
I. Jacobean drama refers to the body of theatrical works produced during 

the reign of King James I of England (1603–1625). It is seen as a continuation of 

Elizabethan drama, but with darker themes, more complex characterization, and a 

growing preoccupation with corruption, revenge, and existential despair. 

The early 17th century saw the thriving of theatrical culture in London, with the legacy of 

William Shakespeare still influencing the stage. In fact, some of Shakespeare’s late plays, 

such as Macbeth, King Lear, and The Tempest, belong to the Jacobean period. These plays 

reveal a shift towards psychological introspection and tragic grandeur, hallmarks of the 

Jacobean aesthetic. 

Alongside Shakespeare, several new playwrights rose to prominence. Ben Jonson was a 

central figure, known for his comedies of humours like Volpone and The Alchemist, which 

mocked greed, hypocrisy, and social climbing. His plays offered intellectual satire and were 

influential in defining court masques as well. 

John Webster brought a darker, more violent tone to the Jacobean stage. His tragedies, The 

Duchess of Malfi and The White Devil, are celebrated for their poetic depth and exploration of 

corruption, female agency, and death. Webster’s work is often seen as the epitome of 

Jacobean tragedy. 

Thomas Middleton, often collaborating with William Rowley, wrote both tragedies and city 

comedies. His plays, such as The Changeling and Women Beware Women, delve into sexual 

politics, madness, and moral ambiguity. Middleton also contributed to the genre of revenge 

tragedy, popularized earlier by Thomas Kyd. 

John Ford, active slightly later, furthered this tradition with plays like ’Tis Pity She’s a 

Whore, which shocked audiences with its themes of incest and forbidden desire. 

Other notable dramatists include George Chapman (Bussy D'Ambois), Cyril Tourneur (The 

Revenger's Tragedy), and Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, who co-authored several 

tragicomedies and court dramas. 

Jacobean drama reflects a society grappling with change, uncertainty, and the fragility of 

power. Its emphasis on pessimism, intricate plotting, and richly poetic language left a lasting 

impact on English drama and helped transition the stage toward the more restrained 

Restoration period. 

 

 

 

 

 



II. The Duchess of Malfi by John Webster is a quintessential 

example of Jacobean drama, a genre that flourished during the reign of King 

James I (1603–1625). Jacobean drama is known for its dark themes, elaborate 

language, moral ambiguity, and fascination with corruption, madness, and death—

all of which are central to The Duchess of Malfi. Below is a detailed discussion of 

how Webster’s play exemplifies Jacobean drama: 

 

1. Themes of Corruption and Decay 

Jacobean drama often exposes the rot within political and social institutions. In The Duchess 

of Malfi, the court is portrayed as a place of moral corruption, where power is abused by the 

Duchess’s brothers—Ferdinand and the Cardinal. Their obsession with controlling her body 

and reputation is not about familial love but about patriarchal dominance and pride. 

 

2. Tragic Heroism and Individualism 

The Duchess emerges as a tragic hero, asserting her personal choice in marrying Antonio 

against her brothers’ wishes. This defiance makes her both noble and doomed—an archetype 

common in Jacobean tragedies, where protagonists are punished for challenging social and 

familial norms. 

 

3. Violence and Horror 

Jacobean drama often embraces graphic violence and psychological horror. The torture of 

the Duchess, the wax figures of her dead family, and the blood-soaked final act contribute to 

a macabre tone. These elements serve not just to shock but to underline the consequences of 

unchecked power and revenge. 

 

4. Complex Villains 

The Cardinal and Ferdinand are psychologically complex antagonists. Ferdinand’s descent 

into lycanthropy (madness where he imagines himself a wolf) is emblematic of the disturbed 

Jacobean villain. Unlike earlier, more straightforward villains in Elizabethan drama, Jacobean 

antagonists are tormented, self-aware, and often destroy themselves along with their victims. 

 

5. Use of Masques and Courtly Spectacle 

The play incorporates masques and courtly entertainments, reflecting the Jacobean love for 

theatricality and illusion. However, Webster subverts this with a sinister edge—e.g., the 



madmen sent to torment the Duchess mimic court entertainments but turn them into 

instruments of psychological torment. 

 

6. Fatalism and Existentialism 

A bleak, fatalistic worldview runs through the play. Characters often reflect on death, fate, 

and the futility of human ambition. The Duchess famously declares, “I am Duchess of Malfi 

still,” showing dignity in the face of inevitable death—an existential stance seen in much 

Jacobean drama. 

 

7. Poetic Language and Imagery 

Webster's dense, symbolic language is typical of Jacobean drama. His use of imagery—

especially that of rot, poison, darkness, and animals—conveys the moral decay and emotional 

intensity of the characters. For example, Bosola's metaphors often frame court life as a 

"common hospital full of diseases." 

 

Conclusion 

The Duchess of Malfi epitomizes Jacobean drama through its focus on violence, corruption, 

tragic defiance, and psychological complexity. It reflects the era’s anxieties about power, 

gender, and mortality, making it one of the most enduring and representative works of its 

time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III. In the opening lines of Paradise Lost Book 1, John Milton adopts the 

classical epic convention of invoking a Muse, but he radically transforms this 

literary device into a distinctly Christian prayer. This transformation reflects 

Milton’s larger ambition: to write not merely a heroic poem in the tradition of 

Homer or Virgil, but a sacred epic that serves a theological and moral purpose. By 

doing so, he redefines the epic genre in Christian terms and aligns his poetic 

inspiration with divine revelation rather than pagan mythology. 

Traditionally, epic poets begin their works with an invocation to a Muse, one of the nine 

daughters of Zeus in Greek mythology, asking for inspiration and guidance in recounting the 

story. Homer invokes the Muse in the Iliad and Odyssey, and Virgil follows suit in the 

Aeneid. Milton echoes this form in the opening lines of Paradise Lost, asking, “Sing 

Heav’nly Muse, that on the secret top / Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire / That shepherd 

who first taught the chosen seed.” However, instead of a pagan goddess, Milton addresses the 

“Heav’nly Muse” who inspired Moses on Mount Sinai. This Muse is commonly understood 

to represent the Holy Spirit—part of the Christian Trinity—who imparted divine wisdom and 

truth to the writers of Scripture. 

This substitution marks a significant departure from classical precedent. Milton does not 

simply imitate the pagan epic model; he deliberately Christianizes it. He replaces 

mythological inspiration with divine illumination and aligns his poetic endeavor with the 

sacred history of the Bible. This transformation is not merely stylistic—it reflects Milton’s 

belief in the supremacy of Christian truth over pagan fiction. By invoking the same spirit that 

inspired the Bible, Milton elevates his poem to a form of prophecy or spiritual teaching, 

rather than mere poetic invention. 

Moreover, the purpose of Milton’s invocation differs from that of his classical predecessors. 

Whereas Homer and Virgil sought to glorify heroes and celebrate national identity, Milton 

declares his aim is “to justify the ways of God to men.” His subject is not war or conquest, 

but the Fall of Man—the original act of disobedience and its cosmic consequences. This 

theological objective gives the poem a didactic and devotional tone, further emphasizing the 

prayer-like quality of the invocation. 

The language of the invocation also reinforces its spiritual nature. Milton uses Biblical 

diction—“th’ Eternal Providence,” “Holy Light,” “darkness visible”—that evokes the tone 

and themes of Scripture. His plea for divine enlightenment is humble and reverent, as he asks 

to be filled with the same spirit that moved the prophets. This sincere appeal for inspiration 

transforms a classical convention into an act of Christian worship. 

In conclusion, Milton’s invocation in Paradise Lost Book 1 reworks the pagan epic tradition 

into a Christian prayer, aligning poetic inspiration with the Holy Spirit, shifting the epic’s 

purpose toward theodicy, and employing Biblical language and themes. Through this 

transformation, Milton asserts the superiority of Christian truth and reshapes the epic genre to 

serve a higher, sacred end. 

 

 



IV. In Book 1 of Paradise Lost, John Milton presents Satan as 

a powerful and charismatic rebel, whose defiance against God forms the 

central conflict of the epic. Cast out of Heaven for leading a failed rebellion, Satan 

emerges as a complex figure—proud, eloquent, and unrepentant. His rebellion is 

not just a political uprising but a cosmic act of disobedience, driven by ambition, 

pride, and a refusal to submit to divine authority. 

From the very beginning, Satan is portrayed as a fallen leader who remains unbroken in 

spirit. Although he has been defeated and hurled into Hell, he retains his commanding 

presence and rhetorical power. In the burning lake of Hell, he rallies his followers with 

stirring words: “What though the field be lost? / All is not lost; the unconquerable will, / And 

study of revenge, immortal hate, / And courage never to submit or yield.” These lines 

encapsulate Satan’s rebellious essence. He refuses to accept defeat or show repentance. 

Instead, he commits himself and his followers to eternal resistance. 

Satan’s rebellion is fueled primarily by pride. He famously declares, “Better to reign in Hell 

than serve in Heaven,” emphasizing his preference for autonomy over submission. This 

statement captures his defiant spirit—he would rather rule in misery than serve in bliss. This 

pride, however, is also his tragic flaw. His inability to accept a subordinate role in the divine 

order leads to his downfall and condemns him to eternal torment. 

Milton also portrays Satan as a master orator. His persuasive speech to the other fallen angels 

demonstrates his ability to manipulate and inspire. He presents their loss not as a failure but 

as a test of strength and an opportunity to regroup. He even suggests that they might yet 

“repair their losses” and wage another war against Heaven. Through such rhetoric, Satan 

positions himself as a heroic leader, determined to resist tyranny and fight for freedom. 

Yet, beneath this noble facade lies bitterness and self-deception. Though he claims to act for 

liberty, Satan’s rebellion is ultimately self-serving. His desire for power, not justice, 

motivates him. He envies God’s supremacy and cannot accept anyone greater than himself. 

Milton’s portrayal balances admiration for Satan’s courage and determination with awareness 

of his moral corruption. 

Importantly, Satan's rebellion is also symbolic of broader human tendencies—pride, 

ambition, and resistance to authority. In this way, Milton uses Satan not just as a character, 

but as a reflection of fallen humanity. His fall mirrors the fall of man, and his actions set the 

stage for the epic’s exploration of sin, redemption, and divine justice. 

In conclusion, Satan in Book 1 of Paradise Lost is a compelling rebel, whose defiance 

against God reveals both heroic determination and tragic arrogance. Through his speeches 

and actions, Milton presents a nuanced figure—at once admirable and deeply flawed—whose 

rebellion defines the moral and spiritual landscape of the epic. 

 

 

 



V. Restoration and Augustan satires are two significant phases of 

English satirical literature that emerged in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. 

While both shared the goal of criticizing social, political, and literary 

shortcomings, they differed in tone, focus, and form. Restoration satire was often 

bawdy, theatrical, and focused on exposing personal vice and hypocrisy, whereas 

Augustan satire was more polished, intellectual, and rooted in classical ideals of 

order, reason, and decorum. 

Restoration Satire (1660–1700) 

The Restoration period began in 1660 with the return of Charles II to the English throne. 

Theatres reopened, and a spirit of indulgence and libertinism entered public life. Restoration 

satire reflected this cultural shift, often highlighting the sexual immorality, political 

corruption, and affectations of the elite. It was irreverent, witty, and often personal. 

One of the most famous Restoration satirists was John Dryden, whose poem Absalom and 

Achitophel (1681) satirizes the political intrigue surrounding the Exclusion Crisis. Using 

Biblical allegory, Dryden casts Charles II as King David and the rebellious Earl of 

Shaftesbury as Achitophel, thereby exposing the dangers of political ambition and betrayal. 

The poem is notable for its biting character portraits, such as that of the Duke of Buckingham 

(Zimri): 

“A man so various, that he seemed to be / Not one, but all mankind’s epitome.” 

In the theatre, Restoration comedies like William Wycherley’s The Country Wife and 

William Congreve’s The Way of the World used satire to mock the hypocrisy of marriage, 

gender roles, and social pretensions. These plays often featured witty dialogue and sexually 

charged situations, reflecting the libertine values of the court and elite. 

Augustan Satire (1700–1750) 

The Augustan Age, named after the Roman Emperor Augustus, marked a literary period that 

emphasized classical restraint, reason, and decorum. Writers of this era sought to emulate the 

balanced style of Roman poets like Horace and Juvenal. Augustan satire was less personal 

and more focused on social and moral critique, often using wit and irony to expose folly and 

vice. 

Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift were the towering figures of Augustan satire. Pope’s 

The Rape of the Lock (1712, revised 1714) is a mock-epic poem that satirizes the vanity and 

superficiality of the aristocracy. By treating a trivial event—the cutting of a lock of hair—as 

if it were a grand heroic episode, Pope exposes the emptiness of fashionable society. 

Jonathan Swift, on the other hand, used satire for deeper political and philosophical critique. 

In A Modest Proposal (1729), Swift ironically suggests that impoverished Irish families 

should sell their children as food to the rich. This shocking proposal is a savage indictment of 

British colonial policy and economic exploitation. Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) also 

satirizes human nature, politics, and scientific arrogance through allegory and fantasy. 

Conclusion 



Restoration and Augustan satires differ in tone and emphasis but are united in their critique of 

human vice and societal flaws. Restoration satire is sharp, bawdy, and theatrical, while 

Augustan satire is refined, ironic, and moral. Together, they represent the evolution of 

English satire from personal mockery to social and philosophical critique. 

 

VI. William Congreve’s The Way of the World (1700) is 

a quintessential example of the Comedy of 

Manners, a genre that flourished during the Restoration period and satirized 

the manners, morals, and affectations of high society. The play centers on themes 

of love, marriage, deception, and social reputation, featuring witty dialogue and 

sophisticated characters. Each hallmark of Comedy of Manners is richly present in 

the text and can be substantiated through direct quotations. 

 

1. Wit and Verbal Play 

Comedy of Manners is famed for its brilliant, sparkling dialogue, especially between lovers 

or rivals. Congreve’s play is filled with epigrams, repartee, and intellectual dueling, 

especially between Mirabell and Millamant. 

In the famous "proviso scene", Millamant insists on retaining her independence even after 

marriage: 

“I’ll lie a-bed in a morning as long as I please.” 

“I’ll be as free as you; I’ll never see you eat unless I please.” 

This exchange shows how their relationship is based on equality and wit, not patriarchal 

dominance. Their courtship is as much a contest of intellect as it is a romantic engagement. 

 

2. Satire of Social Pretension and Vanity 

Characters in The Way of the World are often obsessed with appearances, wealth, and status. 

Lady Wishfort, an aging widow, is a caricature of vanity, desperate to appear young and 

attractive. 

She exclaims: 

“I’ll sue him for maintenance, cozenage, and damages... I’ll unmantle him.” 

Her exaggerated speech and behavior lampoon the affectations of aristocratic society and the 

ridiculous lengths to which people go to preserve their status. 



 

3. Marriage as a Social Contract 

Rather than idealized romance, marriage is portrayed as a negotiation—a contract 

governed by money, dowries, and control. Mirabell wants to marry Millamant primarily to 

secure her fortune, which requires Lady Wishfort’s approval. 

Millamant cleverly declares: 

“I hate a lover that can dare to think he draws a moment’s air independent of his mistress.” 

Her wit masks her critique of possessive male attitudes. The lovers ultimately reach a 

compromise that reflects a modern view of marriage as mutual respect, not domination. 

 

4. Stock Characters and Intrigue 

Congreve draws upon traditional stock characters from Restoration comedy: the witty hero 

(Mirabell), the fashionable coquette (Millamant), the aging pretender (Lady Wishfort), the 

fop (Witwoud), and the villainous schemers (Fainall and Mrs. Marwood). 

Fainall, for instance, coldly declares: 

“I know I have faults; but rather than the world should see them, I would be content to be 

thought no better than I am.” 

His self-awareness is cynical rather than redemptive. The play’s plot of forged letters, 

eavesdropping, blackmail, and reversals of fortune is also typical of the genre’s emphasis on 

social intrigue. 

 

5. Urban Sophistication and Social Satire 

The action is confined to a narrow, elite social world—London’s fashionable drawing 

rooms. Here, reputation is everything, and characters are constantly performing for each 

other. 

Millamant observes: 

“I love to give pain to people; and I see it makes you so uneasy, that I can't help it.” 

Her mock cruelty and flirtation expose the calculated social games played among the upper 

classes. 

 



Conclusion 

The Way of the World is a masterful Comedy of Manners that exemplifies the genre through 

its use of elegant wit, satire of societal norms, stylized characters, and a focus on marriage 

and reputation. Congreve’s dialogue and characters brilliantly reveal the follies and 

hypocrisies of the Restoration aristocracy, making the play a timeless commentary on the 

artifice of polite society. 

VII. Restoration drama refers to the body of English plays 

written and performed during the late 17th and early 

18th centuries, beginning with the restoration of Charles II in 1660. With 

the reopening of theatres, which had been closed during the Puritan regime, drama 

experienced a vibrant resurgence, marked by innovation, experimentation, and a 

shift in tone and content. The three key genres that flourished during and shortly 

after this period were Heroic Tragedy, Sentimental Comedy, and Anti-

sentimental Comedy. Each reflects evolving tastes and moral concerns of the 

age. 

Heroic Tragedy 

Heroic tragedy dominated the early Restoration stage, influenced by classical and French 

neoclassical drama. It often presented noble characters embroiled in conflicts of love, honour, 

and duty, typically in exotic or historical settings. The protagonists were larger-than-life 

figures whose moral choices defined the dramatic tension. 

John Dryden was the most notable practitioner of this form. In The Conquest of Granada 

(1670–71), Dryden constructs a hero, Almanzor, who embodies courage, passion, and 

honour, declaring: 

"I am as free as Nature first made man, / Ere the base laws of servitude began." 

Such plays were written in heroic couplets (rhymed iambic pentameter) and emphasized 

elevated language and high ideals. However, the artificiality and bombast of heroic tragedy 

eventually led to its decline and parody. 

Sentimental Comedy 

By the early 18th century, as moral sensibilities shifted, Sentimental Comedy rose in 

popularity. This genre replaced the witty cynicism of Restoration comedy with moral 

seriousness, idealized characters, and tearful reconciliations. It portrayed virtuous characters 

tested by misfortune but ultimately rewarded, aiming to evoke sympathy and teach moral 

lessons. 

Richard Steele’s The Conscious Lovers (1722) is a prime example. Its hero, Bevil Junior, is 

self-sacrificing and morally upright, a far cry from the libertines of earlier comedies. Steele 

wrote with the intention of “reforming the stage,” replacing laughter with moral elevation. In 

this form, comedy became a vehicle for social virtue rather than ridicule. 



Anti-sentimental Comedy 

As a reaction to the excesses and sentimentality of this new moral tone, Anti-sentimental 

Comedy emerged later in the 18th century. It sought to revive the sharp wit, irony, and 

social satire of traditional Restoration comedy, mocking both sentimentality and hypocrisy. 

Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer (1773) and Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The 

Rivals (1775) are central to this movement. In The Rivals, Mrs. Malaprop’s linguistic 

blunders—such as “illiterate him from your memory” instead of “obliterate”—serve to 

ridicule pretentiousness and flawed education. These comedies returned laughter to the stage 

and emphasized realistic characters and social folly. 

 

Conclusion 

Restoration drama evolved from the heroic idealism of tragedy to the moral seriousness of 

sentimental comedy, and finally to the ironic realism of anti-sentimental comedy. These 

genres reflect changing attitudes toward emotion, virtue, and society, making Restoration and 

post-Restoration drama a rich field of theatrical innovation and cultural commentary. 

 

VIII. John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (c. 1613) is a powerful exploration of how 

political, social, and gendered power operates within a corrupt and hierarchical 

society. Power in the play is multifaceted—it is wielded by corrupt rulers, 

contested by the marginalized, and ultimately shown to be both destructive and 

fragile. Through the interplay of various characters, particularly the Duchess, her 

brothers Ferdinand and the Cardinal, and the malcontent Bosola, Webster 

examines how power corrupts, how it oppresses, and how it is resisted. 

Aristocratic and Ecclesiastical Power: The Cardinal and Ferdinand 

The most obvious manifestation of power in the play lies in the hands of the Duchess’s 

brothers—Ferdinand, a duke, and the Cardinal, a high-ranking churchman. Their power is 

deeply patriarchal and authoritarian. Although they ostensibly act to protect the family’s 

honour, their motivations are rooted in obsession, control, and pride. Ferdinand’s insistence 

that his sister remain unmarried after her husband’s death is not about her well-being, but 

about controlling her sexuality and preserving dynastic power. He warns her: 

“Your darkest actions, nay, your privat’st thoughts / Will come to light.” 

Such surveillance and control reflect a form of tyrannical power. Ferdinand’s descent into 

madness after the Duchess’s death further reveals how power driven by repression and 

jealousy ultimately leads to self-destruction. 

The Cardinal wields a more cold and calculated form of power. As a figure of the Church, he 

is expected to uphold moral order, yet he is corrupt, manipulative, and hypocritical. He 

abuses his spiritual authority for personal gain, particularly in his affair with Julia and his role 



in orchestrating the Duchess’s murder. His abuse of ecclesiastical power highlights Webster’s 

criticism of institutional corruption. 

Political and Social Power: The Duchess’s Defiance 

In contrast to her brothers, the Duchess uses power in a more personal and humane way. As a 

widow and ruler, she occupies a unique position—she has legal and social autonomy. Yet, by 

choosing to remarry for love and on her own terms, she challenges the very structures of 

patriarchal control that define her society. Her assertion: 

“If all my royal kindred / Lay in my way unto this marriage, / I’d make them my low 

footsteps,” 

is an act of political and personal rebellion. 

The Duchess’s use of power is not coercive but self-determined and principled. Even when 

captured and facing death, she retains her dignity and moral authority. Her quiet assertion: 

“I am Duchess of Malfi still,” 

stands in sharp contrast to the violent, insecure power of her brothers. In death, she becomes 

more powerful as a symbol of resistance and virtue. 

The Malcontent and Subordinate Power: Bosola 

Bosola is an intriguing figure in Webster’s treatment of power. A disenfranchised scholar and 

soldier, he is employed as a spy and assassin by Ferdinand. Initially embittered and cynical, 

Bosola’s relationship to power is complex—he resents those in control but also enables their 

cruelty. He laments: 

“Places in the court are but like beds in the hospital, / where this man's head lies at that man's 

foot.” 

Bosola’s moral awakening later in the play, and his eventual vengeance against the Cardinal 

and Ferdinand, suggest Webster’s belief that power exercised without conscience is doomed 

to collapse. Bosola’s transformation reflects a partial redemption, but his ultimate failure to 

protect the Duchess shows how little real power subordinates like him possess in a rigid 

hierarchy. 

 

Conclusion 

Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi offers a dark and nuanced portrayal of power. It shows how 

absolute power, especially when aligned with patriarchy and corruption, becomes tyrannical 

and self-destructive. Yet the play also celebrates a quieter, more moral form of power—

embodied in the Duchess—that values integrity, autonomy, and resistance. In doing so, 

Webster critiques the institutions of his time and offers a tragic vision of how power can both 

destroy and reveal the true character of those who wield or resist it 


