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These wretched eminent things 
Leave no more fame behind ‘em than should one 
Fall in frost, and leave his print in snow; 
As soon as the sun shines, it ever melts, 
Both form, and matter” 

 
—The Duchess of Malfi (V.v.113-17). 
 

 
 In June of 1613, the Globe Theatre caught fire during a performance of 
Shakespeare’s Henry VIII, and while there were no deaths or serious injuries, the building 
itself was utterly transformed by the flames; once a showplace for an illusory stage-world 
and the mutability of character, The Globe itself was now a ruin.  A little less than one 
year later, Webster’s Duchess of Malfi had its public premiere on the stage of the newly 
rebuilt Globe.  A play which toys with conventions of representation, perception, and 
identity, John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi utilized references to figurative 
counterfeiting and devalued currency as a means of highlighting the thematic dynamics 
of dissembling, the idea of identity, the mutability of character, and questioned what such 
changes meant to notions of value and social stability.  Ultimately, The Duchess of 
Malfi’s characters, like the Globe Theatre the year before, are shaped by fire and pressure 
into something other than who they were at the start of Webster’s drama.  Imagery, 
metaphor, and dialogue blend to examine the relationship between social ideas of class, 
and counterfeiting and self-fashioning combine as paradigms for the manufacture of 
“value” within a morally ambiguous world where loss or alteration of value circulate like 
poison.  Ultimately, Webster’s treatment of the primary characters in his tragedy raises 
questions about the ambivalence associated with the nature of persona as manufactured 
on the Early-Modern English stage, as well as ideas concerning social station, associated 
aristocratic notions of “honor,” the stability of centralized authority, and the implied 
relationship between Early Modern theories of dramatic representation and the notion of 
selfhood.  Anticipating some of the now well-known fixtures of the Post-Modern 
condition, Webster’s construction of theme and the piecemeal crushing and burning away 
of theme prefigures Frederic Jameson’s (1992) indictment of self in society:  
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Not only is the bourgeois individual subject a thing of the past, it is also a 
myth; it never really existed in the first place; there have never been 
autonomous subjects of that type.  Rather, this construct is merely a 
philosophical and cultural mystification which sought to persuade people 
that they “had” individual subjects and possessed this unique personal 
identity.  (168)     

Webster’s project of deconstruction is developed through the figural 
counterfeiting and literal dissembling featured in action and dialogue of The Duchess of 
Malfi, as they illustrate various perversions of identity, sins of idolatry, and pollutions of 
the valuable body facilitated through breeding outside the aristocratic class.  The sin of 
cross-class breeding pollutes the persona and devalues selfhood as the false hybrid 
currency circulates in the society depicted on Webster’s stage.  Webster employs the 
counterfeiting and fashioning paradigm to attack notions of selfhood, suggesting that the 
idealized and untouchable notion of aristocratic identity can be mutated through 
association, and the resultant product is devalued, revalued as hybrid, or degraded from 
the inside outwards or from the outside inwards.  Identity is thereby transplanted into a 
landscape where purity of blood and purity of metals are polluted by the counterfeiting 
reflex.  Only the purifying forge of violence and death can redeem the debased coinage of 
The Duchess’ aristocrats.  The irony here, of course, is that the purified dead become 
simply “things,” of no inherent value, but revalued in that they are rendered incapable of 
dissembling value.  Dissembling action is analogous to the craft of the stage as well, and 
just as The Duchess’ violence recasts counterfeit coinage as nondescript “things,” it 
remakes Bosola into an actor whose value, like the value of fraudulent currency, is 
imprinted in nothingness, like a “print in snow;/As soon as the sun shines, it ever 
melts,/Both form and matter” (V.v.115-17).1  Webster’s analysis of value, ultimately, 
terminates in oblivion. 
  
Like those who no doubt tried to quench the flames that threatened to consume The 
Globe Theatre, the field of literary criticism will often channel a great deal of effort 
towards keeping things as they are and maintaining the shape of objects that are known 
and loved.  Even when cultural criticism demonstrates a degree of comfort in reshaping 
the meaning or value or application of a given text, it is often in the service of making it 
more closely represent a particular ideological point of view.  As Benjamin Bertram 
(2014) aptly describes, Webster’s play “leaves us in a hall of mirrors, a horror show of 
optical tricks, delusion, narcissism, and  perspectivism from which there seems to be no 
escape, no ‘masterpiece’ of God’s creation upholding reality beyond sensory images” 
(Bertram 175).  Typically, and especially in the last few decades, the tendency has been 
to critique Webster’s play through the lens of New Historicist or Feminist theories, seeing 
the remaking and double-life of the Duchess as a response to a world where only men can 
“make” themselves (Bartels 1996), or the necessity of duplicity in women negotiating 
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political power (Jankowsky 1990).  However, Webster’s play does not limit its theme of 
fashioning—making self or unmaking self—to women within a male oriented political 
sphere.  What Bertram notes as the “hall of mirrors” is, in fact, a blacksmith’s forge 
wherein all things are shaped—either into legitimacies, forgeries, or both.  At the heart of 
Webster’s plan appears to be notion of self-fashioning as a project of unmaking and 
oblivion, casting the human as object into a homogenous and meaningless thing.  One 
cannot escape a sense that Webster has transported us to some kind of Hell. 
  
Interestingly, this dynamic is mirrored centuries earlier in Dante’s treatment of usurers 
and counterfeiters in The Inferno.  Joan Ferrante, in her exhaustive study The Political 
Vision of the Divine Comedy (1984), points out the importance of the “allegory of 
debased currency” (342) that informs portions of Dante’s masterpiece.  Clearly, For 
Dante, usury and counterfeiting are closely related in that both participate in the idolatry 
of worldly goods and fraudulent practice.  Each has associations, ultimately, with the 
perversion of identity or value, and the misuse of artifice, the ability to fashion or remake 
an object.  Virgil tells the Pilgrim that the usurer, unlike the poet, does not imitate Nature, 
but rather “e perché l’usuriere altra via tene,/per sé natura e per la sua 
seguace/dispregia, poi ch’in altro pon la spene” [adopting other means,/scorns Nature in 
herself and in her pupil,/Art—he invests his hope in something else] (XI.110-112).2  
Dante places his usurers in the third round of the seventh circle of his Hell, “alcuna si 
sedea tutta raccolta,” [crouching there all tightly hunched] (XIV. 23), along with 
blasphemers and sexual perverts, as a collective of those who have transgressed against 
God, Nature, or Art.  At the edge of the circle, skirting the division between the realms of 
Violence and Fraud, Dante’s Pilgrim approaches the usurers as they twist and spasm on 
the burning, sandy waste.   

Poi che nel viso a certi li occhi porsi, 
ne’ quali ’l doloroso foco casca, 
non ne conobbi alcun; ma io m’accorsi 
che dal collo a ciascun pendea una tasca 
ch’avea certo colore e certo segno, 
e quindi par che ’l loro occhio si pasca. 
 
[I carefully examined several faces 
Among this group caught in the raining flames 
And did not know a soul, but I observed 
That around each sinner’s neck a pouch was hung 
Each of a different color, with a coat of arms, 
And fixed on these they seemed to feast their eyes.] 

 
(XVII. 52-7) 
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Mark Musa (1995) has noted, in the referential apparatus of his translation of The 
Inferno, Dante’s usurers “are unrecognizable through their facial characteristics because 
their total concern with their material goods has caused them to lose their individuality” 
(132).  Therefore, the perversion of artifice noted by Virgil in Inferno XI manifests itself 
in the faces of the usurers themselves.  We may extrapolate that their “investment” has 
homogenized their appearance, and like coins of equal value, they have lost their 
individuality.  In Canto XXX, within the circle of Fraud, just prior to the division that 
houses the Arch Fiend and his traitorous sinners, the Pilgrim meets Adamo, a 
counterfeiter burned at the stake in 1281 for producing coins that contained less than the 
appropriate percentage of gold.  Adamo forlornly cries “io falsai/la lega suggellata del 
Batista” I [learned] to [falsify the coin stamped with the Baptist] (XXX.74), and was 
encouraged by the Conti Guidi to “e’ m’indussero a batter li fiorini/ch’avevan tre carati 
di mondiglia” [turn out florins/whose gold contained three carats’ worth of alloy] 
(XXX.89-90).  Adamo is then drawn into an argument with Sinon, the Greek who tricked 
the warriors of Troy into taking the wooden horse inside the city walls.  Sinon argues that 
his own dissembling was singular in nature, while the sin of Adamo, because it involved 
the manufacture of a quantity of coins, represents multiple sin: “e son qui per un fallo,/e 
tu per più ch’alcun altro demonio!” [I am here for one false act/but you for more than 
any fiend in hell!] (XXX.116-17).  The point of Sinon’s statement, for our purposes, is 
that the point of contention is not just the idea of the size of the crime, but more 
specifically that the grand scale of the area of effect, which permits the suspect capital to 
circulate.  False or devalued currency, like the current of a river, or poison in the vein, 
circulates its pollution and devalues all it touches.  False currency infects the larger 
economic system as plague spreads through a city.   

 
The essence of the counterfeit coin’s fiendishness, however, is that it works its 

evil through its dissembling nature; it appears to be legitimate.  This is no doubt one of 
the reasons why Geryon, the monster that transports Virgil and the Pilgrim to the circle of 
Fraud, has a “Nel vano tutta sua coda guizzava,/torcendo in sù la venenosa forca/ch’a 
guisa di scorpion la punta armava” [tail,/twitching and twisting-up the venomed fork/that 
armed its tip just like a scorpion’s stinger] (XVII.25-7), but “La faccia sua era faccia 
d’uom giusto” [the face of any honest man] (XVII.10).  The ideas of mutable appearance, 
the homogenizing or perversion of identity, counterfeiting as pollution and idolatry, as 
well as the relationship between fraudulent currency and hypocrisy, all blend to remind 
us that Satan, too, is the father of counterfeiting and is himself a devalued coin.  

 
Like Adamo’s devalued florins, the viciousness and corruption depicted in 

Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi also pollutes through circulation from the beginning of 
Act I, where the “common fountain should flow/pure silver drops” (I.i.12-13) instead 
trickles poison downwards.  The characters that populate The Duchess’ Italian court are 
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characterized as counterfeit coins, described as filthy gems, and inscribed as devalued 
wealth.  Antonio praises Duchess’ difference from her wicked brothers by stating “You 
never fixed your eye on three fair medals/Cast in one figure, of so different temper” 
(I.i.188-89).  The analogy suggests both the emotional temper of the three as well as the 
temper of their metal, and because the implication is that all three are cast “in one figure” 
that looks “fair,” then the Duchess’ brothers Ferdinand and the Cardinal are therefore 
devalued or counterfeit.  It is for this reason, as the play’s tightly wound mechanism of 
sadism and revenge comes to an end, that the courtier Roderigo abandons his support of 
the Cardinal with the cry “Fie upon his counterfeiting!” (V.v.20).   

 
Indeed, The Duchess’ economic references take many forms in the play as a 

whole.  Bosola’s desire for upward mobility and reward, an important fixture throughout 
the play, is compared with ideas of economic inflation, by way of example, when the 
Cardinal characterizes Bosola’s self-promotion as a type of overvalue (I.i.33).  
Ferdinand’s provision of legitimate gold to Bosola causes Bosola to interpret the coins 
themselves as heralds of evil: 

Ferdinand:  There’s gold. 
 
Bosola:  So: 
What follows?  Never rained such show’rs as these 
Without thunderbolts in the tail of them. 
Whose throat must I cut? 
(I.i.247-49) 

 
In truth, the work for which payment is offered is dishonest, but Bosola’s statement is 
more than intuitive.  The association of the otherwise clean or legitimate gold with 
murder and storm is indicative of riches elsewhere in the text as well, as in Ferdinand’s 
association of well-circulated diamonds with “whores” (I.i.298-301), and his dying 
statement that equates tragic action with diamond cutting, thereby characterizing the 
tragic figure with gems that contain the agency of their own undoing: “Whether we fall 
by ambition, blood, or lust,/Like diamonds, we are cut with our own dust” (V.v.72-3).  
The melancholic association of “diamonds” with “dust,” equating a thing of great value 
that is supremely hard with the decomposition of the corporeal body, deftly underscores 
the manner in which even legitimate riches are inscribed with The Duchess of Malfi’s 
poison. 
  
In particular, platonic and erotic congress of characters appropriates the language of 
economic exchange.  The Cardinal’s attempt to buy off Bosola’s revenge, “Hold: and I 
will faithfully divide/Revenues with thee” (V.v.13-14), is rebuffed, thereby devaluing the 
Cardinal: “We are betrayed!” (V.v.18).  The initial exchanges between the Duchess and 
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Antonio, too, betray an erotonomic exchange between lovers.  The financial pretense for 
the interview, “After these triumphs and this large expense,/It’s fit, like thrifty husbands, 
we inquire/What’s laid up for tomorrow” (I.i.365-67), quickly gives way to the sexual 
innuendo of the Duchess’ exclamation that Antonio is “an upright treasurer” (I.i.372), 
blending the financial with the amorous.  The emotional core of the lovers, too, is colored 
with fiscal terminology, with Antonio’s bosom becoming the place where love will 
“multiply” (I.i.450) and be “treasury of all my secrets” (I.i.503), while kisses are paid to 
relieve “debt” (I.i.462). 
  
The covert union of the Duchess and her lowly steward results in a shifting of value as 
the high mixes with the low.  Bosola’s interview with the Duchess, where he deftly 
wheedles the identity of her lover from her, in part by describing Antonio as “a most 
unvalued jewel/You have, in wanton humour, thrown away” (III.ii.251-52), establishes 
that the marriage of the two classes has not eased social restriction, but realigned the 
value of high and low: 

  For you have made your private nuptial bed 
The humble and fair seminary of peace. 
No question but many an unbeneficed scholar 
Shall pray you for this deed, and rejoice 
That some preferment in the world can yet 
Arise from merit.  The virgins of your land 
That have no dowries shall hope your example 
Will raise them rich husbands.  Should you want 
Soldiers, ‘twould make the very Turks and Moors 
Turn Christians, and serve you for this act. 
Last, the neglected poets of your time, 
In honour of this trophy of a man, 
Raised by that curious engine, your white hand, 
Shall thank you in your grave for ‘t, and make that 
More reverend than all the cabinets 
Of living princes.  For Antonio, 
His fame shall likewise flow from many a pen, 
When heralds shall want coats to sell to men. 
    (III.ii.284-301) 

 
 Frank Whigham (1985) states that “Bosola’s applause betrays his own authentic 
experience of the dream” and is “a sincere response managed in pursuit of his employer’s 
goal” (179).  While I detect an air of sincerity in Bosola’s speech, partially bolstered by 
the bitterness he expressed about his own lack of preferment in (I.i.29-68), it is on the 
whole laughable for its overblown rhetoric and the dissembling nature predicated by its 
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context.  Bosola praises the Duchess as the dissolver of social barriers, the great unifier of 
disparate economic classes, the rectifier of discrepancies of value and faith.  But his 
words reveal, too, that Duchess’ love for Antonio is a debaser of value.  While the 
egalitarian may applaud the women devoid of fiscal value, “no dowries,” marrying “rich 
husbands,” one must pause when “coats” of arms are being sold to mere “men” as 
signifiers of unwarranted nobility.  Duchess’ love is a boon that devalues and degrades 
the inestimable value of honor within the marketplace of the world.  In keeping with this, 
the Duchess repays Bosola’s “friendly speech” (III.ii.302), the work of the “flattering 
panders” (I.i.51) that mentioned earlier, by ordering him to “take charge of all my coin 
and jewels” (III.ii.306). 
  
For Ferdinand, too, the union devalues the Duchess’ currency and thereby his own, since 
they are coins of the same make and model.  Ferdinand refers to Antonio as “a slave that 
only smelled of ink and counters” (III.iv.72), the term “counter” being identified by John 
Russell Brown (1997) as “possibly, debased, worthless coins” (122).  During the horrid 
sequence in which he confronts his captive sister in the darkened chamber, Ferdinand 
develops the idea of Antonio’s baseness devaluing the family currency through reference 
to Antonio and the Duchess’ children: 

Ferdinand: Where are your cubs? 
Duchess: Whom? 
Ferdinand: Call them your children; 
 For though our national law distinguish bastards 
 From true legitimate issue, compassionate nature 
 Makes them all equal. 
     (IV.i.33-38) 

 
 Like Bosola’s sarcastic praise for Duchess, the arch-sadist Ferdinand taunts his 
sister with word games: the “cubs” are less than human since they are the product of 
crossbreeding, and while their bestial state is assigned value by “nature,” they are not 
coins of “legitimate issue.”  Later, in consultation with Bosola, Ferdinand rages that his 
own currency is polluted by the illegitimate currency: “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” (IV.ii.122-124).  The pollution of Ferdinand’s blood through the 
devaluing caused by his sister’s marriage to Antonio stimulates a general mutability of 
identity, manifested in a most dramatic way by Ferdinand’s lycanthropy, and more subtly 
by the Duchess’ own crises of identification.  “Who do I look like now?” (IV.ii.30), she 
asks.  Cariola responds: “Like to your picture in the gallery,/A deal of life in show, but 
none in practice;/Or rather like some reverend monument/Whose ruins are even pitied” 
(IV.ii.31-34).  Duchess is the devalued stamp of herself, mere artifice or dark reflection.  
“Am I not thy Duchess?” (IV.ii.133), and he replies that she is “some great woman, sure” 
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(IV.ii.134).  Her often quoted reply, “I am Duchess of Malfi still” (IV.ii.141), too, 
provides Bosola another opportunity to remark on how tarnished she has become, an 
object appears valueless upon closer examination: “Glories, like glow-worms, afar off 
shine bright,/But, looked to near, have neither heat nor light” (IV.ii.143-44). 
  
The plot movement towards an utterly devalued state of all things mirrors the devaluing 
of the Duchess.  “Thou art a dead thing” (V.iv.39), Antonio tells Delio.  Antonio, 
mortally wounded, is asked by Bosola “What art thou?” (V.iv.50).  Antonio responds: “A 
most wretched thing,/That only have thy benefit in death,/To appear myself” (V.iv.51-
53).  Indeed, death is the only remedy for the devalued state.  Mirroring Antonio’s 
statement, that only the occurrence of death enables him to take on the appearance of 
selfhood, Bosola comments upon the dying Ferdinand, saying “He seems to come to 
himself,/Now he’s so near the bottom” (V.v.69-70).  Bosola, the artisan of revaluing 
through violence, comments that the Cardinal, too, will be hammered into a new state of 
being: 

I have this Cardinal in the forge already; 
Now I’ll bring him to th’ hammer—O direful 
 Misprison! 
I will not imitate things glorious, 
No more than base; I’ll be mine own example. 
On, on; and look thou represent, for silence, 
The thing thou bear’st. 
   (V.iv.78-84) 

 
 The process of violence and death are the only means whereby the devalued or 
counterfeit object can be brought to a state of purity.  Since the Cardinal was devalued 
from the very start, Bosola’s forge and hammer refashion the Cardinal into a more honest 
representation of his true value: “Now it seems thy greatness was only outward” (V.v.43). 
  
As stated earlier, the economy of The Duchess of Malfi is already polluted at the start of 
the play, as Antonio’s application of the poisoned fountain metaphor and Bosola’s 
description of the two “plum trees/that grow crooked over standing pools” (I.i.48-9) 
indicates.  Antonio’s affair with the Duchess, couched within fiscal language, stimulates 
Ferdinand’s fear of the circulation of devalued currency.  The cycle of violence in The 
Duchess of Malfi refashions the counterfeit and the devalued by homogenizing them or 
transforming their sense of self into something “other,” a valueless thing.  Bosola’s 
participation in the process functions as a purification and transformation of counterfeit 
currency from its fraudulent state to one of honesty.  It is a curiously Dantean touch that 
this process of transformation hinges upon the application of torture and suffering, 
though to be entirely accurate, this is a transformation more befitting Dante’s Purgatorio 
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than his Inferno.  But The Duchess of Malfi moves beyond even the punitive or purgative 
goals of Dante’s Christian ethos.  For Webster’s tragedy, even the very notion of value, 
as signified through appearance or action, is undermined and ultimately made into 
something “other.”  It would appear that, for Webster at least, such dynamics of suffering 
and transformation are not mutually exclusive; and unlike Dante, of course, the purgation 
of sin and the achievement of purity in The Duchess of Malfi are synonymous with 
oblivion.  These wretched, eminent things are only perfect once Webster has destroyed 
them; and we have watched them burn.  
 

NOTES: 

                                                 
1 All citations from The Duchess of Malfi, unless otherwise noted, are drawn from John Russell Brown’s 
edition (Manchester University Press, 1997).  Upper case and lower case Roman numerals refer to act and 
scene respectively, and Arabic numerals to lines in Brown’s edition. It should be noted that, while we 
appropriate Brown’s use of scene number in Act I, we adhere to the belief that Act I really has no 
subdivisions and constitutes a continuous flow of actions and dialogue.  In addition, as Brown has sought to 
divide lines in speeches for the sake of clarity or space, but kept the original line count, we will 
occasionally be forced to present numerically inaccurate line totals when citing the text. 
2 All citations from Dante’s Inferno, unless otherwise noted, are drawn from the Italian in Giorgio 
Petrocchi’s edition of Divina Commedia (Milan, Italy: Mondadori, 1967) and made available online via the 
Dartmouth Dante Project. The English translations, unless otherwise noted, are drawn from the Mark Musa 
edition of Inferno (Indiana University Press, 1995).  Roman and Arabic numerals reference the Canto 
divisions and line designations as reproduced in Musa’s edition. 
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