely that Webster believes in witchcraft as Ferdinand is the one who uses the 

idea most, and this helps to show the build-up to his madness. 

3 Webster makes the audience aware of the danger the Duchess faces when, knowing that 

as a woman she should wait for her brothers to choose her a husband, she talks 

metaphorically of going into a wilderness without ‘path’ or ‘guide’ when she plans to 

approach Antonio. She recognises the danger she faces, and her reference to the ‘clew’ 

that guided Theseus through the labyrinth recalls the Minotaur, which threatened his life 

just as her vengeful brothers threaten hers. 

Webster’s world: Jacobean theatres 
1 (a) Act 2 scene 3: Bosola carries a dark lantern, so that he can conceal the light if he 

does not wish to be seen. Antonio does not recognise Bosola in the dark and he does not 
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realise that he dropped the horoscope when he took out his handkerchief. Bosola uses the 

lantern to look for the paper. 

(b) Act 4 scene 1: Servants carry torches so that when the servants leave, the audience 

knows it is supposed to be dark. The Duchess kisses the dead man’s hand, thinking that it 

is Ferdinand’s. 

(c) Act 5 scene 4 lines 42–50: The servant leaves to fetch a dark lantern and returns a 

few lines later. Bosola seems to think that the shadowy figure is the Cardinal, thinking that 

if he kills Bosola while he is praying and thus sending him to heaven, the sin will not be as 

great. 

2 (a) The curtain hides Cariola in Act 1 scene 1, the artificial figures in Act 4 scene 1 and 

Bosola in Act 5 scene 2. 

(b) The fortification in which Delio and Antonio hear the echo had once been an abbey, 

so for the scene to be enacted in a former friary seems very appropriate. Antonio reflects 

that pious men are buried beneath their feet, as they would have been beneath the cloister 

adjacent to the theatre. Webster uses this reminder of the dissolution of the monasteries to 

reflect on the transience of buildings, which are not as permanent as they might appear, 

using the metaphor of death to introduce the warnings of the echo. 
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Reading reviews 
1 

Critic’s view Your response 

A The director ‘does not wallow in the gore but 
concentrates on a clear exposition of the machinations of 
the malicious plotters’. 

Howard Loxton, Review of the 2010 production at the 
Greenwich Theatre, London, directed by Elizabeth 
Freestone, www.britishtheatreguide.info 

Loxton appreciates the way the 
play is a psychological study 
rather than a horror story. 

B ‘In the past, I have found it hard to take seriously the 
scenes in which he [Ferdinand] torments her [the Duchess] 
with a dead hand and with waxworks of her supposedly 
murdered husband and son.’ 

Paul Taylor, ‘The Duchess of Malfi, theatre review: “Gemma 
Arterton is luminous”’, Independent, 16 January 2014 

Taylor acknowledges the 
importance of staging, and 
highlights the fact that the 
quality of the acting can 
transform a potentially comic 
scene into a menacing one. 

C ‘its strong cast and rich costumes helped to deliver quite 
an effective version of the play.’ 

Rowland Wymer (Sarah Annes Brown, Robert I. Lublin and 
Lynsey McCulloch eds.) (2013), ‘The Duchess of Malfi on 
Film: Peter Huby’s Quietus’, Reinventing the Renaissance: 
Shakespeare and his Contemporaries, Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, p. 272 

Wymer emphasises the 
importance of the staging and 
the acting to really bring the 
text to life. 

 

Writing a review, performance 
criticism, psychoanalytic criticism 
2–4 Answers will vary. 

 

Marxist criticism 
5 Answers may include: 

• the position of women 

• the patriarchal society 

• objections to marriage across class boundaries 

• corruption at court. 

6 Inequality and limited opportunity breed a resentment that often manifests itself in extreme 

antisocial behaviour, like Bosola’s. Some people still oppress women, even in Britain. 
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Feminist criticism 
7 The Duchess takes control of her own death, forgiving her executioners, anticipating going 

to heaven, joking about male stereotyping of women who talk too much, arranging for the 

disposal of her corpse and telling them to wait until she kneels. She has won because she 

is confident that she will go to heaven; she has kept her sanity and integrity. 

8 Julia forgives her murderer, accepts that she deserves to die, admonishes Bosola for 

saying something ‘weak’ and pointless, and accepts that she does not know where she will 

go after death. She dies with dignity. 

9 Answers will vary. 

10 Answers will vary. 
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Planning an essay 
1  

• similarly 

• nevertheless 

• even though 

• although 

• as well as 

• unlike 

• moreover 

• on the other hand. 

 

Assessment objectives 
2 

A Close detailed analysis of the craft of the playwright and the craft of the poet, 
acknowledging Webster’s skills, and showing understanding that the text is a 
drama, meant to be presented on stage. 

AO2 

B An open-minded approach, allowing you to recognise and support different 
interpretations. Some awareness of different critical viewpoints. 

AO5 

C Detailed contrast and comparison with the partner text, or, in an essay on a 
single text, detailed connections explored with your wider reading. 

AO4 

D A well planned, accurately written essay, showing close detailed knowledge of 
the text and understanding of the issues, and using appropriately sophisticated 
vocabulary. An essay which can be read aloud fluently. 

AO1 

E The ability to explain in detail the relevance of the relevant contexts to issues 
raised in the play and an awareness of how plays might be perceived differently 
by a modern audience. 

AO3 

 

Tackling question types 
3 Possible themes: 

• madness 

• social class 
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• love 

• power 

• corruption 

• appearance and reality 

• religion 

• oppression 

• duty 

• good government 

• position of women. 

4 

A It has been suggested that the Duchess marries a man who seems increasingly unworthy 
of her. 

When their secret is discovered, it is the Duchess who is still defiant and directs Antonio 
what he is to do. However, Antonio is a soldier. He is trained to be submissive to authority, 
and a Christian, taught that patience is ‘a noble fortitude’, although he does bravely risk his 
life to seek reconciliation with the Cardinal. 

B Rupert Brooke said that in Webster’s plays ‘Human beings are writhing grubs in an 
immense night.’ 

Rupert Brooke, John Webster and the Elizabethan Drama (New York: John Lane Co., 1916) 

Webster’s play seems to justify Bosola’s conclusion that ‘we are the stars’ tennis balls’ and 
have no more control over our destinies than grubs which spend their lives in darkness, but 
the Duchess takes control of her own death and, although she loses her life, she does not 
lose her dignity and defiance so, unlike a maggot, her spirit lives on in her reputation. 

C Bosola is ultimately redeemed by his tears at the death of the Duchess. 

The language and broken poetry of his speeches over the Duchess’ body gives the 
audience hope that he repents his loyalty to Ferdinand, but he goes straight to the Cardinal 
and, even after watching the murder of Julia, agrees to kill Antonio, although his soliloquy 
suggests he is unsure of his next course of action. 

D The Duchess of Malfi belongs more to the genre of horror than to revenge tragedy. 

Although Webster does exploit all the elements of horror available to him, and he does not 
adhere closely to the traditional requirements of a revenge tragedy, nevertheless he is not 
merely seeking to offer thrills which shock and disgust, he is putting all his characters under 
intense pressure to explore the psychological effects of evil on the perpetrators as well as 
the victims. 

 

Introductions and conclusions 
5 Possible examples from student essays. The key words from the set task are in bold and 

underlined: 
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Introduction Conclusion 

At the start of the play, Webster gives 
Antonio a speech which sets out an ideal 
of good government by a pious ruler who 
listens to wise counsellors and rejects 
‘flatt’ring sycophants’. There is an echo 
here of James I’s letter to his son, 
Basilikon Doron, and the educated 
audience in the Blackfriars Theatre would 
recognise this. However, since he has set 
his play in continental Europe, Webster will 
have managed to avoid the censor 
because there is no direct reference to 
James’ court. Very soon, however, the 
audience learns that the reality is far from 
this ideal. 

Having described in words a model of good 
government at the beginning of the play, 
Webster first has Bosola and Antonio describe 
the corruption at the heart of government. The 
audience then watches with increasing horror 
as Webster demonstrates on stage the 
oppression that results from tyrants being in 
positions of power. Cardinals and Dukes 
effectively had absolute power, answerable only 
to the Pope and the Holy Roman Emperor. 
Antonio’s prophecy comes to pass as ‘Death 
and diseases through the whole land spread’ as 
a result of the metaphorical, and actual, poison 
at the head of government. 

 

Integrating quotations 
6 Possible answers include: 

(a) When Ferdinand calls the Duchess’ children illegitimate, the alliteration in her threat 

that he will ‘howl in hell’ for his sacrilege emphasises her defiance. 

(b) Having seen, as she thinks, her family dead, the Duchess no longer wants to live, and 

she compares the world to ‘a tedious theatre’, saying that she wants no part in this play. 

(c) When the Duchess curses the stars that control her fate, Bosola points out that ‘the 

stars shine still’, but Webster does not make it clear whether he is trying to comfort her or 

cynically pointing out the ineffectiveness of her curse. 

 

Integrating context 
7 (a) When Ferdinand arranges for the madmen to keep his sister awake at night, Webster 

is not only employing a typical element of Revenge tragedy, but also entertaining an 

audience who would have been used to viewing mad people in Bedlam as entertainment. 

(b) With his portrayal of the Cardinal, Webster is contributing to a debate about the 

nature of true holiness as well as pandering to the contemporary prejudice against Roman 

Catholicism. 

(c) King James’ book, Basilikon Doron, written to tell his son about the duties and 

responsibilities of a ruler, probably provided a model for Antonio’s description of the 

French court. 

(d) In the seventeenth century, a woman, even a Duchess, was subservient by law to her 

nearest male relative, and so the brothers felt that they could dictate whether she 

remarried. 
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Exploring connections across texts 
8 Answers will vary, but here are some possible answers: 

(a) Both writers prepare the audience for the character’s eventual descent into madness. 

Webster shows Ferdinand’s excessive reaction to news of his sister’s pregnancy when he 

says himself that he has grown mad, cries with rage and trembles. Even this early in the 

play, his brother declares that he is ‘stark mad’. By contrast, Williams shows Blanche’s 

attempts to escape reality by drinking to excess and fantasising about a millionaire lover. 

(b) However, the audience learns that Blanche has good reasons for seeking escape 

from the guilt of knowing that her cruel words caused her vulnerable young husband to kill 

himself. She must also have been driven to distraction by the harrowing deaths of all her 

relatives, and by trying desperately to hang on to Belle Reve on nothing but her teacher’s 

salary. The root cause of Ferdinand’s madness, on the other hand, is his unnatural and 

obsessive love for his sister. 

(c) Webster and Williams are alike in identifying a violent trigger which eventually tips the 

sufferer over the edge. Ferdinand activated the trigger himself by ordering his sister to be 

tortured and killed and then looking on her face, whereas Blanche is portrayed as a victim 

because she was brutally raped by Stanley. 

(d) At the end of The Duchess of Malfi, Ferdinand is calm and, as Bosola testifies, ‘He 

seems to come to himself / Now he’s so near the bottom’. He realises that it is his actions 

that have led to his death. Webster gives him a rhyming couplet for his dying sententia, in 

which he uses a simile to illustrate the realisation that his scheming, which he thought 

brilliant, like a diamond, has destroyed him and brought about the destruction of his sanity 

and his life. Similarly, Blanche is calm at the end as her terror subsides with the doctor’s 

support; however, she is given no moment of insight, believing, as she is taken to the 

asylum, that she is depending on the kindness of strangers. 

Marking 
9 

First 
rung 

A simple statement As Antonio lies dying, he reflects that, in the 
final analysis, ambition leads to nothing. 

Second 
rung 

Offering a little support As Antonio lies dying, after hearing of the 
murders of his family, he compares people 
who are ambitious to children who chase 
after bubbles. 

Third 
rung 

Offering some analysis and closer 
knowledge of the text 

Having just heard that his wife and children 
have been murdered, Antonio is glad that he 
is dying, because he has nothing to live for. 
He realises that, just as children waste time 
chasing bubbles, so ambitious men will find 
that they have wasted their lives chasing after 
worldly glory. 

Fourth 
rung 

Using literary terms 

(Explore why you think Webster 

Having just heard that his wife and children 
have been murdered, Antonio is glad that he 
is dying, because he has nothing to live for. 
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has given Antonio a rhyming 
couplet, and identify the simile 
explained above.) 

He uses a rhyming couplet to put emphasis 
on the simile with which he expresses his 
opinion that, just as children waste time 
chasing bubbles, so ambitious men will find 
that they have wasted their lives chasing after 
worldly glory. 

Fifth 
rung 

A comprehensive analysis, 
showing close knowledge of the 
play and detailed understanding of 
the craft of the playwright 

(Acknowledge the playwright 
rather than just talking about the 
character. Use sophisticated 
vocabulary, such as ‘sententia’, in 
such a way that it is obvious you 
know what it means. Put this 
speech in the context of the whole 
play, exploring how Antonio’s 
attitude to life has changed.) 

Having just heard that his wife and youngest 
children have been murdered, Antonio 
reflects in a cogent simile that human 
aspirations are like the bubbles chased by 
children, which, though superficially 
attractive, disappear as soon as they are 
touched. Webster puts this comparison in the 
form of a rhyming sententia, so that it sounds 
like a self-evident truth. The pleasure Antonio 
found in family life has now been revealed as 
nothing more than temporary happiness to 
help him endure the ‘vexations’ of life. Having 
met his death trying to find reconciliation with 
his aristocratic brothers-in-law, his last words 
express the hope that his surviving son will 
‘fly the courts of princes’. 

 

10 Answers will vary. 

Planning a higher grade answer 
11  

Student answer Examiner’s comments 

In The Duchess of Malfi Webster has presented 
madness in different ways. Duke Ferdinand is angry 
because his sister married someone else, and he 
decides to drive her mad. He sends her people who 
have been locked up in a loony bin. They cavort about 
the stage, singing and dancing and entertaining the 
audience, but his sister does not go mad. Bosola then 
tries to frighten her, but it doesn’t work. ‘I’ll tell thee a 
miracle, / I am not mad yet.’ 

Ferdinand really does go mad. He first feels he is going 
mad when he learns that she is going to have a baby. 
‘Are you stark mad?’ says the Cardinal. Then, when he 
sees her body, that tips him over the edge and he goes 
off to hunt the badger. 

The doctor describes his symptoms. He suffers from 
lycanthropia and thinks he is a wolf with hair on the 
inside. He digs up dead bodies and carries a leg 
around on his shoulder. He grovels on the floor trying 
to kill his shadow, but he speaks of when he is going to 
hell, so he can’t be completely insane. 

In the final scene, he thinks he is on the battlefield and 

• The play’s title should be 
written correctly 

• Dogmatic statements 
should be avoided in favour 
of suggestion, e.g. 
‘Ferdinand seems to be …’ 

• A narrative approach 

• Inappropriate colloquial 
language 

• Predominantly 
unsophisticated compound 
sentences 

• Quotation dropped in with 
no introduction. 

• No explanation of why a 
quotation has been used 

• Failure to name the literary 
term 
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Student answer Examiner’s comments 

his brother is the enemy. He stabs the Cardinal and 
Bosola, and, as he is dying, he says: ‘Whether we fall 
by ambition, blood, or lust, / Like diamonds we are cut 
with our own dust.’ 

• Missed opportunity to 
explain context 

• Missed opportunity to offer 
different interpretations 

 

12 (a) Answers will vary. 

(b) The quotation is in the form of a sententia. 

(c) Webster uses the word ‘miracle’ from a religious semantic field to emphasise how 

unlikely it is that she has not been driven mad, and also to suggest that it is her piety that 

gives her the strength to retain her sanity. After the line break, Webster gives her five 

monosyllables, with heavy stresses on the final three syllables, making her sound very 

determined, although the adverb ‘yet’ reveals that she thinks she may not be able to keep 

madness at bay indefinitely. 

(d)  

• ‘The wolf shall find her grave and scrape it up, / Not to devour the corpse but to 

discover / The horrid murder.’ [4.2.295–297] 

• ‘In those that are possessed with’t there o’er-flows / Such melancholy humour they 

imagine / Themselves to be transformed into wolves’ [5.2.8–10] 

• ‘I’ll buffet his madness out of him’ [5.2.26] 

• ‘FERDINAND: … Physicians are like kings, they brook no contradiction. / 

DOCTOR: Now he begins to fear me, now let me alone with him. / CARDINAL: 

Here now, put off your gown? / DOCTOR: Let me have some forty urinals filled 

with rose water’ [5.2.65–68] 

• ‘Let him go, let him go, upon my peril. [They release FERDINAND] / I find by his 

eye he stands in awe of me, I’ll make him as tame as a dormouse.’ [5.2.70–72] 

(e) Bedlam; contemporary attitudes to marriage with a social inferior; contemporary 

attitudes to widows; the seventeenth-century debate about whether madness was an 
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illness or a result of demonic possession; psychological disintegration, often the central 

horror of a Jacobean tragedy. 

(f) Answers will vary. 

(g) Like the wax figures, Ferdinand might have employed actors to pretend to be mad. 

Different interpretations about why Webster has included the madmen. 

13  

 AO 

In The Duchess of Malfi, Webster has made much use of madness, partly to 
entertain his audience, but also to explore the effect of violent trauma on an 
unbalanced mind. The Cardinal follows contemporary attitudes to marriage in 
insisting that the Duchess should not marry except to enhance the honour of the 
family. Ferdinand, however, interrupts his brother to say that she should never 
marry; he supports his assertion by referring to seventeenth century attitudes to 
widows that, being sexually experienced, they are ‘most luxurious’. Ferdinand dwells 
on the ‘lustful pleasures’, that he imagines she desires, in such graphic detail that the 
audience realises that his feelings for his sister are irrational and unnatural. In the 
rest of the play, Webster explores Ferdinand’s psychological disintegration, often the 
central horror of a Jacobean tragedy. 

Alone with his sister, Ferdinand threatens her with their father’s poniard, a phallic 
symbol suggesting that his obsessive objection to his sister’s remarrying stems from 
a perverted jealousy. When he hears of her pregnancy, he is himself aware that he is 
on the brink of madness. As he imagines her in ‘the shameful act of sin’ with various 
men, and then actually speaks to her, he is trembling with ‘palsy’, and imagines 
dreadful sadistic revenges he would like to inflict on her, her husband and the child. 
The Cardinal is horrified by his intemperate anger, accusing him of flying beyond his 
reason and asking whether he is ‘stark mad’. 

Having presented his audience with evidence of Ferdinand’s unbalanced mind, 
Webster then shows how the trauma of seeing his beloved sister’s body and 
knowing that he was the instigator of her murder tips him over the edge. He tries to 
blame Bosola, refusing to reward him because that would be to admit his guilt. 
Bosola’s relentless insistence that he was acting under Ferdinand’s orders, however, 
pushes Ferdinand into madness to escape the responsibility of his actions. Webster 
prepares us for his incipient lycanthropy by having him tell Bosola that the murder 
cannot be hidden because ‘the wolf shall find her grave and scrape it up’ and saying 
that he will ‘go hunt the badger, by owl-light.’ Webster is here referring to a 
contemporary superstition that wolves dug up murder victims. 

The next time Ferdinand comes on stage is after the doctor has prepared the 
audience for Ferdinand thinking of himself as a werewolf. It was widely believed in 
Webster’s day that madness was caused by demonic possession, so Webster’s 
choice of a doctor rather than a priest shows that he believed that madness was an 
illness. The doctor seems to be intended as a comic character, saying that he will 
‘buffet his madness out of him’, and claiming that the patient begins to fear him. After 
the doctor has been attacked by Ferdinand, Pescara has a lovely comic line, ‘Doctor, 
he did not fear you thoroughly’, stating the obvious and cutting the boastful doctor 
down to size. In the final scene, Ferdinand has more comic antics, trying to kill his 
own shadow, imagining he is fighting in a battle and stabbing his brother, then, after 
he has been stabbed, apparently imagining he is a sick horse. Webster allows 
Ferdinand no dignity in death, but makes a laughing stock of him. 

As Ferdinand schemes to push his sister to despair of God’s mercy, so that she will 
be forever damned, he orders madmen to surround her, claiming that he wants to 
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cure the Duchess ‘of a deep melancholy’. Some critics, like Jacqueline Pearson, 
think that this scene may have been included by Webster to provide a grotesque 
image of the world of the play. He certainly uses their ramblings to satirise his own 
world, like mocking the snobbish pastime of acquiring a coat of arms. However, the 
scene may just be intended to amuse as, in Jacobean London, people used to go to 
the lunatic asylum known as Bedlam for entertainment. In our more sensitive age, 
the scene where the madmen are taken to the imprisoned Duchess will probably be 
uncomfortable at the least, but a contemporary audience would have enjoyed their 
antics as they sang and danced in a grim parody of the wedding masque. 

Webster, however, has a serious purpose in inflicting this nightmare upon the 
Duchess. When Bosola enters disguised as a tomb-maker, she asserts her status, 
saying: ‘I am the Duchess of Malfi still.’ Her body may be degraded in imprisonment, 
but she affirms the permanence of her spirit and her defiance. Earlier, she had 
revealed to Cariola that she felt herself to be on the brink of madness, declaring it ‘a 
miracle [that] I am not mad yet’; watching the madmen, however, seems to have 
strengthened her grip on her sanity, so that she can die with dignity, even joking that, 
when she dies, her cannibalistic brothers ‘may feed in quiet’. 

In this play, Webster has presented a detailed study of how a man succumbs to 
madness, from exploring his unbalanced mind to dramatizing the effect on his 
psyche of seeing his horrible fantasies actually carried out. He has also explored 
how and why a woman who is tormented far beyond the bounds of reason manages 
to retain her sanity. By the end of Act Four, Cariola’s fear that the Duchess’ 
recklessness in marrying Antonio was ‘A fearful madness’ has been shown to be a 
true and abiding love. 
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14 Answers will vary. 


