The Revenger’s Tragedy: How does satire rely on the hubris of its characters?

Satire is a literary genre that employs the use of irony, humour, ridicule and sarcasm as a form of criticism and social commentary. The Revenger’s Tragedy, which was likely written by Thomas Middleton and first performed in 1606 or 1607 by the King’s Men, is a satire of the revenge tragedy genre. Specifically, The Revenger’s Tragedy is a Juvenalian satire, which parodies a genre to create a darkly tragic story, rather than one that uses satire to comical effect, and shines a harsher light on the characters it portrays. [1] This harshness presents as many of the characters, but most explicitly the protagonist Vindice, succumbing to their hubris. Although in modern definitions, hubris is the excess of pride leading to arrogance, in traditional Greek tragedies this excess of pride, or ambition, is a direct causation of a character’s eventual undoing, [2] often using extreme violence to humiliate characters. [3] This use of hubris is present in The Revenger’s Tragedy and is the primary source of the play’s satirical nature.
To begin, the sheer number of characters wanting to get revenge on someone for some reason or another is comical in its size, with the protagonist Vindice wanting to get revenge on the Duke for killing his beloved being the focus of the play, but also the Duchess wanting revenge on the Duke for not sparing her son, Ambitioso and Supervacuo wanting revenge and power from the Duke and each other, the Duke getting revenge against Ambitioso, Supervacuo and Junior Brother in the execution mix up, among others. There is also the notable lack of revenge sought by Antonio after the rape of his wife, giving the play a clear juxtaposition of character motives.
There is a complex string of revenge plots going on between the Duke’s sons, Lussurioso and Spurio, and Duchess’ sons, Ambitioso, Supervacuo and Junior Brother. Ambitioso and Supervacuo try to release Junior Brother from jail and save him from execution, whilst hoping to sentence Lussurioso to death and hasten their ascent to power (Act 3, Scence 2), Ambitioso in addition hopes to kill Supervacuo to ensure his Dukedom, while Spurio plots revenge against Lussurioso for his treatment as the Duke’s bastard son(Act 5, Scene 1), and Lussurioso plans to have Ambitioso, Supervacuo and Spurio all killed (Act 5, Scene 3). Most of the characters are named after their most prominent personality traits, with Lussurioso meaning ‘lust’, Ambitioso meaning ‘ambition’, Supervacuo meaning ‘foolish’, and Spurio meaning ‘illegitimate’. These characters are implied to just be anthropomorphised representations of these traits and are controlled by them and their nature. Ambitioso and Supervacuo are felled by their hubris, by being too ambitious and too foolish, and sentencing Junior Brother, who they were trying to save, to death while Lussurioso, who they hoped to kill, was released (Act 3, Scene 2). Ambitioso, Supervacuo and Spurio all end up killing each other in a fit of frustration upon realising that their plans did not work, their hubris resulting in their demise (Act 5, Scene 3). It’s satirical because a lot of tragedies revolve around power struggles and an attempt to climb the hierarchal ladder through murder, which these characters take to an almost comical extreme to their detriment, representing the tragedy that is caused by being too arrogant and seeking revenge as a form of justice.
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Satire is used to highlight the tragedy of revenge most prominently in the main storyline of Vindice’s revenge against the Duke. When Gratiana and Castiza enter, Vindice comments on the corruptibility of women (Act 1, Scene 1), which employs dramatic irony, as Vindice is easily corrupted by his own desire for revenge. When Vindice disguises himself as Piato the pimp (Act 1, Scene 3), he is not only putting on the guise of another character, becoming someone he is not, but he is also proving how empty he is as a person that he so easily masquerades as someone else, only caring about his revenge. His name, Vindice, means ‘vengence’, so he is a literal representation of his goals, trapped within his role of the avenger and absent of any other qualities, leaving him only able to carry out his violence regardless of the consequences as it is the only point of his character, which is a tragic fate for a person to have no control over their own actions. This also makes him more inclined to fall from his hubristic actions, as he is not capable of examining his behaviour from a reasonable standpoint, only being able to look toward his own vindication. His shortsightedness and steadfastness are a central element to his hubris and eventual downfall. 
Vindece does not just want revenge, he wants absolute humiliation for the Duke and his family, not killing Lussurioso when he can because he doesn’t that the time is right yet (Act 2, Scene 2). Similarly, Vindice humiliates the Duke by tricking him into kissing the poisoned skull of Gloriana and then watching the Duchess have an affair with his bastard son (Act 3, Scene 5), highlighting how similar he has become to Duke with his need for violence. The level of brutality he uses is unnecessary, extreme and hyperbolic, which goes back to the satire of ancient Athens where excessive violence is used to humiliate, and is also a use of overstatement, a common literary device in the satirical genre, where an exaggeration is used to overemphasise a point to a comical level to point out how ridiculous it is. This need to go out of his way to make more violence and humiliation for the Duke is also a major contributing factor to his hubristically driven demise.
At the end of the play, Vindice can not hold himself back, and confesses his and Hippolito’s initiation and involvement in all of the murder and chaos to Antonio (Act 5, Scene 3). This is the culmination of Vindice’s hubris throughout the play, the final nail in his coffin. If he has stayed quiet and said nothing, Antonio would have been none the wiser about his actions and he could have gotten away with everything. But there is a part of him that needs to brag about it, needs to tell of his revenge so that others may know of what he has done, a need for his actions to be acknowledged. His revenge is complete, so he has nothing else to live for. This is the result of his being empty of everything but the desire for revenge. His hubris is the pride he takes in his actions, and the correctness he sees them with, for in his eyes he has done nothing but what was needed and right.
To conclude, hubris is an essential element of the satirical genre. Characters need to be arrogant and foolish to show the irrationality of their actions and the justification of their ridicule. If a character’s every action and choice was reasonable then there would be no need to parody them and criticise them in the form of satire. There needs to be a component of egotistical cockiness that is a direct factor in their failure, or else audiences would not have a reason to deride their actions. Hubris and satire go hand in hand, in being critical foundations of the revenge tragedy genre, and each other.
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