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Essay

For this assignment, I will explore whether sexual immorality is a reflection of corruption in Renaissance plays. To do this, I will be examining whether it is humanities corrupt nature that inevitably leads to immoral sexual relationships in the plays The Revenger’s Tragedy, possibly by Thomas Middleton, explores how corruption in human nature leads to a cycle of more sexual immorality as a result,[footnoteRef:1] and in ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore by John Ford, incest in the play may be perhaps a predestined fate of reprobates as a result of humans' susceptible nature after the Fall.[footnoteRef:2] Another area I will consider is how social corruption leads to sexual immorality as a form of punishment since in ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore, the analogy of anatomy when exposing sexual immorality is used as a form of punishment when acting out one’s revenge. However, in Measure for Measure by Shakespeare, sexual immorality is viewed as a punishment in a corrupt society as it leads to the breakdown of the social order.[footnoteRef:3] Furthermore, I will also be analysing how sexual immorality reflects a corrupt justice system as Measure for Measure explores how this corruptive power in the justice system uses it to fulfil private desires and control sexual behaviour. In The Revenger’s Tragedy, this is also examined as sexual immorality is not punished due to corruption within the justice system. [1:  Thomas Middleton, The Revenger’s Tragedy, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), pp.1297-1370.]  [2:  John Ford, ‘Tis Pity She’s A Whore, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), pp.1905-1970.]  [3:  William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, in The Oxford Shakespeare: Complete Works, ed. by W. J. Craig, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), pp.72-100.] 

The Revenger’s Tragedy presents a concept of corrupted human nature that results in a spiral of more corruption, specifically sexual immorality. In the case of Spurio, since he was a result of the sexually immoral act of adultery, he therefore “swears revenge on his father for illegitimately conceiving him” through committing the sexually immoral act of cuckolding “[b]ecause he is the son of a cuckold-maker,” (1.2.204), suggesting that his sexually immoral relationship with his stepmother is a natural result of his unnatural nature.[footnoteRef:4] The play explores how corruption breeds more corruption, both metaphorically and physically, with some characters arguing that it is our nature to be corrupt: “[a]dultery is my nature” (1.2.179). Even those who start with good intentions, like Vindice, are also seen falling to corruption, possibly because their nature was already corrupted, as his moral intent had “no higher purpose than the accomplishment of revenge.”[footnoteRef:5] In this point of view, it can be argued that the sexual immorality that takes place on stage is inevitable because the very nature of the characters is corrupt, since Vindice warning to Luccurioso that “[d]runken procreation, which begets so many drunkards,” (1.3.58) will occur if he continues to be sexually immoral, it is quickly disputed as Luccurioso feels that “[i]t is our blood to err, though hell gaped loud” (1.3.72). Even the names of these characters are personifications of their corruption, perhaps done to morally educate the audience by encouraging them to view characters less as individuals but as agents of sin. This play also has “roots not merely in the genre of revenge tragedy, but in the Morality play,” as it aims to educate the audience in the sense of holding a mirror to them so that they can self-reflect on their own lives through the educational, moral questions raised in the play.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, it is strongly argued that sexual immorality is a result of corrupted human nature, as very few of the characters can break free of this cycle of corruption and instead commit more immoral acts or encourage others to do so. [4:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), p.1298.]  [5:  The Revenger’s Tragedy: Cyril Tourneur, ed. by R. A. Foakes, (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1966), p.xxiv.]  [6:  The Revenger’s Tragedy: Cyril Tourneur, ed. by R. A. Foakes, (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1966), p.xxiii] 

In Derek Roper’s edition of ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore: John Ford, he points out that this play is one of the “first English play to take fulfilled incestuous love as its main theme”, as many others usually use it in the context of the villains, which is arguably significant in itself because since these young lovers generate sympathy rather than revolution, it is effective in portraying the world around them as corrupt.[footnoteRef:7] You could argue then perhaps that since the world around them is corrupt, maybe it was in their nature to be tempted into sexual immorality, as Giovanni himself proclaims, “[w]ise Nature first in your creation meant / To make you mine,” (1.2.236-237) which alludes to the Neoplatonic image of lovers are a perfect likeness or mirror of each other that reflect possible interpretation that Ford may have been influenced by the Les Histores Tragiques de Npstre Temps tale of the siblings Lyzara and Duralice incestuous love.[footnoteRef:8] This, therefore, supports the argument that it was by natural design that they were destined for each other. Mark Stavig argues that men are more susceptible to beauty and quick to justify their actions after the Fall and writes that Giovannie may have had no choice in his attraction to his sister because “the pressures on him are the usual temptations of a world corrupted by the Fall,” which may argue in support of the Calvinist theory of the play that they were preordained to be damned from the start as Annabella herself foreshadows their damnation in her proclamation “[l]ove me, or kill me, brother” (1.2.256).[footnoteRef:9] Clifford Leech argues that their situation or fate was a result of “both punishment for sin and a predestined doom,”[footnoteRef:10] as it is possible that a corrupted human nature was what inevitably led them to the sexually immoral act of incest, as the characters themselves do not see it as immoral but rather as something fated to be; “but ‘tis my fate that leads me on,” (1.2.159), as their love is like “fruit-picking in Eden, their love is evil only because it is misplaced.”[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Tis Pity She’s a Whore: John Ford, ed. by Derek Roper (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1975), p.xlii.]  [8:  ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore: John Ford, ed. by Derek Roper (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1975), p.xxvi.]  [9:  Mark Stavig, John Ford and the Traditional Moral Order, (London: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), p.96.]  [10:  Clifford Leech, John Ford: And the Drama of His Time, (London: Chatto & Windus, 1957), p.21.]  [11:  Tis Pity She’s a Whore: John Ford, ed. by Derek Roper (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1975), p.xlii.] 

‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore also displays interpretations of how social corruption leads to exposing sexual immorality as a punishment in revenge. This is reflected most keenly in the analogy of anatomy during and after Annabella’s murder, which some scholars interpret to be a reflection of “Elizabethan and Jacobean notions of morbid psychology,” as Renaissance anatomists of this time mainly used cadavers of executed criminals to use of dissection.[footnoteRef:12] Giovanni indeed calls himself a “glorious executioner” (5.6.33), which brings together both the role of the executioner and the anatomist in a possible attempt to take control of Annabella entirely as he sees himself as her rightful husband. Giovanni justifies his action of murder by proclaiming, “[r]evenge is mine; honour doth love command” (5.5.89), as he goes from a victim of fate to master of Annabella’s as he sees her sexual immorality not in their incest, but rather through the betrayal of her socially correct marriage to another man who’s unsuitability “is one manifestation of a more general social corruption,” and therefore views his revenge and punishment of Annabella as just because of his own notion of sexual immorality.[footnoteRef:13] It is thus firmly argued that it is because of her marriage to someone socially corrupt that has led to sexual immorality of adultery, and her brother, therefore, punishes her by exposing their incestuous relationship - which only others find sexually immoral - by presenting his ownership of her heart on a dagger as a form of memento mori “[a] happy monarch of her heart and her” (5.6.45), that reflects the Renaissance notion of anatomy as an “engine of discovery and revelations, bringing secrets into public view.”[footnoteRef:14] In a way, this presents itself as social corruption pushing the siblings to commit sexually immoral acts, as they view socially acceptable relationships as more sinful than their incestuous relationship. Thus, by marrying Soranzo, Annabella is punished by this corrupt society by breaking her marital oaths to Giovanni: “you prove treacherous / To your past vows and oaths?” (5.5.4-5), which leads to Giovanni’s revenge against her to expose her sexual immorality of adultery against himself. [12:  Tis Pity She’s a Whore: John Ford, ed. by Derek Roper (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1975), p.xl.]  [13:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), p.1908]  [14:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), p.1909.] 

Another way in which sexual immorality is perhaps a punishment in a corrupted society is explored in Measure for Measure in how it is seen as a representation of the breakdown in the social order. Isabella is told by her brother that “[w]hat sin you do to save a brother’s life, / Nature dispenses with the deed so far / That it becomes a virtue” (3.1.132-134), which raises questions regarding the value of chastity that reflects the common Jacobean tradition “of the comic abuse of nuns” in anti-Catholic propaganda, as Claudio suggests that my having immoral sexual relations with Angelo is less sinful than allowing her brother to die.[footnoteRef:15] This may suggest that a corrupt society punishes Isabella by pressuring her into performing sexually immoral acts because of her devotion to chastity, as a feminist interpretation of this is that this corrupt society punishes women by trying to force them into sexual immorality as “their sexuality is not their own to manipulate or explore,” as women are penalised for either extreme chastity or prostitution.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Nicholas Radel, ‘Reading as a Feminist’, in “Measure for Measure”, ed. by Nigel Wood, (Suffolk: St Edmundsbury Press, 1996), p.111.]  [16:  Nicholas Radel, ‘Reading as a Feminist’, in “Measure for Measure”, ed. by Nigel Wood, (Suffolk: St Edmundsbury Press, 1996), p.112.] 

However, this might have been done instead to bring into question concerns about the body politic as adulterous relationships were viewed as causing concerns about paternity that would be seen as leading to a collapse in the social order. Therefore, it could be argued that sexual immorality was punished because it could lead to corruption rather than it being a result of corruption. Angelo claims that his reasoning for executing Claudio is for the crime that he “[f]alsely to take away a life true made, / To make a false one” (2.4.48-49), as many believed adultery would result in symptoms of incest and bastards that would “lead to a radical transformation of the body politic”.[footnoteRef:17] This is because political theorists believe that “incest would upset authority and property relationships within society.”[footnoteRef:18] On the other hand, I believe that this might support the argument that sexual immorality is a punishment for social corruption because Isabella is encouraged by an already corrupted society to commit immoral sexual acts that could lead to further breakdown in the social order. A possible Roman-Catholic interpretation of this is that because of societal corruption after the Fall, those who follow the devout way of life are punished as their purity is seen as a weakness rather than a virtue and must, therefore, be punished by conforming to the double standards of this corrupt society by committing sexually immoral acts that further add to the corruption of the world. Nonetheless, it could be argued that both interpretations help to support the view that sexual immorality is used as punishment within a corrupt society. [17:  Marc Shell, The End of Kinship: ‘Measure for Measure,’ Incest, and the Idea; of Universal Siblinghood, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), p.40.]  [18:  Marc Shell, The End of Kinship: ‘Measure for Measure,’ Incest, and the Idea; of Universal Siblinghood, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), p.3.] 

The argument that sexual immorality also reflects a corrupt justice system is also explored in Measure for Measure, as corruptive power is used to fulfil private desires and control sexual behaviour. There are many scenes within the play where those involved in the justice system misuse their authority to justify their sexual immorality, such as the Duke’s attempt to marry Isabella, a nun, “[g]ive me your hand and say you will be mine” (5.1.493), as some scholars interpret his proposal – which in itself may be a reflection of how in Protestantism, marriage was seen as a superior state - as a “formula for a prostitute or slave,” rather than a romantic one typically seen in romantic situations, as he believed that he is in his right to do so because of his manipulation in the justice system on her apparent behalf “for your lovely sake” (5.1.492).[footnoteRef:19] Furthermore, the emotion that these men have a right to these women is also reflected in the imagery of imprinting “credulous to false prints” (2.4.131), as “[i]mprinting metaphors surface repeatedly around issues of virginity and chastity, rape and adultery,” where impregnation or intercourse were seen as a stamp of ownership.[footnoteRef:20] The corrupt justice system is seen as taking advantage of women by using these ideas to justify their claim, that their sexual immorality is used as a form of currency in the sense that they already own and control these women through sexually immoral acts, “buy and sell men and women / like beasts” (3.2.2-3), which Freud argues may be a reflection of “wider issues concerning control of sexual behaviour in society.”[footnoteRef:21] Even the Duke’s proposal to Isabella like a prostitute could be viewed as a form of currency where he is asking for a sexually immoral relationship – in the eyes of the Catholic church – as payment for his part in the corruption of the justice system. Thus, it is heavily supported here that sexual immorality reflects a corrupt justice system as a corrupt power is used to fulfil private desires and control sexual behaviour in society. [19:  Marc Shell, The End of Kinship: ‘Measure for Measure,’ Incest, and the Idea; of Universal Siblinghood, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), p.15.]  [20:  Margreta de Grazia, ‘Imprints: Shakespeare, Gutenburg and Descartes, in Alternatve Shakespeare, vol.2, ed. by Terence Hawkes (London: Routledge, 1996),  p.81.]  [21:  Sigmund Freud, ‘On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love’ (1912), The Fraud Pelican Library, 15 vol (Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1974), VII, 256; cited in Pamela Bickley and Jenny Stevens, Essential Shakespeare: The Arden Guide to Text and Interpretation (London: Bloomsbury, 2013; repr. 2014), p.81.] 

The idea of sexual immorality as a reflection of a corrupted justice system is also presented in The Revenger’s Tragedy, as sexual immorality is not punished due to corruption within the justice system. In the play, it is suggested that “if justice have cold blood / Flattery and bribes will kill it” (1.2.91-92), as the justice system has been corrupted by bribery and intrigue, which some scholars believe is a reflection of the “sovereign’s failure to administer justice,” since this play was written after the Gunpowder plot 1605.[footnoteRef:22] Due to this corruption within the justice system, sexual immorality remains unpunished legally, which has resulted in the weak being “forced to break the rules and take the law into their own hands.”[footnoteRef:23] However, it can be argued that acting outside of the legal authority can lead to even more immorality, which reflects an earlier argument that corruption is a cycle that brings about more corruption: “[y]ou that would murder him would murder me” (5.3.125). Therefore, it can be said that it is only expected for sexual immorality to result from this as many in the corrupted justice system have an abundance of wealth in order to remain unpunished for “satisfying bodily appetites”, such as how the Junior Brother was not punished for rape but instead “fed the ravenous vulture of his lust” (1.4.44).[footnoteRef:24] This strongly supports the idea that sexual immorality is a reflection of a corrupted justice system because most of those who are unpunished by the legal justice system are those who have committed sexually immoral acts and express that they intend to keep doing so as they know that they will get away with it. Just like how the Duke proclaims that even though “[m]y hairs are white, and yet my sins are green” (2.3.133), which alludes to how he has not changed from his sinful youth because he was never punished for his sexual immorality. [22:  Catherine Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and difference in Renaissance drama, (London: Routledge, 1985), p.111.]  [23:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and others, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), p.1299.]  [24:  The Revenger’s Tragedy: Cyril Tourneur, ed. by R. A. Foakes, (London: Methuen & CO LTD, 1966), p.xxxvii.] 

In conclusion, these arguments present compelling support for the idea that sexual immorality is a reflection of corruption in Renaissance plays, as they all explore sexual immorality in relation to different forms of corruption. Concerns regarding corruption in human nature are arguably a result of the cycle of corruption within a Fallen world that are expressed through the character's possible predestined nature to commit sexually immoral acts. In contrast, corruption in society appears to use sexual immorality as a form of punishment, either as a tool of revenge or as a critique of the values of chastity in the breakdown of the social order. Also, corruption within a justice system is reflected through sinners of sexual immorality not being punished lawfully for their crimes, which raises concerns about authorities' ability to punish criminal acts. Overall, these areas demonstrate how sexual immorality is a key theme in Renaissance plays that satires issues of corruption, for as Philip Sidney says, poetry is “the first light-giver to ignorance” because of its ability to teach its audience to reflect on the issues that occur within their own lives.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Philip Sidney, A Defence of Poetry, ed. by J. A. Van Dorsten, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), p.18.] 
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