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Introduction
John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (first performed in 1613–14) 
stages a family in conflict. The Duchess is a young widow who, 
against her controlling brothers’ wishes, marries her steward in secret 
and bears him three children. Her twin brother, Duke Ferdinand, is 
obsessed with her, imagining her in ‘the shameful act of sin’, while 
her other brother, the Cardinal (forget piety — think power), ensures 
that his spy, Bosola, is employed in her household. The play depicts 
the slippery, unstable nature of life in court and the dangers of 
challenging authority.

Social and historical context
Interestingly for a play set in the patriarchal world of early modern 
England, the Duchess asserts her right to marry whom she pleases. 
We watch her seduce Antonio and then conduct her own wedding 
ceremony with her maid, Cariola, as their witness. It’s often said 
that women in this period had no power to own property nor run 
their own households, but the proliferation of manuals reminding 
women of their wifely duties and the dangers of straying from 
them (for example, A Crystal Glass for Christian Women by Philip 
Stubbes, 1591) suggests that women were, in practice, challenging 
the patriarchy. Although the Duchess in the course of the tragedy is 
hounded, imprisoned and finally strangled, in her final moments she 
mocks and dismisses the male court and welcomes a swift exit from 
it ‘any way, for heaven’s sake / So I were out of your whispering’ 
(4.2.221–22).

Political context
Many plays of this period (such as Measure for Measure, Volpone 
and Women Beware Women) are set abroad in Vienna or Italy, 
freeing the dramatists to critique the English court indirectly. 
Although James I’s ascension to the throne in 1603 was welcomed 
by many, soon the sense of security of having a married monarch 
with an heir was undermined by the extravagant habits and sexually 
ambiguous intrigues of the court. In the opening moments of Malfi 
Antonio talks to Delio admiringly of the court of France, praising 
the order and openness he has witnessed there. This rather low-key 
opening, with friends catching up after absence, allows a comparison 
not just between the court of Malfi and the French court but also, 
by implication, with the audience’s own Jacobean set-up, closer to 
home.

Theatrical context
The Duchess of Malfi, Webster’s first successful play, was first staged 
in the newly converted Blackfriars Hall. This was a very different 
space from the more popular Globe as it was an indoor, more 
intimate theatre, holding only about 600 people compared to the 
outdoor, daylight performance space of the Globe which held 2,000. 

In the first performance at the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse in 2014, 
the scene in which Ferdinand visits the Duchess in her imprisonment 
was played in total darkness with all the candles removed. It was 
only when the Duchess called in horror for lights that the audience 
realised he had given her not his own hand in greeting but a dead 
man’s hand. The same scene played in an outdoor space such as the 
Globe would perhaps instead invite the audience to see the Duke’s 
plot unfold rather than feeling the minute-by-minute terror of being 
in an enclosed darkened room with him.

Cultural contexts
The scene in Malfi when Bosola appears to the Duchess dressed as 
an old man would be familiar to the audience, who would still be 
enjoying the by now outdated Morality plays in which characters 
were allegorical types. 

The new focus in the early seventeenth century on public attendance 
of live dissections is evident in Ferdinand’s threat to the doctor 
to ‘flay off his skin, to cover one of the anatomies…in Barber 
Chirurgeon’s hall’ (5.2.79–81) and this is also in evidence when he 
is torn between wanting to cover the Duchess’s face after she has 
been strangled and wanting to look again. Bosola’s meditation to 
the Duchess on the body when preparing her for death (‘What’s this 
flesh? A little crudded milk, fantastical puff-paste’ 4.2.123–24) also, 
perhaps, reflects this new fascination with the physical dissection of 
flesh which we also find in other plays of the period, such as King 
Lear (1606): ‘Then let them anatomise Regan, see what breeds about 
her heart’ (3.6.75–76).

But to suggest that death and the anatomised body were of 
fascination only to early audiences would, of course, be an over-
simplification. T. S. Eliot in his 1918/19 ‘Whispers of Immortality’ 
noted that ‘Webster was much possessed by death / And saw the 
skull beneath the skin;’ This obsession with death remains in our own 
century, for example where ritualised violence in public beheadings 
by terrorist groups can appear on our screens. Webster’s play, 
although steeped in its literary, cultural and political contexts, is also 
bizarrely familiar.
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