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Abstract 

Performing Stage Corpses in Early Modern English Drama 

Ayesha Verma 

	 This dissertation examines how early modern playwrights transformed the stage corpse 

into a distinct theatrical agent that reshaped the dramaturgy of late Elizabethan and Jacobean 

tragedy. Focusing on drama from 1590 to 1621, the dissertation argues that “performing corpses”

—stage cadavers that bleed, speak, seduce, testify, and generate myth—occupy a liminal 

category neither fully character nor inert property, and that their unruly agency exposes and 

exploits fault lines in gender, theology, and political power. 

	 Building on and revising scholarship primarily by Andrew Sofer, Carol Chillington 

Rutter, and Susan Zimmerman, the study shifts attention from what theatrical corpses signify to 

what they do, proposing a taxonomy that distinguishes performing corpses from non-performing 

stage bodies whose function is limited to marking death. It describes shared, complex agency as 

forms of dramatic action that emerge from collaborations between the dead character, its material 

embodiment onstage, the labor of other figures who handle and arrange it, and the theatrical 

mechanisms—stage directions, costume, spatial framing, and props—that frame the corpse as 

active. 

	 Methodologically, the project brings theater history and performance studies into 

dialogue with the history of science, theology, and material culture, situating performing corpses 

within a cultural matrix that includes royal funerals and exhumations at Westminster Abbey, 

monument tourism, crime print, public execution spectacle, and anatomical dissection. Three 

analytic modes—seduction, testimony, and mythmaking—organize the archive and clarify how 



performing corpses operate across genres: in Jacobean tragedy, seductive female corpses exceed 

the control of those who manipulate them; in domestic tragedy, testifying corpses enact 

providential justice through discovery, bleeding, and posthumous speech; and in historical 

tragedy, exemplified by Julius Caesar, Caesar’s perpetually bleeding body transforms political 

assassination into martyrdom and sovereign myth.  

	 Tracing these figures across the transition from Elizabeth I to James I, the dissertation 

shows that performing corpses intensify in the first Jacobean decade and recede with the rise of 

the court masque, and argues that they constitute a historically bounded yet theoretically 

generative phenomenon, offering a model for rethinking agency, embodiment, and the politics of 

death both within early modern English drama and in broader accounts of how theatre makes the 

dead act. 
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Introduction 

0.1 Elizabeth’s Funeral: The Queen’s Two Corpses (1603)  

	 On the afternoon of April 28, 1603, the city of Westminster was “surcharged with 

multitudes of all sorts of people in their streets, houses, windows, leads, and gutters” who had 

come to witness Queen Elizabeth I’s funeral procession (Stow 815). What they beheld was not 

merely a funeral but a spectacle that blurred the boundaries between the living and the dead. 

Upon a chariot draped in purple velvet lay a coffin, and upon that coffin rested something 

extraordinary: a life-sized representation of the Queen lying in her Parliament robes of crimson 

velvet, “having a Crown upon the head thereof, and a ball and scepter in either hand” (815). 

According to Stow, when spectators beheld her statue lying upon the coffin set forth in Royal 

Robes, they produced a lamentation that Stow claimed was unprecedented: “neyther doth any 

Hiftorie mention any people, time or state, to make like lamention for the death of their 

foueraygne” (815). The display of public mourning thus emerged in direct relation to the staged 

presence of the Queen’s effigy at the heart of the procession.  

	 The effigy’s lifelike appearance was no accident. As Jennifer Woodward demonstrates in 

The Theatre of Death: The Ritual Management of Royal Funerals in Renaissance England, 

Elizabeth’s royal funeral effigy utilized a significant amount of naturalistic representation. She 

highlights this with a Westminster Abbey visitor’s testimony from 1725 describing the effigy’s 

face as “cutt in wood, a little wrinkly her face, though the truest countenance of her face” (109). 

Sculptor Maximilian Colt and painter Jan de Critz created the royal effigy, carved in wood and 
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painted with flaming red hair, blue eyes, rouge, and reddened lips that made it appear vibrantly 

alive. They created a figure that showed Elizabeth’s actual features yet transformed them through 

cosmetics into a vibrant performance of continued life. The result was what contemporaries 

called a “lively picture” of the dead Queen—not a stylized representation but a figure that 

seemed capable of movement, that looked as though it might rise from the coffin and resume her 

rule. Woodward cites John Clapham’s view that the Queen’s image was “all very exquisitely 

framed to resemble life,” alongside the Venetian ambassador’s report, preserved in the Calendar 

of State Papers, that the effigy was “coloured so faithfully that she seems alive” (90-91). Here 

was performance in its most literal sense: the dead Queen’s effigy was made to perform 

continued life, continued sovereignty, and continued presence—a wooden substitute standing in 

for the decaying corpse sealed within the coffin underneath. The effigy was corpse and not-

corpse simultaneously as it represented, and deputized for, Elizabeth’s dead body while denying 

death’s finality, watching over her people one last time. It occupied the same liminal space that 

theatrical performing corpses would later exploit. The distinction between the Queen’s decaying 

body natural—embalmed, wrapped in cerecloth, and sealed within lead inside the coffin—and 

her eternally ruling body politic, displayed in robes of state upon that coffin, could not have been 

more stark or more theatrically staged.  

	 People’s response suggests the effigy achieved its intended effect: “There was fuch a 

generall fighing, groning, and weeping, as the like hath not beene seene or knowne in the 

memorie of man” (Stow 815). Nevertheless, whether this mourning marked genuine grief for 

Elizabeth herself or a more complex response to the spectacle of her funeral remains uncertain. 

John Clapham, writing in his account of Elizabeth’s reign, noted that spectators analyzing the 
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late Queen’s reign were hardly unanimous in their assessments; some drew positive pictures 

while others had negative comments to make (qtd. in Doran 2). What is clear is that the 

performing effigy generated a collective public reaction that transcended individual opinion. 

Like Stow, Clapham too observed that at the sight of the effigy, “divers of the beholders fell a 

weeping” (2). The effigy did not simply represent the dead Queen; it performed her continued 

majesty, transforming individual spectators into a unified audience bearing witness to the 

perpetuation of royal power even in death.  

	 The funeral procession itself reinforced this message of continuity and order. Following 

the effigy came a hierarchically ordered convoy comprising representatives of a range of social 

groups, all organized according to their relative status. The entire royal household participated, 

from the highest officers down to workers from the scullery and stable—well over a 

thousand participants in all. The scale of participation transformed the funeral into state theater: 

the royal household, officers, and workers performed their roles in the procession while the 

people of England became spectators, watching from streets, houses, windows, and rooftops. The 

heraldic language of the funeral provided a means of expressing authority on a national scale. 

The funeral procession staged a visual paradigm of social order, placing the effigy at its center 

just as the monarch stood at the center of civic life. In a realm where Elizabeth’s popularity had 

waned in her last decade, where she died leaving government debt and an unsolved war in the 

Netherlands, the public mourning may have been as much for the spectacle of majesty itself as 

for the woman who embodied it (Doran 2). The effigy performed the fiction of national unity and 

seamless succession.  
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	 Elizabeth’s funeral effigy was not an innovation. English monarchs had been represented 

by effigies in funeral processions since at least the fourteenth century, when Edward II was 

buried with the coronation garments adorning his effigy while his corpse was merely wrapped in 

cerecloth (Woodward 88). But the prominence of the effigy at Elizabeth’s funeral—its lifelike 

quality, its central position in the procession, the public’s emotional response to it—marks a 

particular moment in English history when this performing substitute for the corpse became 

crucial to the transfer of political power.  

	 The new King, James VI of Scotland, remained deliberately absent from London during 

the funeral proceedings. His succession had been legally secured through proclamations read at 

Whitehall Gates, Temple Bar, and Cheapside on the very morning of Elizabeth’s death, where 

princes, peers, prelates, and knights attended in Cheapside “besides the huge number of common 

persons,” all listening with “great reverence” as Secretary Cecil read the proclamation (Stow 

816). Yet legal accession and ritual proclamation were not enough. James recognized that a 

ceremonial interregnum remained as far as the display of the royal person was concerned. The 

effigy filled this ceremonial vacuum, preserving the fiction of continuous sovereignty even as the 

corpse lay sealed in its coffin, and visually demonstrating continuity of government until the 

arrival of the new King. By representing Elizabeth so realistically that it generated 

unprecedented public grief, the effigy crossed from representation into substitution. The painted 

substitute for the corpse sealed below functioned as Elizabeth herself. The public’s fascination 

with this performing corpse, simultaneously dead and sovereign, would only intensify when 

James, despite his initial assurances that nothing would disturb “the honour and dignity which 
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belong to our dearest sister as long as her body is above ground,” brought up her corpse, once 

more, above ground, this time with his mother’s, within three years of her burial. 

0.2 James at Westminster: In Hope of Resurrecting the Two Queens (1606-1612)  

	 James quickly grasped the political utility of the effigy’s fiction of unbroken sovereignty, 

using its display to stabilize his succession during the uncertain interval between Elizabeth’s 

death and his own ceremonial entry into London. Although he had never met Elizabeth in person, 

and although his mother, Mary, Queen of Scots had been executed at Elizabeth’s command, 

James actively encouraged the staging of a traditional royal funeral for Elizabeth. In a letter to 

Henry Howard dated 12 April 1603, he declared, with reference to his planned entry into York, 

that he would not “stand so much upon the ceremony of our own joy” but would “have all things 

observed which may testify the honour we bear to her memory,” insisting that no principal 

officers should diminish “the honour and dignity which belong to our dearest sister as long as her 

body is above ground,” and that her guards should remain “entire as they were at her death, to 

attend her body and her funeral” (Hatfield MSS 15:44). The Hatfield Cecil papers themselves 

characterize this management of Elizabeth’s officers and household as part of Cecil’s preparation 

for the “peaceful accession of James,” a role “recognised by the King and his contemporaries” 

(Hatfield MSS 15:intro).  

	 Elizabeth’s funeral exemplified the scale of material investment that could be 

concentrated on a royal corpse. Ian Archer’s analysis of the Lord Chamberlain’s accounts shows 

that the 1603 obsequies cost £17,428, with extraordinary expenditure on various fabrics, the 

chariot bearing the coffin and effigy, the horse trappings, heraldic painting, and the carved and 
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costumed “royal representation” that rode above Elizabeth’s coffin (161-63). In this setting, 

James’s insistence that her body remain “above ground” and attended by its officers did not 

simply mark piety toward a predecessor; it signalled his willingness to inhabit the ceremonial 

apparatus of her death and to treat the visible management of her corpse as a medium of rule. 	  

	 However, once secure as King James I of England, James allowed this display of 

solicitude to give way to a more instrumental treatment of Elizabeth’s corpse in 1606. Within 

three years of assuring Howard that he would not interfere with the reverence due to Elizabeth’s 

remains “as long as her body is above ground,” James authorized that her coffin be disinterred 

and redeposited to accommodate his new commemorative plan of how the royal bodies lay in 

Henry VII’s chapel (Hatfield MSS 15:44). Between 1606 and 1612 he exhumed Elizabeth’s 

body, originally laid in the vault beneath Henry VII’s tomb at the center of the chapel, and had it 

translated to a new vault beneath a newly commissioned monument in the north aisle of Henry 

VII’s chapel at Westminster Abbey. As Peter Sherlock argues, James’s scheme simultaneously 

honored and diminished Elizabeth by shifting her from the chapel’s axial center to a feminized 

north aisle reserved for “barren Tudor and later Stuart women,” while giving Mary Stuart a taller, 

more expensive tomb in the south aisle that visually crowned a line of fertile royal mothers 

(“Monuments of Elizabeth” 271-73). By honoring his mother Mary Stuart over Elizabeth, James 

asserted his Scottish lineage and maternal connection even as he claimed the English throne 

through his descent from Margaret Tudor, Elizabeth’s aunt.  

	 Furthermore, on Elizabeth’s monument, the royal achievement foregrounded James’s 

quartered arms of England and Scotland and his unifying title as king of Great Britain, so that the 
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tomb worked harder to advertise his double descent from both Tudors and Stuarts than to assert 

Elizabeth’s singularity as the last Tudor monarch (“Monuments of Elizabeth” 282-83). The 

Abbey’s monuments and vaults became instruments for narrating this composite Tudor-Stuart 

succession, and the dead queens’ bodies became pliable matter for a king who had learned, both 

before and after accession, that corpses could be dressed, displaced, and displayed to secure the 

fictions of dynastic power. It is interesting to note that the new monument over Elizabeth and 

Mary’s shared vault bore an inscription by James that cast the reburial in sacred rather than 

merely political terms: “Partners both in throne and grave, here rest we two sisters, Elizabeth and 

Mary, in the hope of the resurrection” (Westminster Abbey). Yet James’s “resurrection” of these 

queens was as much dynastic as eschatological, reanimating their bodies within Westminster’s 

visual economy to script a narrative of composite Tudor–Stuart succession. 

	 These monuments went beyond private dynastic statement to become public spectacles, 

showcasing a continued public interest in staged corpses. In 1606 and 1607, as James 

commissioned the new monuments for Elizabeth and Mary, the Dean and Chapter formalized the 

patent system for keepers of the monuments who collected admission fees from the daily flow of 

visitors to the royal tombs (Sherlock, “Entertaining Memory” 181-82). Christian IV of Denmark 

had visited Elizabeth I’s newly erected monument in August 1606, and by 1607 James Cleland 

was advising young noblemen touring England to ensure they saw “the unco[m]parable 

Monume[n]ts at Westminster” as an essential London experience (Cleland 263). The keepership 

proved so profitable that when one patent share was sold in 1615, it fetched £250—a sum 

reflecting sustained public interest in viewing the repositioned royal corpses (“Entertaining 

Memory” 182). James’s reordering of the queens’ remains thus occurred in a space where tombs 
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were objects of paid public viewing, where the arrangement of royal bodies constituted a 

narrative that paying visitors could interpret and take away.  

	 The public’s sustained fascination with these royal corpses coincided precisely with a 

dramatic shift on London’s stages. Elizabeth’s lifelike effigy generated unprecedented mourning 

in 1603, her exhumed body was repositioned alongside Mary Stuart’s in 1606, and years of 

profitable monument tourism followed. The timing of these exhumations is significant. Both 

Elizabeth and Mary’s reburials were executed between 1606 and 1612, precisely the years when 

London’s theatrical stages witnessed an intensified emergence of performing stage corpses. 

James’s Westminster “resurrections” found an uncanny theatrical echo in the same years, as 

London’s stages began to deploy corpses as performing agents rather than static signs of 

mortality. 

	 In 1606, the same year James commissioned the Westminster monuments, Thomas 

Middleton’s The Revenger’s Tragedy appeared on the London stage. The play features two 

performing corpses whose theatrical construction overlaps suggestively with contemporary 

practices of display and manipulation at Westminster. Gloriana’s skull becomes a costumed 

effigy, painted with poisoned cosmetics and positioned to perform. Vindice transforms his dead 

beloved’s skull into an acting character who kisses, murders, and helps script the Duke’s death 

rather than remaining a mute relic. Like Elizabeth’s funeral effigy, this stage effigy is assembled 

from disparate materials and painted to appear lifelike, but here that lifelikeness is redirected 

toward revenge rather than continuity. Vindice positions the skull-effigy in an “unsunned lodge,” 

applies poison to its lips, and stages an encounter in which the Duke kisses what he believes to 
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be a living woman (3.5.140, 108). The corpse kills through that kiss, accomplishing what no 

living character could achieve. The skull does not simply signify death or function as memento 

mori; it actively executes revenge, transforming from object into agent through elaborate 

theatrical preparation. 

	 Antonio’s wife’s corpse operates through different but equally deliberate staging. She 

arranges her own death scene, positioning two prayer books as props that speak on her behalf. 

One serves as pillow to her cheek, the other is “placed in her right hand with a leaf tucked up / 

Pointing to these words: / Melius virtute mori, quam per dedecus vivere” (1.4.15–18). The men 

who gather around her body describe her as a “fallen monument” and suggest her name “merits a 

tomb of pearl” (1.4.4, 12). Like Mary Stuart, whose remains James exhumed and re-

memorialized with a grander monument than Elizabeth’s, Antonio’s wife is transformed through 

death into a monumental figure. Yet Antonio’s wife has already scripted her own monument. The 

prayer books testify to her agency in death, establishing the terms by which she will be 

remembered before any living character can impose meaning upon her corpse. Her husband 

Antonio arrives expecting to narrate her story, yet finds her corpse has already spoken. The 

staging forces him to acknowledge what he “marked not before”: his wife’s self-authored death 

scene, complete with props and Latin inscription, controls the narrative that he thought to 

command (1.4.13). Her corpse functions less as background than as a carefully composed surface 

that structures how claims about honor, chastity, and male reputation are projected and 

contested.  1

 The plays referenced in this introduction—Arden of Faversham (1591), Two Lamentable Tragedies (1594), A 1

Warning for Fair Women (1599), Julius Caesar (1599), The Revenger's Tragedy (1606), The Second Maiden's 
Tragedy (1611), and The Duke of Milan (c. 1621)—are examined in detail in Chapters of the dissertation.
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	 In 1606, both Westminster Abbey and the London stage became sites where the dead 

were dressed, displayed, and deployed in the service of present needs. The cultural work of 

exhumation, cosmetic preparation, and strategic positioning operated in both spaces, though to 

different ends. Gloriana’s skull accomplishes revenge through theatrical construction and 

poisoned performance. Antonio’s wife’s corpse authors its own meaning through strategic prop 

arrangement. These are not passive bodies awaiting interpretation but active theatrical agents that 

drive dramatic action, testify, accuse, and kill. The coincidence between royal exhumations and 

theatrical innovations raises fundamental questions about what these performing corpses were  

and how criticism has theorized the dead body on the early modern stage, questions to which the 

next section turns in defining the category of the performing corpse. 

0.3 Defining Performing Corpses: A Theatrical Taxonomy 

0.3.1 The Performing Corpse as Theoretical Intervention 

	 Existing scholarship on corpses and stage properties has struggled to find a stable 

position for the dead body within theatrical taxonomy. Andrew Sofer has argued that the actor 

playing dead becomes a stage property, fully absorbed into the world of objects (9). For Sofer, 

death transforms the actor into what he calls a “stage life of props”—the performing body loses 

its status as character and becomes indistinguishable from furniture, weapons, or costumes. This 

absorption is complete: once dead, the actor-turned-corpse circulates through the same theatrical 

systems that govern tables and chairs, existing solely as material to be moved, arranged, and 

deployed by living characters. Sofer’s framework thus treats the corpse’s liminality—its position 

between person and thing—as resolved at the moment of death, when personhood evacuates and 

10



objecthood takes over. Jonathan Gil Harris and Natasha Korda’s influential collection Staged 

Properties in Early Modern English Drama takes a different approach to this same problem of 

categorical instability. Their collection offers a comprehensive examination of early modern 

theatrical objects, yet corpses receive no sustained analysis in any of its essays. This exclusion is 

not incidental but methodological: Harris and Korda frame stage properties through networks of 

production, circulation, and exchange—the commercial systems through which objects moved 

between pawnshops, secondhand clothing dealers, and theatrical companies. Corpses resist this 

framework entirely. They cannot be pawned, traded, or commercially circulated; they exist 

outside the property systems that govern other theatrical objects. Where Sofer absorbs the corpse 

into the category of stage properties by arguing it functions like other objects, Harris and Korda’s 

exclusion suggests that corpses occupy a category distinct from theatrical properties altogether—

one that their materialist methodology cannot accommodate. 

	 Carol Chillington Rutter’s formulation attempts to preserve precisely the categorical 

instability that Sofer resolves and Harris and Korda exclude. She describes the “actorly body 

who plays dead” as a “subject-made-object”—acknowledging that death transforms the character 

into an object, yet insisting that this object “does not behave in death” (2-3). For Rutter, the 

corpse’s objectification is incomplete because theatrical performance attaches the dead character 

to “that other, performative body”: the living actor who must simulate death. This dual 

embodiment creates what she calls a “troubled and troubling signifier”—a corpse that resists the 

meanings living characters attempt to fix upon it. Cordelia’s body, she argues, “plays up” even in 

death, subverting Lear’s performance of grief through the very conditions of its theatrical 

presentation. Rutter situates this reading within a gendered pattern in which women’s corpses are 
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brought back onstage as objects of male contemplation, “represented for speculation,” and 

repeatedly refers to Cordelia’s corpse itself as an “object”—the surface on which Lear’s anguish 

is inscribed. Yet even as she acknowledges this objectification, she insists that the corpse’s 

capacity to disturb that inscription is tied explicitly to the presence of the breathing actor who 

plays dead (5). Unlike Sofer, Rutter does not collapse the corpse into stable objecthood; unlike 

Harris and Korda, she does not exclude it from analysis. Instead, she insists on the corpse’s in-

betweenness—simultaneously object and performer, passive matter and resistant signifier—as 

the source of its theatrical power. Yet Rutter’s analysis locates that liminality primarily in the 

discrepancy between dead character and live actor, remains focused on Shakespeare’s tragedies, 

and does not extend beyond individual play readings. Her formulation identifies the corpse as a 

site of semiotic instability—a body that troubles meaning—but does not theorize what corpses 

actively do as theatrical agents, nor does it develop a systematic account of how corpses operate 

according to identifiable conventions across genres, time periods, or cultural contexts. 

	 Susan Zimmerman’s foundational study approaches the theatrical corpse from an 

altogether different angle. Where Sofer, Harris and Korda, and Rutter grapple with the corpse’s 

position within material and performative systems, Zimmerman engages with its philosophical 

and representational status. Her study asks how theatrical mimesis of the corpse “fails” to 

represent “the indeterminate being that escapes signification,” treating the corpse primarily as a 

figure of the unknowable and the abject (18). For Zimmerman, the staged corpse matters not for 

what it does within dramatic action but for what it reveals about the limits of representation itself

—the ways in which death resists capture by theatrical means. Her analysis, though richly 

theorized and philosophically sophisticated, privileges what the corpse signifies over what it 
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does, focusing on its symbolic resonance rather than its dramaturgical function. The corpse 

becomes a site for exploring epistemological uncertainty and the boundaries of theatrical 

knowledge rather than an agent within the dramatic world. 

	 Within this scholarly landscape, the present dissertation proposes the performing corpse 

as a distinct theatrical category. Sofer’s account assimilates the actor-playing-dead to the world 

of objects; Harris and Korda’s taxonomy excludes corpses from the framework of stage 

properties altogether; Rutter’s formulation, while acutely attuned to the corpse’s liminal status, 

locates that liminality primarily in the discrepancy between dead character and live actor and 

remains centered on Shakespearean tragedy; Zimmerman’s analysis, though richly theorized, 

privileges what the corpse signifies over what it does. While these studies provide essential 

groundwork, none treats performing corpses as a coherent phenomenon with their own 

dramaturgical logic, historical trajectory, and set of theatrical conventions. This dissertation 

therefore shifts the critical question from what the corpse signifies to what it does—from the 

corpse as philosophical problem to the corpse as theatrical phenomenon. The performing corpse 

is neither simply property nor simply character, but an unstable category that traverses genre, 

gender, and theology. 

	 The present study builds on Rutter’s insistence that corpses are theatrically unruly, but 

relocates the basis of that unruliness. Even in a non-performative frame, Cordelia does not 

become a non-person at the moment of her death: the play-text does not replace her with a 

neutral object, and Lear does not cease to call her “Cordelia.” Within the fiction, what he holds is 

still his daughter in a dead state, and his final lines would not carry their force if her body were 

absent from the stage. The fact that Cordelia has “nothing to act” in Rutter’s sense—no further 
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dialogue—does not exhaust the play’s use of her; the text continues to write her as a character 

whose corpse structures the scene, even before any particular actor “gives life” to that script. 

From this perspective, the stage corpse is neither simple object nor continuing subject, but a 

figure whose personhood, once detached from consciousness and ordinary agency, is held in 

suspension. It occupies a liminal position between subject and object, between person and thing, 

that does not depend on a specific performer’s body: it may be represented by a boy actor, an 

older player, a dummy, or some combination of the three. 

	 For the argument developed here, the actor is therefore one conduit for this liminality, but 

not its origin. The origin lies in the play-text itself—in its stage directions, dialogue, costuming 

cues, prop lists, and spatial instructions—which continues to write and position the dead 

character as a corpse that can be bled, displayed, addressed, carried, kissed, made to testify, or 

reassembled, irrespective of the specific body that embodies it in any given production. 

Attending to these textual mechanisms makes it possible to describe performing corpses as 

figures whose agency is located in the dead character and sustained by directions, other actors, 

costume, and properties. It also makes it possible to argue that such corpses helped shape early 

modern drama in ways that have not yet been fully examined. 

0.3.2 Defining the Category 

	 Between 1590 and 1621, as England transitioned from Elizabethan to Jacobean rule, early 

modern English theatre featured a striking proliferation of stage corpses that playwrights refused 

to leave inert or marginal. Among these emerged a distinct category of staged-to-perform corpses 

that this dissertation terms “performing corpses.” Flamboyantly costumed, conspicuously 
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positioned, or otherwise marked bodies, these stage corpses were designed to generate 

sensational effects both onstage and throughout the playhouse. While other stage cadavers 

simply replicated a real corpse’s inertness, performing corpses were theatrical constructs 

maneuvered to defy it, generating consequences that endured beyond their moment of demise. 

Made to bleed, dressed to seduce, positioned to testify, and deployed to drive dramatic action, 

these bodies acted—or functioned—in ways impossible for the truly dead. 

	 Such impossibility arose from the real corpse’s material and physiological conditions. 

Once dead, the human body weighs heavy with rigor mortis, pales to ghostly pallor, and reeks of 

decay. Early modern theatre deliberately engaged these conditions—exploiting what real corpses 

could do while transcending what they could not. As this dissertation will demonstrate, 

playwrights understood those limits intimately, and the performing corpse emerged when 

stagecraft mastered what biology denied. 

	 This intervention turned the performing corpse into a peculiar theatrical hybrid. The 

stage’s manipulation forced it to exceed its material limits, creating a being that embodied 

contradictions inherent to theatre itself. At the moment of its deployment, such a 

corpse precipitates a marked blurring of boundaries and dissolution of dichotomies. It exists 

between states—neither fully alive nor ghost, yet resembling both; simultaneously stage property 

and character; embodied by dummies, actors, or combinations of the two. It is this embodiment 

of in-betweenness that enables it to operate with particular dramatic complexity, troubling both 

play-world and audience alike. 
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	 As peculiar beings, performing corpses prompt a reconsideration and disarticulation of 

familiar conceptual oppositions: character and accessory, subject and object, agent and property. 

The performing corpse operates according to principles distinct from those governing either 

living characters or inert stage properties. Whereas living characters are shown to possess 

interiority, motivation, and the capacity for choice, stage properties function as tools that 

characters deploy to achieve their aims. The performing corpse inhabits neither category fully. It 

lacks the consciousness and will that define living characters, yet it exceeds the passivity 

conventionally associated with objects. This complexity generates what this dissertation terms 

“shared agency”: forms of dramatic action that cannot be attributed to a single, discrete source, 

but emerge from interactions among the dead character, its material body onstage, the labour of 

other figures who handle and arrange it, and the theatrical means that frame it—stage directions, 

costuming, lines spoken over or to the corpse, and its association with particular props—which 

together lead spectators to perceive the corpse as participating in the action. A paradigmatic 

instance is the Duke’s corpse in Middleton’s The Revenger’s Tragedy, which, once murdered, is 

retained, re-costumed as the bawd Piato, and repeatedly repositioned so that its dead presence 

continues to enable deception, generate suspense, and precipitate further deaths long after the 

character’s life has ended. 

	 Not all stage cadavers perform in this way. What this study terms non-performing corpses 

are stage bodies required by the plot but staged solely to signify death. Such corpses possess 

little or no theatrical identity: they appear as undifferentiated casualties of duels, battles, 

executions, or plagues, and their dramatic activity ceases at the moment of death. They function 

solely as inert markers of violence or loss. In the same play, Middleton stages the corpses of 
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Ambitioso, Supervacuo, and Spurio as non-performing corpses: victims of a failed coup, they do 

not perform after their death but simply register the consequences of political miscalculation. 

Rutter’s reading of Cordelia’s body at the end of King Lear fits the non-performing category as 

well: once dead, she is not dressed, repositioned, or made to act, speak, or testify, but is held in 

Lear’s arms because the play requires her silent presence to make the scale of her loss visible. 

Her mute body is indispensable to the force of Lear’s final lines, yet that very force would be 

compromised if she were suddenly to speak after death. 

The distinction between performing and non-performing corpses is not merely taxonomic but 

theoretical. Performing corpses challenge foundational assumptions about character identity and 

agency in early modern theater. Character is conventionally understood as requiring interiority, 

consciousness, and intentionality, attributes that death categorically terminates. Yet the 

performing corpse operates precisely through the absence of these qualities while nonetheless 

remaining dramatically active. The death of a character does not simply convert that figure into 

an object, any more than the death of a human being cancels their status as a person. The stage 

corpse occupies a threshold position that cannot be fully assimilated to either character or prop. 

This paradox requires rethinking agency on the early modern stage: dramatic action need not be 

anchored in a unified, conscious subject but can emerge through distributed operations among a 

dead character’s residual identity, the body or effigy that represents it, the living figures who 

manipulate it, and the theatrical machinery of acting, costume, props, and dialogue that frames it. 

	 In the terms developed here, both performing and non-performing corpses are integral to 

the dramaturgies that produce them. They are not residual elements, but, like other characters and 
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structural choices, exist to fulfill the specific demands of the plays in which they appear. The 

distinction between them is nonetheless consequential: it determines the kinds of theatrical and 

cultural work these dead bodies can be made to do, and it underpins the analyses that follow. 

0.3.3 Modes of Performance 

	 This dissertation organizes performing corpses according to three modes in which they 

are made to operate dramatically: seduction, testimony, and mythmaking. These modes emerged 

as distinct patterns across the archive and define how performing corpses act, what theatrical 

work they perform, what dramatic effects they generate, and what cultural anxieties they engage. 

Each mode is examined in depth through a dedicated chapter. 

	 Seductive female corpses are manipulated, costumed, and staged to enact desire, revenge, 

or both. In The Second Maiden’s Tragedy (1611), the Lady’s exhumed corpse is dressed in black 

velvet, adorned with pearls, and painted with cosmetics to satisfy the Tyrant’s necrophilic desire

—yet her poisoned lips kill him when he kisses them. However, these performing corpses do not 

simply provoke desire; they actively participate in erotic and violent exchanges, gazing back at 

those who manipulate them. Seductive female corpses exceed and unsettle their manipulators’ 

mastery, emerging predominantly within revenge tragedy to dramatize its constitutive paradox: 

women whose sexual refusal precipitated the tragic action return as alluring, instrumentalized 

remains—embalmed, attired, envenomed—to exact retribution upon their aggressors. 

	 Testifying corpses reveal concealed crimes through providential intervention. They 

employ three distinct modes. The first is discovery and reassembly, in which providence works 
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through communal efforts to uncover fragmented bodies. The second is prolonged dying, in 

which divine will sustains victims who should already be dead from catastrophic injuries—

onstage characters treat them as corpses, unnerved by their unnatural breathing until testimony 

completes. The third is cruentation, the belief legally recognized in some English courts that a 

murdered body bleeds afresh in its killer’s presence. In A Warning for Fair Women (1599), John 

Beane embodies multiple modes simultaneously: wounds bleeding afresh in his murderer’s 

presence, he testifies before magistrates who watch uncomfortably as this should-be-dead body 

speaks, dying only when his accusation ends. These corpses cluster predominantly in domestic 

tragedies adapted from true-crime narratives. 

	 The mythmaking mode, exemplified by Caesar’s corpse in Julius Caesar (1599), stages 

the dead body to perform sanctity or sovereignty through wounds that refuse to close. Antony 

stages Caesar’s corpse in an open casket, displaying the mantle pierced with thirty-three holes 

and the wounds beneath that continue bleeding throughout—echoing Christ’s age at crucifixion 

and functioning as “stigmata of sovereignty.” Brutus and Antony compete to control how the 

corpse signifies, Caesar’s wounds testify beyond their rhetorical control, bleeding ceaselessly as 

Antony incites the crowd to riot. The persistent bleeding transforms assassination into 

martyrdom, revealing what the republic cannot see: that killing the tyrant has inaugurated a 

Christological narrative. 

0.4. Contexts: Gender, Theology, and Culture 

0.4.1 Gender 
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	 The archive examined in this dissertation reveals a striking gendered pattern. Before 

James’s accession in 1603, the Elizabethan performing corpses in English drama are exclusively 

male: Thomas Arden bleeds in Arden of Faversham (1591); Master Beech’s dismembered body 

is discovered throughout London in Two Lamentable Tragedies (1594); John Beane testifies from 

his wounds in A Warning for Fair Women (1599); Caesar’s corpse is displayed and 

ventriloquised in Julius Caesar (1599). Female characters die in this period, but their corpses do 

not perform. In Romeo and Juliet (1597), Juliet is not actually dead when Romeo finds her—she 

is in a death-like trance—and when she wakes and kills herself with Romeo’s dagger, her actual 

corpse does not perform. Ophelia’s death in Hamlet (1600–1601) is elaborately described by 

Gertrude as a drowned body adorned with flowers, yet it remains offstage, confined to reported 

narrative rather than given material presence as a performing corpse. 

	 Elizabeth’s death in 1603 marks the onset of female performing corpses in English 

drama, though their performances remain initially brief and contained. Desdemona in Othello 

(1603) dies in her marital bed and briefly “wakes” to speak her final words. However, once 

Othello confirms her death, her corpse does not perform; she lies alongside Emilia’s body as 

Othello takes center stage for his suicide speech. After 1606, however, female corpses not only 

persist onstage: at least half become performing corpses. This proliferation coincides with 

James’s exhumation and remonumentalisation of Elizabeth and Mary, discussed above, and 

nearly all are court figures—queens, duchesses, princesses, great ladies—whose dead bodies 

become sites of contestation and display. Gloriana’s skull-effigy in The Revenger’s Tragedy 

(1606), the Lady’s exhumed body in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy (1611), and similar figures 

are dressed, adorned, positioned, and deployed across multiple scenes as instruments of 
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seduction, display, and murder. Cleopatra in Antony and Cleopatra (1607) and Antonio’s wife in 

The Revenger’s Tragedy choreograph their own posthumous appearances, specifying how their 

corpses should appear to contest hostile narratives. The performing female corpse often operates 

through seduction not merely as an object of desire, but as the conduit through which desire is 

provoked and punished. In revenge tragedy, dead women’s bodies are staged as alluring or 

accusatory, shaping action through visual and material presence. In political and tragic histories, 

they contribute to dynastic and quasi-sacred narratives. 

	 The chapters of this dissertation map this chronological gendered transformation 

alongside generic formations. One chapter examines male testifying corpses in Elizabethan 

domestic tragedy, where bleeding and posthumous speech mark the dead as instruments of 

providential or juridical justice. Another turns to Jacobean tragedies in which female corpses 

perform seduction, spectacle, and return. A further chapter considers mythological 

configurations, in which performing corpses—male and female—participate in the making of 

political and sacred narratives. 

0.4.2 Theology 

	 Performing corpses expose tensions within post-Reformation theology by imagining 

forms of posthumous presence that Reformed doctrine sought to deny. Post-Reformation 

Protestantism insisted on a clean separation of soul and body at death and repudiated Catholic 

Purgatory and intercessory rituals. Yet the performing corpse repeatedly stages bodies that bleed 

in the presence of their killers, linger at the threshold of death long enough to name murderers, or 

bear wounds that echo sacred passion, suggesting that traces of personhood or divine purpose 
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inhere in dead matter. Stephen Greenblatt’s account of the “crisis of remembrance” produced by 

the abolition of Purgatory helps clarify what is at stake here: when the dead officially lose their 

voice and the living lose sanctioned means of addressing them, the theatre reimagines that 

relationship by animating corpses that still seem able to act, signify, and demand response (103–

7). 

	 From this perspective, performing corpses become privileged instruments where doctrinal 

claims about death confront the resistant materiality of the body. Michael Neill has shown how 

early modern tragedy “discovers” and “maps” death by lingering over rottenness, anatomical 

exposure, and funereal display, using the corpse to press against consolatory narratives of the 

soul’s departure (1–3). This dissertation extends that insight by emphasizing the specific 

dramaturgy of the performing corpse. For instance, in Arden of Faversham (1591), Thomas 

Arden’s corpse bleeds ever more insistently in his wife Alice’s presence until she confesses. The 

corpse acts entirely without life, consciousness, or soul, yet still accuses through God’s 

manipulation of its wounds. This represents the most radical challenge to Protestant doctrine: the 

dead body becomes an instrument of providential justice that speaks beyond death, refusing the 

clean separation of soul and body that Reformed theology insisted upon. Across these plays, 

performing corpses engage questions of divine intervention, justice, and the body’s capacity to 

testify beyond death, without resolving them into a single doctrinal position; instead, they keep 

in play a contested field where theology, ritual loss, and theatrical invention meet. 

0.4.3 Culture  
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Elizabeth’s funeral and the sustained monument tourism at Westminster were not isolated 

phenomena. Early modern audiences demonstrated a broader cultural appetite for encounters 

with death and dead bodies that manifested across multiple overlapping contexts. 

	 Print Culture and True Crime 

	 From the late sixteenth century, murder pamphlets and ballads proliferated in 

unprecedented numbers. J.A. Sharpe notes that from Elizabeth’s reign “the reading public was 

treated to a constant stream of pamphlets and ballads describing the life and eventual fate of 

notorious criminals.” The commercial appeal of these narratives was captured in one Victorian 

ballad-seller’s frank assessment: “there’s nothing beats a stunning good murder after all.” These 

texts served dual purposes: they moralized about sin and divine justice while simultaneously 

working to “excite or titillate the reader” (228–29). Frances Dolan demonstrates that such texts 

“began to proliferate in the late sixteenth century and became increasingly varied and numerous 

in the course of the seventeenth century,” printed cheaply on single sheets or in brief pamphlets 

and sold widely in London and the countryside (1–2). Ken MacMillan observes that such stories 

had to be “simultaneously shocking and entertaining” to succeed in the marketplace (1). 

	 Crucially, many of these crime narratives already featured the very phenomena that 

would appear on stage as performing corpses. MacMillan documents cruentation beliefs 

embedded in popular print, with murdered bodies that “bleed afresh, open its eyes and stare at its 

murderer,” and multiple episodes describing corpses that “regained their former colour and 

blushed on the murderers” or “bled afresh, opened his eye, and stared at his murderer,” all 

framed as the “wonderful work of Almighty God” (8, 39-41). Keith Sturgess similarly notes how 
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crime stories “frequently culminated in corpses that bled to accuse their killers or victims whose 

dying words named their murderers” (Sturgess qtd. in Attwell 328). These narratives circulated 

through both print and oral performance. Ballads were sung by street hawkers, and chapbooks 

were “read aloud to illiterate audiences in pubs during an evening of drinking or among 

gatherings in country cottages and village markets.” As London grew from approximately 

120,000 to 490,000 inhabitants, such texts reached “ever-increasing numbers of readers, 

spectators, and listeners” (Dolan 6-8; MacMillan 1). When London’s commercial theaters staged 

domestic tragedies in the 1590s based on these familiar true crime stories—Arden of Faversham 

(1591), Two Lamentable Tragedies (1594), A Warning for Fair Women (1599)—they capitalized 

on an audience already primed by print culture to expect and desire narratives of corpses that 

testified, bled, and spoke. 

	 Public Executions 

	 Public executions constituted perhaps the most widely attended form of corpse spectacle. 

Henry Fielding characterized Tyburn executions as occasions staged “to make a holiday for, and 

to entertain the mob,” where the condemned received “the compassion of the meek and tender-

hearted, and with the applause, admiration, and envy of all the bold and hardened,” and where 

death was “spoke of by many with honour, by most with pity, and by all with approbation” (qtd. 

in Barrett and Harrison 146-48). Accounts of public executions consistently emphasize crowd 

size and emotional investment. At Fenian Michael Barrett’s 1868 hanging—the last public 

execution in England—a “fringe of eager sightseers” waited overnight, the crowd cheered the 

scaffold’s arrival, and spectators remained to watch the body cut down, taunting the hangman: 
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“Come on, body snatcher! Take away the man you’ve killed!” (300-02). Sharpe observes that 

“execution was central to the literature” of crime, with accounts regularly describing “thousands 

of sorrowful spectators” at processions to the gallows. He notes that “the shadow of the gallows 

lies over much English literature” and that popular print was “even more explicit in its treatment 

of the theme” (230-32). Unlike the crime pamphlets that described death or the anatomy theaters 

that displayed already-dead bodies, executions offered spectators the opportunity to witness the 

precise moment a living person became a corpse. The executed bodies of criminals often 

supplied the material for London’s anatomy theaters, linking scaffold spectacle directly to 

anatomical display. 

	 Anatomical Spectacle 

	 Early modern London culture reveals a marked fascination with the opened body in the 

anatomy theater, where dissection itself became a form of semi-public performance. As Hillary 

M. Nunn demonstrates, the Barber-Surgeons’ purpose-built anatomy theater in the City, with its 

tiered seating for roughly two hundred spectators and a curtained dissecting table that remained 

hidden “until the Doctor shall come and take his place,” was designed to manage and stage a 

substantial London audience rather than a closed professional elite (20-26). Her discussion of 

criminal and elite anatomies at the College of Physicians’ Hall—such as the dissection of a 

“monstrous” murderer before “a thousand witnesses” and Sir Simonds D’Ewes’s description of 

attending William Harvey’s dissections “for three days… to my profit and delight, the smell 

excepted”—further indicates that, in early-seventeenth-century London, opening bodies could be 

experienced as morally charged entertainment as well as medical instruction (90–98). 
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	 The theatrical elements are unmistakable: the curtained reveal, the tiered audience, the 

doctor’s precisely timed entrance. Jonathan Sawday describes a Renaissance “culture of 

dissection” in which anatomy theaters and other “playhouses of organized violence” refashioned 

the opened human body into “a privileged site of knowledge, spectacle, and identity formation” 

(1-2, 54). Crime produced executions; executions produced bodies for dissection—staged 

corpses in the most literal sense, carefully positioned and displayed for paying spectators. 

	 Theatrical Innovation 

	 Set against this cultural backdrop, the performing corpses of the early modern English 

stage do more than mirror scaffold, anatomy theater, or funeral monument. While actual corpses 

were displayed, dissected, and interpreted by authorities, theatrical corpses were made to 

perform: they bled on command, spoke accusations, and enacted seduction in ways real dead 

bodies could not. Sarah Tarlow demonstrates that despite Reformed theology’s insistence on the 

corpse’s insignificance, dead bodies retained social power and even quasi-legal agency in 

popular belief. Ritual handling of corpses reproduced hierarchies, and cruentation beliefs were 

sometimes admitted as evidence in court (1-2, 103-4). Theater exploited these beliefs while 

transforming them into spectacular dramaturgy. Where print culture described corpses that 

testified and executions staged the state’s power over dead bodies, the playhouse created corpses 

that actively drove dramatic action, troubled living characters, and refused to remain inert matter. 

This dissertation examines how such performing corpses became privileged theatrical agents in 

early modern London, staging forms of posthumous presence that engaged, challenged, and 

exceeded the cultural practices surrounding death. 
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0.5 Methodology: Reading Stage Corpses in Performance 

0.5.1 Text and Performance 

	 For this dissertation, I employ a performance-focused methodology that reads theatrical 

texts as blueprints for staged action. This study is necessarily text-focused: no recordings of early 

modern performances survive, and access to contemporary audience experience remains severely 

limited—the journals, diaries, and personal accounts that might illuminate how spectators 

witnessed and responded to staged corpses are scarce, fragmentary, and rarely specific enough to 

reconstruct staging in any reliable detail. The playtext is therefore the primary and most complete 

evidence available that I work with, examining how stage directions, dialogue, costume 

descriptions, visual imagery, and props construct performing corpses for the stage. Through close 

analysis of these textual elements, I examine how performing corpses function within their 

dramatic contexts. The method situates these corpses within the cultural practices examined 

above: royal funerals and exhumations, anatomical dissections, public executions, theological 

debates about bodily resurrection and divine intervention, cruentation beliefs, and the circulation 

of murder narratives in print. 

0.5.2 Interdisciplinary Reading 

	 Close reading of playtexts alone, however, does not exhaust the interpretive demands 

performing corpses make. Many of the most significant moments in the plays examined in this 

dissertation turn on precise material and biological conditions—the properties of poisons, the 

behavior of decomposing flesh, the forensic logic of bleeding wounds. Reading them fully 
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requires engagement with the scientific knowledge used in the plays. When Antony references 

the conspirators’ “purpled hands [that] reek and smoke” of Caesar’s blood (3.1.148); when a 

water spaniel’s “quieke smelling” and game hunting instinct helps recover Master Beech’s 

dismembered torso from Paris-garden ditch (1702–1709); and when Vindice applies henbane to 

Gloriana’s skull-effigy, transforming her poisoned lips into a weapon that kills through a kiss 

(3.5.108), I examine both the theatrical implications and the scientific understanding enacted in 

those scenes. My background in biological science has enabled me to recognize not only how 

playwrights represent post-mortem bodily processes such as rigor mortis, decomposition, 

lividity, and bleeding, but also how they engage with the properties of poisons, hematology, and 

animal behavior. This interdisciplinary reading has revealed the meticulousness with which early 

modern playwrights—and potentially playing companies—attended to material accuracy across 

multiple domains, even as they created theatrical fictions that defied natural law. 

0.5.3 Scope, Archive, and Temporal Frame 

	 This dissertation develops the category of “performing corpses” as a distinct 

dramaturgical phenomenon across an extensive survey of Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, 

tracing its emergence from Arden of Faversham (1591) to The Duke of Milan (c. 1621). The 

analysis identifies three modes of performance—testimony, seduction, and mythmaking, each 

examined in depth in the chapters that follow (see 0.3.3)—and traces how these modes cluster 

around specific genres: testimony in domestic tragedy, seduction in Jacobean revenge tragedy, 

mythmaking in political and tragic history. Alongside generic distribution, the analysis maps a 

gendered chronological shift, examined in detail in subsection 0.4.1: performing corpses in 
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Elizabethan drama are exclusively male, while after 1606 female performing corpses proliferate 

dramatically, coinciding with James’s exhumation and remonumentalization of Elizabeth and 

Mary’s corpses at Westminster. Both the modes and the gendered chronology emerged as 

patterns through sustained engagement with the archive rather than being imposed upon it. 

	 While it is unlikely that every surviving play has been consulted, the breadth of the 

material examined here supports a discernible historical pattern. Performing corpses first emerge 

under Elizabeth, intensify under James—particularly in the wake of the 1606 exhumations—and 

begin to fade before his death in 1625. Under Charles I (1625–1649), theatrical culture shifts 

decisively from the public playhouses to the court. Charles’s preference for the court masque 

proved decisive: what was not mere entertainment but, in Stephen Orgel’s formulation, ‘the most 

accurate expression of his mind,’ with ‘the stage at Whitehall…his truest kingdom’ (79), 

displaced the public theater as the primary site of royal cultural investment. This generic, 

aesthetic, and spatial transformation may help account for the gradual disappearance of 

performing corpses roughly two decades before the closure of the public theaters in 1642. 

0.5.4 Testing the Taxonomical Limits 

	 The taxonomy of stage corpses established in subsection 0.3.2 distinguishes performing 

corpses—bodies that continue to generate dramatic action after death through deliberate staging, 

made to perform in ways real corpses cannot—from non-performing corpses, which function 

solely as inert markers of violence or loss. Testing this taxonomy against the broader dramatic 

archive of stage corpses clarifies what the category of performing corpses requires and where its 

edges lie. 
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	 Performing corpses are confirmed dead and staged such that they are made to perform in 

ways real corpses cannot. Within this category, a subset of self-staging corpses arrange the 

conditions of their own posthumous performance before death, dictating the narrative their 

corpse will produce. Antonio’s wife pre-positions her prayer books with a Latin leaf tucked to 

dictate her corpse’s meaning before any living character can impose interpretation upon it (see 

0.3.2, Chapter 1). Cleopatra, whom this dissertation could not engage with, belongs to the same 

group, choreographing her death into a performance of unconquerable sovereignty. The Duke in 

The Revenger’s Tragedy, by contrast, is manipulated entirely by others: murdered, retained, re-

costumed as the bawd Piato, and repeatedly repositioned so that his dead presence continues to 

deceive and precipitate further deaths. Female seductive corpses in Jacobean tragedy are 

similarly manipulated rather than self-staged: the Lady in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy is 

exhumed, painted, and adorned to first fulfill the Tyrant’s necrophilic desire, and then her lips 

painted with poison by Govianus to avenge her death and his lost throne (Chapter 2). 

	 Non-performing corpses, by contrast, are confirmed dead but not staged post-mortem in 

ways that generate action. Their dramatic function ceases at the moment of death. In their own 

ways, these stage corpses become most important where theater intends on showcasing a 

complete loss. Cordelia is held mute in Lear’s arms, her silent presence essential to the force of 

his final lines but entirely passive within them; Romeo lies inert while Juliet grieves him; In 

Cymbeline (1611), Cloten’s headless corpse gets mistaken by Imogen for her husband—she 

holds and grieves him as Posthumus, yet his body is neither expected nor made to respond to her 

touch in any way. The male casualties at the end of The Revenger’s Tragedy—Ambitioso, 

Supervacuo, Spurio—are mere markers of a coup’s failure, undifferentiated and inert. In 
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Macbeth (1606) Macbeth’s severed head, displayed on a pole, signifies the tyrant’s defeat and the 

play’s closure, nothing more. 

	 The archive also surfaces stage corpses that resist resolution into either category. I term 

these threshold cases: those stage corpses for whom the taxonomy’s first condition—confirmed 

death—remains genuinely unstable within the play-world. These are not failures of the category 

but its most revealing limit cases, since they demonstrate that the performing corpse depends on 

the audience’s certainty about death, which is itself a theatrical effect the plays can manipulate. 

This instability distinguishes threshold cases from testifying corpses that undergo prolonged 

dying. Unlike John Beane or Thomas Winchester, who move toward confirmed death, threshold 

cases never stabilize as dead . Juliet’s potion-sleep produces a body that appears dead but is not; 

in The Winter’s Tale (1611), Hermione’s statue suspends the question of death and revival 

entirely; in Othello, Desdemona briefly revives after Othello smothers her, speaks, and dies 

again, her momentary reanimation retroactively unsettling the boundary between 

unconsciousness and death (see 0.4.1). Had death been confirmed and sustained in each case, the 

conditions for performing corpse status would be met. The instability of death itself marks the 

category’s edge rather than its content, and illuminates what confirmed death actually requires as 

a theatrical achievement. 

0.6 Chapter Previews  

Chapter 1: Dressed Up in Tires to Play Their Part: The Performing Corpses in The 

Revenger’s Tragedy 
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	 Thomas Middleton’s The Revenger’s Tragedy (1606) establishes the foundational 

taxonomy for this dissertation’s analysis of performing corpses. With at least ten stage corpses 

and over eighty-five references to death and dying, the play presents the most diverse array of 

performing corpses in the Jacobean canon, making it an ideal drama for theorizing how corpses 

perform beyond death. The chapter distinguishes performing corpses, bodies that actively drive 

dramatic action through elaborate staging, costume, props, and positioning, from non-performing 

corpses that function merely as markers of violence. 

	 Three iconic corpses demonstrate the range of corpse performance. Gloriana’s skull-

effigy is dressed in tires and masked, her lips painted with poison, and positioned to seduce and 

murder the Duke, proving that even fragmentary remains can be weaponized through theatrical 

preparation. Antonio’s Wife stages her own death, positioning prayer books as props that testify 

to her agency and establish the terms by which she will be remembered before any living 

character can impose meaning upon her corpse. The Duke’s corpse is killed twice, first poisoned 

then stabbed while disguised, revealing the meta-theatrical possibilities of corpse performance as 

the same body dies multiple times on stage. Drawing on James I’s 1606 exhumation of Elizabeth 

and Mary’s corpses for remonumentalization at Westminster, the chapter situates these theatrical 

corpses within Jacobean political culture’s investment in staging dead bodies for dynastic and 

dramatic ends. Through detailed analysis of staging techniques, material props, and biological 

plausibility, the chapter establishes the category of performing corpses that subsequent chapters 

extend across modes, genders, and genres. 
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Chapter 2: “Dainty Preserved Flesh”: The Female Corpse and the Performance of 

Seduction on the Jacobean Stage 

	 Building on Chapter 1’s analysis of Gloriana’s skull-effigy, which demonstrated how 

even a woman’s fragmentary remains could be dressed, painted, and positioned to seduce and 

kill, Chapter 2 examines what happens when playwrights stage intact female corpses for 

seduction. The presence of intact female bodies in Thomas Middleton’s The Second Maiden’s 

Tragedy (1611) and Philip Massinger’s The Duke of Milan (1621) enables intensified violation 

and extended necrophilic spectacle across multiple scenes. These corpses are costumed in 

elaborate fabrics and rich jewels, painted with cosmetics to simulate the appearance of life—

staged to fulfill the necrophilic fantasy of a woman perpetually available, perpetually compliant, 

perpetually beautiful in death. The chapter investigates what happens when female corpses are 

maneuvered without consent, revealing patriarchal control in its most extreme form as power 

extending beyond life, beyond consent, beyond death itself. 

	 Yet the female corpse paradoxically acquires through death capacities for action 

foreclosed to her in life. The Lady in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy refuses sexual submission to 

the Tyrant through suicide, asserting sovereignty over her body that marriage law would have 

denied her. Her corpse subsequently kills the Tyrant through the repeated trope of poisoned lips, 

turning his necrophilic desire for her exhumed body into the vehicle of his destruction. In The 

Duke of Milan, by contrast, Sforza himself murders Marcelia in a jealous rage and then refuses to 

relinquish her, demanding that her body be preserved, adorned, and displayed so that he may 

continue to adore the wife he has killed. The chapter therefore traces a double movement: the 
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female corpse suffers violations that male corpses largely escape, even as this same corpse eludes 

patriarchal constraints through death, acquiring the capacity to seduce, murder, and avenge 

violence against her. Rather than simply reinforcing patriarchal norms, these plays expose their 

underlying tensions and contradictions, encouraging a more critical engagement with the 

patriarchal values they portray. 

Chapter 3: “In ev’ry wound there is a bloudy tongue”: Testifying Corpses in 

Domestic Tragedy 

	 Whereas Chapter 2 examined female seductive corpses that enable revenge through 

elaborate theatrical preparation in Jacobean tragedy, Chapter 3 reveals a strikingly different 

mode: male testifying corpses that expose crime through divine intervention in Elizabethan 

domestic tragedy. Where seduction required costume, cosmetics, and living manipulators to 

position corpses as instruments of vengeance, testimony operates through God acting directly 

upon dead matter to ensure murder cannot remain concealed. Focusing on Arden of Faversham 

(1591), Two Lamentable Tragedies (1594), and A Warning for Fair Women (1599), the chapter 

demonstrates how these dramas, derived from contemporary true crime pamphlets and court 

records, stage a “theatrical theology of justice” in which corpses become both primary witnesses 

and evidence to their own murders. 

	 The chapter establishes three escalating modes of testimonial agency. Discovery and 

reassembly reveal divine providence working through seemingly ordinary encounters as 

dismembered bodies are uncovered piece by piece through the coordinated efforts of neighbors, 

workers, and even animals. Prolonged dying exploits a threshold state in which divine will 
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suspends natural law, preserving mortally wounded victims just long enough to name their killers 

before dying the instant their testimony is complete. Cruentation represents the most radically 

autonomous mode, as corpses bleed spontaneously in the presence of their murderers, requiring 

no vestige of life, no human investigation, no interpretive labor but only communal recognition 

of supernatural signs. Together, these three modes reveal domestic tragedy’s investment in 

corpses as evidentiary instruments that operate at the intersection of material forensics, 

communal authority, and divine will, staging fantasies of perfect justice in which hidden 

domestic crimes must and will be exposed through bodies that testify beyond death. 

Chapter 4: “Heavens Themselves Blaze Forth The Death of Princes”: Caesar’s 

Corpse and Staging of Myth in Julius Caesar 

	 Where Chapters 2 and 3 use performing corpses to resolve immediate dramatic conflicts

—revenge enacted, crimes exposed—Chapter 4 treats Caesar’s corpse as a generator of ongoing 

history that exceeds the play’s temporal frame, producing a sustained process of 

mythologization. Julius Caesar (1599) demonstrates how a performing corpse can generate 

political myth through sustained theatrical presence and Christological imagery. Whereas 

criticism has focused on Brutus’s interiority or the rhetorical contest between funeral orations, 

this chapter argues that the play’s dramatic center lies in Caesar’s corpse, a body that bleeds, 

speaks through Antony’s ventriloquism, and determines Rome’s political future through 

spectacular display.	  
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	 Central to this analysis, Calphurnia’s dream functions simultaneously as prophecy and as 

stage direction, scripting two competing performances of Caesar’s body. The first stages Brutus 

and the conspirators’ ritual to “bathe our hands in Caesar’s blood,” which frames assassination as 

republican sacrifice; the second stages Antony’s reframing of Caesar’s murder as martyrdom, 

transforming Caesar’s wounded corpse into a sacred relic. The chapter argues that Shakespeare’s 

specification of  “three and thirty” wounds creates an unmistakable Christological parallel, 

replicated in his shroud-like mantle, aligning Caesar’s death with Christ’s age at 

crucifixion. These wounds become “stigmata of sovereignty,” bodily marks that authorize 

Caesar’s elevation from mortal ruler to political myth. Unlike the seductive corpses that kill 

through poison or the testifying corpses that bleed to accuse, Caesar’s corpse operates through 

perpetual theatrical resurrection to generate the myth of his immortality. The republic believes it 

has killed a tyrant; the theater reveals it has inaugurated a Christological narrative that will 

outlive all its participants.	  

0.7 Conclusion 

	 Tracing these theatrically active cadavers from Arden of Faversham to The Duke of Milan 

has underscored the varied ways in which stage corpses perform. The body that bleeds 

incessantly, the costumed cadaver that kills through meticulously staged seduction, the butchered 

corpse whose dismembered parts find their way back home compel drama to imagine stage 

corpses as capable of action, meaning, and change. Across the chapters, attending to these 

performances shows how often early modern plays rely on the dead to carry narrative, affective, 

and ideological responsibilities that living characters cannot bear alone. These examples, read 
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side by side, reveal how early modern drama persistently routes questions of gender, theology, 

and cultural practice through the choreography of dead bodies onstage. In its various modes—

seductive, testifying, mythmaking—the performing corpse emerges not simply as a striking 

effect, but as a generative site where theatrical form and cultural anxiety meet. 

	 From this vantage, the stage’s performing dead appear as part of a broader economy of 

managed remains that includes judicial display, printed murder narratives, exhumation, and 

monument tourism, all of which assume that the dead continue to act within social and legal 

imaginaries. Returning, finally, to Elizabeth’s effigy at Westminster, the lively picture of the dead 

queen borne above her sealed coffin can be seen as one especially visible instance of this culture: 

a working fiction that makes a corpse, or its substitute, answerable to the needs of succession and 

memory, even as its liveliness threatens to exceed and unsettle the purposes for which it is 

displayed. 
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Chapter 1 

Dressed Up in Tires to Play Their Part:  

Framing the Performing Corpse in The Revenger’s Tragedy 

The Revenger’s Tragedy opens with its protagonist, Vindice, walking on stage holding the 

skull of his once-betrothed, Gloriana , whom the lecherous Duke poisoned nine years earlier 

when she refused his advances (1.1 s.d., 1, 15, 32).  “Sighing o’er [her] death’s vizard,” Vindice 2

cradles her remains and calls on Vengeance, promising to take the Duke’s life in payment for 

Gloriana’s death (1.1.49).  That vow sets the tone for the rest of the play: a frenzied bloodbath 

that soon engulfs the unnamed Italian court. With more than “85 references to death and dying, 

and the word death [present as] the most frequently occurring noun in the play” (Jacobson 111), 

The Revenger’s Tragedy is regarded as one of the most gruesome tragedies in Elizabethan and 

Jacobean drama (Sabatier 250). Murder and mayhem are accompanied by a plethora of corpses, 

some of which have gained iconic status for their ability to perform on stage. In this Italian court, 

no two performing stage corpses are alike: one murders, the second embodies a tomb, a third 

slowly deteriorates on stage as the fourth comes into existence when another corpse disguises 

itself.  

This extraordinary variety within a single play makes The Revenger’s Tragedy an ideal site 

through which to examine what it means for a corpse to perform. The play presents a tableau of 

 The Revenger’s Tragedy, ed. Brian Gibbons (New Mermaids, Bloomsbury, 2014). Unless otherwise noted, act, 2

scene, and line numbers follow this edition.
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corpses both diverse in nature and unusually numerous, allowing for a nuanced reading of their 

staging and performances. Middleton creates an array of at least ten stage corpses for the play, 

ensuring that the stage is occupied by at least one corpse at any given point during its 

performance. The extraordinary traffic of corpses continues to increase as the play approaches its 

end. Towards the play’s conclusion, the newly crowned Duke Antonio orders his attendants to 

“bear up the [seven] tragic bodies” off the court, alluding to the “heavy season” of corpses and 

resulting bloodbath that has overwhelmed the stage (5.3.131–133). Yet Antonio accompanies that 

order with two more sentences of execution—of Vindice and Hippolito—guaranteeing that the 

death toll continues to rise even after the play has ended and both actors and audience members 

have left the playhouse (5.3.105). Due to the overwhelming presence of these corpses in this 

particular play and their accessibility, I use examples of performing corpses in The Revenger’s 

Tragedy to define the category of performing corpses in early modern drama and to establish the 

scope of this dissertation. 

This chapter uses The Revenger’s Tragedy to test and develop the dissertation’s central 

argument: that performing corpses operate through shared agency—dramatic action distributed 

across the dead character, its material body, the living figures who handle it, and the theatrical 

apparatus that frames it. Gloriana’s effigy, Antonio’s wife, and the Duke do not simply illustrate 

that argument but complicate it, revealing that shared agency takes distinct forms depending on 

gender, genre, and the specific theatrical means through which each corpse is staged to perform. 

This chapter examines three performing corpses in The Revenger’s Tragedy: Gloriana’s 

effigy, Antonio’s wife, and the Duke. If Gloriana’s skull shows how the dead can act as 
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instruments of revenge, Antonio’s wife stages her own corpse with prayer book on pillow and 

second book open to “Melius virtute mori” in her hand, ensuring her purity narrative performs 

posthumously rather than through male interpretation, and the Duke shows how corpses can be 

recycled and re-killed across multiple theatrical identities. Together these corpses establish the 

core mechanisms of performing corpses in early modern drama, allowing for close analysis of 

staging, gender, and distributed, shared agency. 

1.1 Gloriana: Corpse-in-Disguise 

When Vindice walks in with the skull of his dead beloved on stage, he immediately invokes a 

stage history in which skulls have been frequently used as memento mori. In his chapter, “Re-

membering Gloriana: The Revenger’s Tragedy” Peter Hyland observes that “almost all 

commentators of The Revenger’s Tragedy have noted the importance of [Gloriana’s skull in the 

play], and most critics have located the skull’s significance in its use as a memento mori (82). At 

first, it seems possible that, like his stage predecessors Hamlet and Hippolito, Vindice uses the 

skull as a listener to his meditations on life and the inevitability of death. Yet where Hamlet and 

The Honest Whore Part I employ skulls as stage properties that accidentally prompt a memento 

mori reflection, Vindice’s engagement with Gloriana’s skull is an intentional and deeply personal 

remembering of a life unfairly cut short by the lecherous Duke. In his direct address to 

Gloriana’s skull, Vindice’s initial lines read as follows: 

VINDICE 
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Thou sallow picture of my poisoned love, 

My study’s ornament, thou shell of death, 

Once the bright face my betrothed lady, 

When life and beauty naturally filled out these 

These ragged imperfections, 

When two heaven-pointed diamonds were set 

In those unsightly rings-then ’twas a face 

So far beyond the artificial shine 

Of any woman’s bought complexion[…](1.1.14–22) 

In the few lines quoted above, Vindice’s focus lies more in trying to remember his betrothed’s 

beauty and virtues than in contemplating the inevitability of death. In her reading of these lines, 

Armelle Sabatier suggests that “the detailed description of the beloved’s face whilst she was 

alive seems to be inspired from the Petrarchan blazons where each part of a woman’s body was 

compared to some precise element” (253). For Vindice, Gloriana’s skull is not just a memento 

mori that reminds him of her untimely death and his long wait for revenge; it is a part of his 

beloved that he has, perhaps unhealthily, carried for nine years as a sign of mourning. More 

significantly, he insists that “[Gloriana’s skull] sh[ould] bear a part/ Even in it[s] own revenge” 

as it is not “for show and useless property” unlike the other skulls that have been used as 

properties (3.5.99–101). 

As a revenger herself, Gloriana becomes an agent of death in the play. This transformation 

foregrounds the core paradox of the performing corpse: effective action without interiority, 
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efficacy without intention. Vindice may dress her, position her, and script the encounter, yet the 

murder itself occurs through her poisoned kiss. Within the dramatic logic of the scene, Gloriana 

kills the Duke, not Vindice. The play thus stages revenge as a distributed phenomenon across 

living and dead agents, refusing to locate agency in a single, coherent source. By making 

Gloriana co-revenger rather than mere instrument, the play challenges the assumption that 

vengeance requires a unified, living, willing subject. Her skull demonstrates that the dead can 

still act within the dramatic economy, that bodies stripped of life and consciousness can 

nonetheless shape the plot and determine other characters’ fates. 

The play makes this agency visible in performance. In Act 3 Scene 5, Vindice and his brother, 

Hippolito, build up an atmosphere of anticipation and suspense even before Gloriana’s effigy-

puppet has entered the stage. At the beginning of the scene, Vindice—[in disguise as Piato], the 

bawd—informs Hippolito that the Duke has hired him to procure the services of “a lady/ In some 

fit place veiled from the eyes o’th’ court” and that he has “took care/ For a delicious lip, a 

sparkling eye” for the purpose (3.5.s.d., 12–13, 31–32). This rather flattering introduction to the 

lady, especially as Vindice asks his brother to be ready and “[s]tand with [his] hat off” to witness 

her, creates anticipation to see her (3.5.34). This anticipation is expressed by Hippolito who is 

still unaware of his brother’s plan. He responds: 

HIPPOLITO 

Troth, I wonder what Lady it should be. 

Yet ’tis no wonder, Now I think again, to have a lady 

Stoop to a duke, that stoops unto his men: 
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’Tis common to be common through the world, 

And there’s more private-common shadowing vices 

Than those who are known both by their names and prices. 

’Tis part of my allegiance to stand bare 

To the Duke’s concubine.  

—And here she comes (3.5.34–42; emphasis added) 

Hippolito’s speech comprises repeating “o” and “w[o]” sounds that express wonder and high 

expectations as he waits to meet the lady who is to be “the Duke’s concubine.” However, his 

excitement soon slips in and out of a stream of consciousness regarding her morality: “Tis 

common to be common through the world,/And there’s more private-common shadowing vices.” 

A slang for harlots, known by their names and prices due to the public nature of their services, 

the word “common” takes a new meaning when associated with “private.” Within the Italian 

court, “private-common” highlights the group of court ladies who offer or are forced to offer—

like Gloriana—sexual favors secretively within the confines of the court (207, nn38–40). 

However, as a man, Hippolito does not linger over the ethics of these sexual transactions and 

swiftly adopts a stance that allows him to “stand bare/To the… concubine.” The sexual innuendo 

in “stand[ing] bare” heightens the scene’s erotic tension, signalling his eager curiosity about the 

mysterious woman’s identity. 

The built-up anticipation climaxes when Vindice reenters with Gloriana’s skull dressed in 

tires and “unmasks her” to reveal the skull (3.5.s.d., 48). Most commentators note “tires” refers 

to an “ornamental headdress or wig,” especially as Vindice “unmasks” the effigy (207, 
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n42). Vindice mentions a second mask—first when he “unmasks her,” then needing “a mask” to 

“Hide [her] face…for shame” after poisoning the skull’s lips (3.5.48, 108, 113). However, as the 

effigy resembles an adult female, “tires” likely also means dress or attire tire,” (“tire,” OED n. 

2a) In conversation with the skull (now a lady-for-pleasure), Vindice promises the secret tryst is 

“worth [t]hree velvet gowns to [her] ladyship” (whoreship) (3.5.44–45). Since the Duke “hire[d] 

[Piato]…with a lady,” Vindice has dressed her in a velvet gown (3.5.11–13). 

In his disguise as a “bone-setter,” Piato disguises his betrothed as a “bony lady” with a triple 

pun on bony, bonny, and bone-y (1.3.43–45; 3.5.118). The bony lady—Gloriana’s effigy—is 

made of her skull and dressed to look attractive for the purpose of sexually arousing the Duke. 

Many scholars, especially inspired by Stephen Mullaney’s reading, concur that Vindice turning 

Gloriana into a harlot undoes the very reason behind her death and his revenge. As Mullaney 

puts it, “the only good woman may be a dead woman in Hamlet, The Revenger’s Tragedy does 

not even offer this posthumous recovery” (161). Undoubtedly, one of the main corruptions 

existing in the unnamed Italian court is pervasive misogyny and exchange of women as 

“common” resources. This misogyny does not escape any male character in the play, including 

Vindice who puts his own sister’s chastity to test. However, Mullaney’s concept of a “good 

woman” and her need for redemption is itself problematic, and the dressing up of Gloriana as a 

woman of pleasure is much more than an act of misogyny—it is a historically informed decision 

towards production of desire on stage. 

Gloriana’s costume taps into a specific contemporary culture of cross-class dressing and 

sexual fantasy. In her essay, “‘Rich Like a Lady’: Cross-Class Dressing In The Brothels And 
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Theaters Of Early Modern London,” Cristine M. Varholy discusses sexual-transgression cases 

before the Bridewell Court in which cross-class dressing was a prevalent practice among women. 

Clothes and their circulation played an important role in the production of sexual desire in 

London. A woman generally received clothes only from her male guardian—father, husband, 

master, or suitor—signifying her ties to the man in question. This gifting of clothes played an 

especially important role in sexual relationships as it allowed husbands and bawds to dress up the 

women they were in-charge of to fulfill their client’s or their own sexual fantasies. A common 

fantasy was for a man to dress up his wife as a lady, simultaneously imagining himself a 

gentleman (6,7). In this respect, Vindice dressing up Gloriana participates in a broader culture in 

which clothes and their circulation play a crucial role in producing sexual desire. Even within 

that patriarchal economy, his staging also exploits the erotic charge of cross-class dressing to 

intensify the seductiveness of the bony lady’s entrance and make her performance more 

theatrically compelling. Under the given circumstances of the plot, Gloriana as the bony lady is, 

perhaps, the only way in which she could have participated in seeking her own revenge. 

While discussing his revenge plan with his brother, Vindice tells Hippolito how “the old 

Duke,/ Thinking [his] outward shape and inward heart/ Are cut out of one piece…/Hire[d] [him] 

by price to greet him with a lady” to which he easily consented “to maintain [his] shape” (3.5.8–

12, 16). When asked about the lady he has chosen for the Duke, Vindice again responds, “I’m 

lost again. You cannot find me yet” (3.5.29). It is worth noting that Vindice does not pimp 

Gloriana to the Duke. He disguises Gloriana’s skull as a woman of pleasure when he himself is 

disguised as a pimp, and there are reasons for him to choose these roles. First, unlike Antonio 

who is a noble capable of gaining support from the gentlemen of the court, The Revenger’s 
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Tragedy does not provide Vindice’s social standing in the unnamed Italian court. Even if he has 

easy access to the court, as himself or Piato, Vindice’s station is certainly lower than the Duke’s. 

As his once betrothed, Gloriana too could have only been a lady-in-waiting, especially because 

Vindice “dresses her up in tires” to play the part of a lady (3.5.42). As characters of unclear 

social status and backing, Vindice and Gloriana’s tragedy itself seems to have stemmed from 

their lack of power in the court. Second, as the Duke is infamous for being a “royal lecher” who 

“poisons [Gloriana]/Because [she] would not consent/ Unto his palsy-lust,” (1.1.1,32–34) the 

easiest way, for both Vindice and Gloriana’s skull, to get him in private and kill him is through a 

sexual liaison. Besides the flamboyant dressing of Gloriana’s effigy-puppet, it is also the use of 

poison and spectral invocation that ultimately make Gloriana’s performing corpse a sensational 

character in the early modern canon. 

Susan Zimmerman has appropriately suggested that Gloriana is the “corpse-in-disguise” that 

perversely arouses the Duke’s lust and poisons him with a kiss. In the larger scheme of the play’s 

revenge plot, Act 3 Scene 5 provides, as Zimmerman notes, a perverse act, especially because it 

is carried out by a “fleshed-out” figure of Gloriana (136). However, given that the Duke was not 

interested in a corpse but a living woman, the bony lady’s kiss with him also creates an 

ambiguity around the sexual tension in the scene; it raises questions around desire and the 

direction of its flow. Sexual desire is inseparable from desire for death in the scene. Whereas the 

Duke desires sex, Gloriana’s effigy-puppet desires his death. Her mutilated state evokes 

contemporary depictions of anatomized female corpses, and while her sexual organs have 

presumably long turned to dust, the fact that the skull kills with its “lips” suggests the vagina 

dentata, even without an actual vagina (Coddon 75). 
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Performing tasks that an actual corpse cannot do is one of the key characteristics of a 

performing corpse. A performing corpse is open to design and manipulation on stage. In The 

Revenger’s Tragedy, Gloriana’s effigy-puppet is not just dressed for the purpose of seduction, 

but disguised to perform a royal murder. Interestingly, the two brothers, Vindice and Hippolito 

also manipulate the stage to make it more suitable for the bony lady to avenge her murder. 

Vindice orchestrates certain stage directions as if he has meticulously scripted a play-within-a-

play and not just a quick murder of passion. Before introducing the bony lady to the Duke, 

Vindice ensures that a few things are present in the room (on stage), and certain things are 

intentionally disguised. Just before the Duke’s entrance into the “unsunned lodge,” Vindice 

applies poison to the skull’s lips before masking it; (3.5. 104–113) Hippolito hides with the bony 

lady out of sight unless he is directed to bring her into the lodge; one of the torches in the room is 

removed to create darkness; and perfumes are raised to titillate the Duke’s senses in anticipation 

of an amorous rendezvous but also to distract him from everything morbid in the room (3.5.140). 

The Arden edition of the play suggests that these meticulous steps taken by Vindice and 

Hippolito help the Duke “cover up the physical and moral faults of his advanced age” besides 

distracting him from the effigy’s reality (215, nn. 140–41). However, there is more than meets 

the eye at first glance, and both the darkness and perfume have a much more sinister role to play 

in this scene—they simultaneously camouflage and highlight the bony lady. 

Vindice uses a few methods to murder the Duke and prolong his suffering. Whereas he gives 

poison to Gloriana’s effigy-puppet, he takes his own revenge using torture and eventual stabbing. 

It is appropriate that Vindice uses poison for Gloriana because it was the very medium used to 

murder her. But also, if Gloriana’s effigy were to kill the Duke herself—using her skull—it 
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would have to be through a substance that could easily transfer between surfaces. This ability to 

murder is especially important because it manipulates Gloriana’s skull in a way that gives her the 

agency to commit the murder herself. Interestingly, the effects of the poison given to the Duke 

are not as lethal as one would expect from a murder weapon, and it takes a long time for the 

substance to act out. Even though he complains of losing his teeth and tongue, the Duke 

continues to communicate with the two brothers, which ultimately suggests that he most likely 

hallucinates instead of experiencing an actual loss of his oral faculties (3.5.158,162). It is 

ultimately the physical torture—stamping, brutalization, and probable stabbing—that kills the 

Duke. The poison used in the scene seems more symbolic, only intended to disorient the Duke, 

heightening his fear after seeing the skull. Middleton repeats the poison trope, albeit a lethal 

dosage in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy (1611) in which he explores a similar situation. The 

Tyrant is exposed to the poison by kissing the Lady’s corpse and sees her ghost soon after the 

exposure. He too mentions “an evil scent” that he thinks “still follows [him]”(5.3.2351). Given 

both these plays’ close association with Hamlet in which King Hamlet was poisoned, it is quite 

possible that the King’s Men repeated another recognizable trope besides the memento mori—the 

Henbane. 

Known for its ability to cause delirium, dryness of mouth, and locomotor disturbances, 

Henbane takes a long time to show its effects. More importantly though, it is also known as the 

Stinking Nightshade due to its “sickly, fishy smell” (Shams) or “rotten flesh smell”, which offers 

another reason for the use of perfume in the room. An important staging detail, the use of smell 

in the text, even if too subtle to have been employed on stage, adds a nuanced layer to the 

corpse’s performance. And even though the bony lady is meant to look alive, she is made of a 
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decomposing skull that has been out of the grave for nine years. Whereas the perfume offers an 

amorous experience for the Duke, it also helps cover up the smell of Nightshade—applied on the 

skull’s mouth—layering the Duke’s sensual desire for the bony lady with Gloriana’s desire for 

his death. Furthermore, Henbane or Nightshade has been associated with spectral invocation 

since the medieval period. In De Vegetabils (1250), Albert Magnus addresses Henbane’s 

visionary properties to invoke the souls of the dead and demons. Similarly, an entheogenic recipe 

in Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa’s De Occulta Philosophia (1533) recommends a mixture of 

“hemlock and henbane juice[s] along with Opium and other innocuous plants to ‘make spirits 

and strange shapes appear’” (Hatsis). The specificity of the stage directions given by Vindice to 

Hippolito—for the bony lady’s performance—become more horrific when there is a possibility 

of invoking her soul (on stage). 

Spectral imagery and uneasy traffic with the dead are central to The Revenger’s Tragedy. As 

discussed, the play opens with Vindice holding the skull of his beloved Gloriana, addressing it as 

if it were still a living listener and co‑revenger. His nine‑year intimacy with the skull suggests a 

radical disturbance of ordinary boundaries between living and dead: as the play‑text implies no 

interval between Gloriana’s murder and Vindice’s acquisition of her skull, he must have 

exhumed and beheaded her, then kept the skull above ground long enough for it to reach its 

present “ragged” condition (1.1.18). Vindice has thus lived for nearly a decade in the company of 

a decomposing relic he continues to love and confide in, a prolonged mourning that mingles 

affection with corruption. In carrying, loving, and conversing with Gloriana’s skull, Vindice 

enacts a form of intimate “traffic with the dead” that would have sat uneasily within 
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contemporary anxieties about the proper handling of corpses, even if the play stops short of 

staging overt conjuration. 

Those anxieties had a sharp legal edge in the years surrounding the play’s first performance. 

In 1597, then‑King James VI of Scotland published Daemonologie, a treatise on magic, 

witchcraft, and spirits that affirmed the reality of demonic operations and insisted that such 

practices merited capital punishment. After his accession to the English throne in 1603, the book 

appeared in England, and in 1604 James secured a new Witchcraft Act that, for the first time in 

English law, specifically criminalized the exhumation and use of corpses for illicit purposes. The 

statute prohibited anyone from taking up “any dead man, woman, or child, out of his, her, or 

their grave, or any other place where the dead body resteth; or the skin, bone, or any other part of 

any dead person, to be employed or used in any manner of witchcraft, sorcery, charme, or 

inchantment,” on pain of death (Statutes of the Realm, 1 Jac. I c. 12). As Coddon notes, in this 

climate “traffic with the dead body” belonged to the sphere of necromancy and witchcraft for 

laypeople, while anatomy and dissection were reserved to specialists (73). Read against this 

backdrop, Vindice’s decision to exhume, keep, and weaponize Gloriana’s skull resonates with 

the very behaviours newly singled out for prosecution, even as the play harnesses that frisson for 

theatrical rather than doctrinal ends. Placed within this Jacobean landscape of heightened 

suspicion around corpse handling and spectral “traffic,” Vindice’s long intimacy with Gloriana’s 

skull acquires an additional political charge. The play’s staging of an exhumed, dressed, and 

weaponized female skull would have resonated not only with James’s demonological and legal 

efforts to police the dead, but also with ongoing cultural work around royal effigies and female 

sovereign bodies. 
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Recent scholarship on The Revenger’s Tragedy tends to concur that the character of Gloriana 

was most likely an ode to Elizabeth I. First, the name is a direct reference to the titular character 

from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590) said to have been based on the then monarch. 

Second, James’s court was developing a bad reputation for becoming a place of beastliness, riot, 

corruption, and excesses. The opening of The Revenger’s Tragedy with Gloriana’s skull could 

thus reflect a kind of looking back at the better days of the previous reign (86). Third, Gloriana’s 

bony lady effigy in the play could have “direct parallels with the re-adornment of Elizabeth[’s] 

funeral effigy (Owens 407). Elizabeth’s funeral effigy, which was attached on top of her lead 

coffin, comprised a wooden head and torso, wearing her Parliament dress. This resonance can be 

particularly seen in the construction of the bony lady who, like the funeral effigy, is made from 

diverse materials including Gloriana’s skull, a dress, head dress, a face mask, and possibly a 

wooden torso or rod to hold it all together. 

Unlike Elizabeth, Mary Stuart’s decapitated remains had been laid in earth at Peterborough 

Cathedral around six months after her death. No wooden effigy was used, nor was a monument 

erected for her (Sherlock 269). As the Introduction establishes, James commissioned tomb 

monuments for both Elizabeth and Mary in 1605. The financial records of 1605 confirm that 

from the very beginning, James wished to commemorate both the queens with marble tombs. 

Elizabeth was to rest in the north aisle of the chapel dedicated to the unmarried or barren women. 

Meanwhile, Mary Stuart’s tomb was built in the south aisle of the chapel dedicated to fertility 

and continuity and in direct opposition to Elizabeth’s, a political as well as a personal balancing 
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act. Each queen was represented by a life-size tomb effigy, with displayed inscriptions praising 

their virtues and deeds in life in accordance with the tradition derived from Horace and revived 

by Petrarch. Once completed, the two statues achieved quite distinct effects. Elizabeth’s face was 

likely copied from the death mask of her funeral effigy, showcasing her as the aged queen at the 

time of her death. Her garb represented her as a queen, complete with orb, scepter, and crown, in 

precisely the state in which her funeral effigy could have appeared. On the other hand, Mary’s 

face, ruff, and cap were taken from the only portrait painted of her during her long period in 

captivity and relied more on necessary fiction—her head was firmly re-membered on her 

shoulders, wearing a bonnet, while her hands, free from regalia, were clasped in prayer. Whereas 

Elizabeth’s marble effigy lay on a simple slab supported by four lions, Mary’s reclined on a 

majestic sarcophagus made of black stone, depicting her as a pure, innocent woman cut down in 

the prime of life (Sherlock 268, 288). Not only did Mary Stuart finally receive an effigy that 

would continue to commemorate her youthful image, the monument built for her was grander 

than Elizabeth Tudor’s. 

James’s 1606 exhumations and remonumentalisation of Elizabeth and Mary took place in the 

same year that The Revenger’s Tragedy appeared on the London stage, performed by the King’s 

Men. Westminster Abbey and the Globe thus became, at the same historical moment, locations 

where elite female corpses were exhumed, costumed, and positioned to serve present narratives. 

Read together, James’s treatment of the two queens’ remains and the play’s two female 

performing corpses bring into view a suggestive pattern of inversions. Where James has Mary’s 

beheaded remains exhumed in order to re-member her body and monumentalize her as pious 

with her head restored and her hands clasped in prayer, the play offers Antonio’s wife, who 
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arranges her own body in death with prayer books and devotional props to secure a comparable 

posthumous piety. Where James commemorates Elizabeth’s intact body but situates her 

monument among the barren women, the play imagines Gloriana, the virgin betrothed, whose 

skull is exhumed, separated from her body, and spectacularly refashioned as the sexualized 

“bony lady.” Given the King’s Men’s dependence on James’s court and their repeated staging of 

necromantic and corpse-centred drama in these years, it is highly likely that they were aware of 

his rearrangement and re-display of Elizabeth’s and Mary’s bodies; in any case, placing these 

scenes alongside one another highlights how both theatrical and political power operate through 

the staging of dead women’s bodies. Female corpses, royal or dramatic, become surfaces on 

which narratives of virtue, fertility, sexuality, and sovereignty are inscribed through careful 

positioning and display. 

1.2. Antonio’s Wife: Monument and Self-Staging 

The other major performing corpse in The Revenger’s Tragedy belongs to a female character, 

Antonio’s unnamed wife (henceforth referred to as Wife). Both the corpses of Gloriana and the 

Wife are ventriloquized via their respective partners, Vindice and Antonio, in the play. The 

audience on stage and off are refused any other source of information regarding these two female 

characters and their deaths except from the two men. This kind of monopoly over narration 

generates ample opportunities for the manipulation of truth, adding another layer of patriarchy 

and misogyny to the obsessive surveillance of the sexual morality of the female characters. This 

misogyny is especially evident in Antonio’s dialogues regarding his wife’s rape and her 

subsequent death by suicide in act 1 scene 4. 
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Act 1 scene 4 begins with a stage direction that introduces the audience and readers to a small 

gathering of (unspecified number of) Lords, Piero, Hippolito, and Antonio himself on stage. It 

begins with Antonio “discovering the body of her dead” in front of these men (1.4.s.d.) 

Surprisingly, given that the Wife was a lady, there are no female attendants near her corpse. This 

makes the Wife’s corpse exclusively subjected to a collective male gaze and narrativization. 

Worth noting is that the Wife’s corpse is also a violated and traumatized corpse, most likely 

resting in her bed chamber. Subjecting it to a group of men, especially when she cannot consent, 

once again violates her personal boundaries. This scene presents an uneasy situation in which the 

husband feels his own honor diminished by the loss of his wife’s chastity. At the same time, he 

turns her corpse into a spectacle, inviting a group of unfamiliar men to scrutinize and debate her 

chastity in death. Antonio’s action highlights a flawed system of masculine honor in which 

chastity operates as both object and attribute: an object-property that male characters possess and 

exchange, and an attribute-property that defines the identities of female characters (Gottlieb 

259). 

This tension gets heightened when it comes to rape. The law’s desire to categorize rape as 

both a crime against property and as a crime against the person reveals a crisis in the early 

modern construction of women’s subjectivity (Baines 72–73). Early modern law intensifies this 

tension. The same system that allows women to function as their husbands’ properties does not 

recognize corpses as property in the usual sense, assigning them instead to “ecclesiastical 

cognisance,” in Coke’s phrase (203). Yet surviving relatives can be granted temporary legal 

possession to ensure proper burial takes place. Antonio uses this precarious authority not simply 

to mourn but to conscript his wife’s corpse into restoring his own honor. He chooses to display it 
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instead of arranging for her burial, requiring his wife’s corpse to speak in a way that exonerates 

him of his inability to protect her. 

After revealing his wife’s corpse to the gathering, Antonio asks them to “draw nearer and be 

sad witnesses” to his wife’s corpse (1.4.2–3). As most of these men one by one verify her chaste 

nature, both the corpse and the woman she had been when alive are objectified and consistently 

compared to a monument or building. We know that remembrance and memorializing are 

important tropes in revenge tragedy, and a monument or a discussion to build one is an 

appropriate decision to memorialize the Wife who, like Lucretia of Rome, chose to honorably die 

by suicide. And yet, unlike Vindice who plots an elaborate revenge and even disguises himself to 

carry it out, Antonio does nothing more than hold a gathering over his wife’s corpse and lead a 

discussion of her. His revenge is bound by the laws of the court, and he can only ask the other 

lords to “note who ’tis should die: the Duchess’s son” (1.4.53–54). However, his appeal is soon 

followed by a disheartened acknowledgement of the favoritism that prevails in the court due to 

the degenerate times (1.4.54). Instead, it is Hippolito who makes the other men of court take an 

oath to ensure that the Duchess’s youngest son is killed if the court is unable to bring him to 

justice (1.4.55–61). One wonders what Antonio’s speech really accomplishes besides narrating 

the rape of his wife and re-membering her. He is not able to evoke sympathy as Antony does for 

Caesar. He needs support from both Hippolito and Piero to get the gathering on his side. Even 

the suggestion for a wealthy funeral, as her name merits a tomb of pearl, is suggested by Piero. It 

is ironic that the name that merits a tomb of pearl is not mentioned even once in this entire scene 

or play. She remains Antonio’s wife, and Antonio’s priority remains his own honor. 
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Antonio exemplifying his wife as a “fallen monument” has multiple stories, religious, 

cultural, and historical associated with it. Primarily, he seems to be alluding to “body as a 

temple” from the Bible. The comparison between body and temple comes from 1 Corinthians 

6.19–20: “Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit…honor God with 

your bodies” (New International Version). This biblical phrase was first used by Paul, who sent a 

letter to the church in Corinth around 55 AD. Evidently, the church in Corinth was struggling 

with sexual purity, because that is what this verse is directly addressing. Not surprisingly, even 

though the passage seems gender neutral, its application tends to haunt women much more than 

men, especially in this play where the unnamed Italian court is consistently criticized for sexual 

promiscuity and corruption. 

It can certainly be argued that  Antonio is unable to lead much of the discussion because he is 

still grieving from his wife’s recent death. In fact, Piero has to ask Antonio to “wipe [his] lady 

from [his] eyes” until “[their] grief and [his] may one day court it when [they] are more familiar 

with revenge” (1.4.70–71). There seems to be a way in which inaction on the part of the revenger 

often leads to misogyny in speech. In Antonio’s case, his inability to seek a more violent revenge 

and instead seek help, mostly emerging from his old age, is seen as effeminacy. Antonio 

mentions how his wife’s corpse is a “sight that strikes man out of [him]” (1.4.5). Later in the 

scene, when Piero again asks Antonio to pause his grieving for his wife, he also asks him to stop 

behaving like a woman (155, n71). However, it is not that Antonio is unable to speak during the 

scene; he does. He has the most number of dialogues in the scene, even if he is speaking through 

his tears, and he chooses what to speak about. This is where things become complicated. 
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Antonio’s dialogues are predominantly concerned with his own honor and image, and how he 

might be seen by others. Even when he grieves for his wife, there is nothing tender about his 

words. He spends most of his words trying to clear her image and body of the rape. His speech 

rarely grieves over her death and her loss as much as it grieves over her rape, and that makes his 

grieving questionable. It is worth exploring this aspect so that we can better appreciate why the 

Wife’s corpse is staged the way it is and how its staging performs its own narrative. 

As discussed earlier, Antonio seems to give up on revenge because he believes that 

“judgement in [the] age is near kin to favour” (1.4.54). However, he does not lose his enthusiasm 

until he has tried his best to convince the lords and received their consensus on his wife’s 

chastity. As Antonio is said to be revealing the corpse to other men in the group, it is evident that 

he has already seen his wife’s corpse at least once before everybody else. This is further 

validated by the fact that Antonio shows no shock when the corpse is unveiled. The footnote to 

the Arden edition of the play suggests that “the [corpse] would have been revealed in the Globe’s 

with the drawing of a curtain as an emblem of chastity, aligning [the Wife] with other female 

corpses in Middleton’s plays such as A Chaste Maid in Cheapside and The Lady’s Tragedy” 

(150, n0.3). Once he has invited the group of men to step closer and “witness” his wife’s corpse, 

he notes how she appears “fair comely building newly fallen, being falsely undermined. Violent 

rape has played a glorious act” (1.4.2–4). 

At this point, there is more than plain objectification taking place in the scene. Antonio who is 

apparently grieving so much so that he has to be told to wipe off his tears, calls his wife’s death a 

“glorious act” befitting the “violent act” played on her. He goes on to ask his audience to look at 
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his wife’s corpse once again because it “strikes man out of [him]” (1.4.3–5). His wife’s corpse 

becomes a cause of grief primarily because it renders him emasculated for letting her get raped 

and secondarily because she is actually dead. In doing so, Antonio shows that his main concern 

regards himself and his image, which badly harmed, deserves vengeance. It is for this reason, 

perhaps, that Antonio’s revenge does not take the sinister or personal angle that Vindice’s does. 

Not only does Antonio refer to his wife as a fallen monument, he only refers to her using 

impersonal language throughout the scene. As Antonio continues speaking of his wife, whom he 

refers to as “precedent for wives,” clearly alluding to Lucretia, he shares how “her honour… 

drank poison, and her life, being fellows in one house, did pledge her honour” (1.4.10–11). Yet 

again, Antonio refers to his wife’s body as a building—house—which has been poisoned twice. 	 	  

The allusion to different buildings correlates with the role taken by his wife. When she was 

alive, she represented the house and after she has been raped, she is a building that’s fallen. 

According to the footnote provided in Arden, the first poisoning is the rape, which is then 

followed by a poisoning of her life (151,10–11). However, given the active voice in this 

sentence, it becomes problematic to realize that she (her honour) “drank” poison because it puts 

the blame of getting raped onto her, thus making her responsible for the violence used by the 

Duchess’s youngest son and her eventual death by suicide. The only time he shows a personal 

relationship with her is towards the very end of the scene when, for the first time, he refers to her 

as his wife, albeit questionably (1.4.77). As soon as the council of lords and Hippolito have taken 

an oath to avenge Antonio and his wife, Antonio considers it befitting to end the gathering with 

these words: “I joy/ In this one happiness above the rest,/Which will be called a miracle at last:/ 

That, being an old man, I’d a wife so chaste” (1.4.74–77). It is one thing for Antonio to call his 
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wife’s decision glorious, it is another for him to claim that her decision to die by suicide brings 

him joy because it proves her chastity to him. 

Antonio’s focus on his wife’s rape and his honor more than her becomes visible precisely 

when he finally looks at his wife’s corpse instead of dwelling on his own problems. He claims 

that he had marked not [her corpse] before: 

ANTONIO 

A prayer book the pillow to her cheek; 

This was her rich confection. And another 

Placed in her right hand with a leaf tucked up 

Pointing to these words: 

Melius virtute mori, quam per deduces vivere. 

True and effectual it is indeed. (1.4.13–18) 

It seems awkward that Antonio had not noticed his wife’s corpse properly before gathering 

other men to look at her. His rush to call in witnesses showcases his restlessness in sharing his 

grief with his allies. Antonio already knows what he wants to communicate about her death 

without spending enough time with his wife’s corpse. It is at this uncomfortable point that the 

Wife’s corpse takes center stage. Antonio’s words would not hold as much weight or draw as 

much sympathy without the presence of his young Wife’s corpse on stage. Unless Antonio 

himself staged his wife’s corpse, which the play text does not inform us about, the Wife has 

staged her own death. The two prayer books she uses as props stand testimony to her courage; 
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through these books she also makes God a witness to her decision and action. The time taken by 

her to keep two prayer books, mark a passage that speaks for her on her behalf, and most 

probably change of clothes show much more control compared to her husband. By staging her 

own corpse and saying what she has to say about herself, the Wife makes any interpretation or 

validation made by her husband or another man in the room secondary to her own testimony. 

Yet this act of self-staging exists in a paradox. The Wife claims agency through staging her 

death scene, choosing the prayer books, selecting the Latin inscription “Better to die in virtue 

than to live in dishonor,” positioning her body to testify to her innocence. Like Mary Stuart’s 

tomb, which presents her as pious with hands clasped in prayer and head re-membered on her 

shoulders, the Wife stages herself to reclaim the narrative of her violated body. She authors her 

final appearance, making her corpse speak a message of virtue and resistance. However, this self-

authored narrative only enters the theatrical and historical record through Antonio’s mediation. 

He reveals her, interprets her staging for the gathered lords, and ultimately uses her carefully 

constructed testimony to restore his own honor. Her agency is real—she chose how she would be 

remembered—but it remains filtered through and authorized by male witnesses who must 

validate her chastity before it holds meaning in the play-world. 

The Wife’s self-staged corpse thus reveals a second mode of corpse performance distinct from 

Gloriana’s. Where Gloriana’s agency emerges through Vindice’s manipulation and theatrical 

preparation, the Wife’s agency precedes her discovery by living characters. She authors her own 

performance before any man can impose meaning upon her body. Yet both corpses demonstrate 

the same principle: that performing corpses can generate meaning and drive dramatic action 
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through careful staging, whether that preparation is done by the corpse itself before death or by 

living characters after. The Wife’s prayer books and Latin inscription function analogously to 

Gloriana’s poison and costume as theatrical apparatus that enables the corpse to perform. What 

differs is the source of that apparatus, not its efficacy. This distinction matters because it reveals 

that corpse performance is fundamentally a question of theatrical mediation rather than vital 

agency. The dead body becomes performing through deliberate arrangement of props, 

positioning, and framing, regardless of who coordinates those elements. 

On the surface, the play seems to juxtapose Gloriana’s corpse and character to that of 

Antonio’s wife. The play makes some clear distinctions between the two corpses that ultimately 

affect their role in the plot, but also the manipulation and performance of their corpses on stage. 

Gloriana, Vindice’s beloved fiancée was subjected to attempted rape by the Duke and murdered 

by him on refusing consent. As a maiden at time of her death, she presumably dies a virgin. On 

the other hand, Antonio’s wife is raped by the Duchess’s youngest son and chooses to die by 

suicide. Whereas Gloriana, due to her maidenhood, can be made to enact sexual promiscuity to 

exact revenge, Antonio’s wife’s sexuality is completely dismissed by the male council to restore 

her chastity to her husband, and the revenge for her death concerns her husband’s honor. And 

yet, as I have shown, both these female corpses are manipulated on stage to perform even after 

death. Whereas Gloriana is turned into a puppet to seduce the Duke, Antonio’s wife is turned into 

a monument. How the two corpses are manipulated has more to do with the objectives of their 

respective plots and their historical resonances with the two queens James re-stages in 1605. In a 

completely patriarchal setup, the presence of these two female performing corpses still allows 

opportunities for feminine stories to emerge within masculine narratives. The Wife’s self-staging 
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offers testimony, even if that testimony must be mediated by Antonio. Gloriana’s skull, dressed 

and positioned by Vindice, nevertheless commits the murder herself through the poison on her 

lips—she bears a part in her own revenge. Both corpses occupy the space of the performing 

corpse: neither fully subject nor fully object, neither completely controlled nor completely 

autonomous. They exist between being staged and staging themselves, and in that in-

betweenness, they trouble the categories through which we understand theatrical and political 

power. 

1.3 The Duke’s Twice Killed Corpse 

Having examined the two female performing corpses whose theatrical construction and 

manipulation parallel contemporary practices at Westminster, the chapter now turns to the play’s 

male performing corpse. Where Gloriana and the Wife demonstrate how female corpses become 

contested sites of meaning requiring elaborate staging and authorization, the Duke’s corpse 

reveals a different dynamic. As the most powerful figure in the unnamed Italian court, the Duke’s 

transformation into a performing corpse exposes death as the ultimate leveler: his body, 

murdered twice and disguised as the drunken bawd Piato, becomes the object of comic 

manipulation by the very men who once served him. Unlike the female corpses whose 

performances remain bound to questions of sexual virtue and patriarchal validation, the Duke’s 

corpse performance operates as revelation and justice, exposing corruption rather than 

adjudicating competing claims about honor. This gendered asymmetry suggests that male and 

female bodies, even in death, remain subject to different systems of meaning and control. 
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The male corpses in this play, unlike the female ones, are created on stage. All of them are 

murdered on stage. Ambitioso, Supervacuo, and Spurio are fatalities of their own failed coup. 

Lussurio takes time to die but his corpse, like his brothers’, is a casualty. None of these qualify as 

performing corpses because there is no role played by their corpses after the character’s eventual 

death. However, there is one male corpse that stands out as a performing corpse on stage—the 

Duke’s. Even though his murder is the main revenge plot, he is killed off almost at the middle of 

the play in Act 3 Scene 5. After that, his corpse is kept, disguised, and manipulated until an 

occasion arises for its disposal in Act 5 Scene 1. This interval of more than an act to dispose of 

the Duke’s corpse highlights two important things: the importance of this character to the plot 

and his indispensable presence on stage, and a flaw in Vindice’s revenge plot—he forgets to plan 

the disposal of the corpse of the most important person in the court. Even then, the opportunity 

for safe disposal only arises by chance, allowing Vindice to employ his disguise expertise once 

again. The script’s awareness of this oversight creates an awkwardness on stage where the two 

brothers hustle to get rid of a corpse, carrying it around—on stage and off stage—through three 

acts. The amount of time spent by the Duke’s corpse in the second half of the play also allows a 

second round of Vindice’s expert disguising. Ultimately, there is no point during the play’s 

performance when Vindice and Hippolito are not dealing with or carrying a corpse on stage. 

Vindice’s interest and expertise in disguising, given that he has successfully disguised himself 

and Gloriana’s skull earlier, and his ability to maneuver corpses creates the third performing 

corpse in The Revenger’s Tragedy. Indeed, most of Act 4 is dedicated to the planning and 

disguising of the Duke’s corpse, making him a character that continues to haunt the stage even in 

63



his absence. When Lussurio asks Hippolito and Vindice to get Piato killed off, it creates an 

opportunity for Vindice to disguise the Duke’s corpse as Piato and for him to return as himself. 

Vindice’s elaborate revenge plot against the Duke demonstrates meticulous theatrical planning 

in every detail except one: he forgets to plan for the disposal of the corpse. This oversight reveals 

a striking gap between revenge fantasy and practical reality. After the Duke’s murder in Act 3, 

Scene 5, Vindice and Hippolito are left with a significant problem. The Duke has been poisoned, 

tortured, and stabbed while watching his wife commit adultery with his bastard son, but his body 

remains in the “unsunned lodge” where the murder took place (3.5.18). The brothers must now 

manage a corpse that, as Vindice later notes, has “already [been] missed” by the court (4.2.202). 

The play pointedly foregrounds this practical failure through Vindice’s own admission. When 

Lussurioso orders him to kill Piato, his own disguised identity, Vindice recognizes an 

opportunity: “And the old duke being dead but not conveyed” (4.2.201). The passive 

construction here is telling. The Duke has not been “conveyed” because no one has conveyed 

him. Unlike other revenge tragedies where the revenger plans every stage of the plot, including 

the disposal of evidence, Vindice’s scheme stops at the moment of the Duke’s death. The 

theatrical satisfaction of the murder itself, with its play-within-a-play structure and carefully 

orchestrated revelation, leaves no room for the mundane practicalities of corpse management. 

This gap between dramatic climax and practical aftermath becomes the source of extended 

dramatic action. What begins as an oversight transforms into opportunity when Vindice realizes, 

“What say you then to this device: / If we dressed up the body of the duke” in his Piato disguise 

(4.2.204–205). The corpse that should have been hidden becomes instead a performing body that 
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extends the revenge plot through another act. The Duke’s death is not the end of his theatrical 

usefulness but the beginning of a new performance in which his corpse becomes the central prop. 

From the Duke’s murder in Act 3, Scene 5 until his “discovery” in Act 5, Scene 1, Vindice 

and Hippolito are perpetually managing a corpse. This constant corpse-handling creates a darkly 

comic undercurrent that shifts the play’s tone from tragic revenge to grotesque farce. Crucially, 

much of this work happens offstage: between Act 3, Scene 5 and Act 5, Scene 1 the brothers 

must repeatedly move and conceal the body, a logistical burden the play leaves to the audience’s 

imagination and that intensifies the absurdity. The physical demands of moving, positioning, and 

maintaining a body become part of the play’s dramatic action in ways that expose both the 

absurdity of revenge plotting and the materiality of death itself. 

The opening of Act 5, Scene 1 immediately establishes the comic potential of corpse 

management. Vindice enters with Hippolito, both carrying the Duke’s body, and his first concern 

is entirely practical: “So, so, he leans well; take heed you wake him not brother” (5.1.1). The jest 

about “waking” a corpse captures the strange ontological status of the performing corpse. 

Vindice speaks to the Duke’s body as if it retained some vestige of consciousness, creating 

humor from the gap between the dead body and the living character it once was. Hippolito’s 

response, “I warrant you, my life for yours” (5.1.2), extends the joke. He stakes his life on not 

waking a dead man, a wager that is simultaneously impossible to lose and yet perfectly captures 

the anxiety of their situation. 

The scene’s comedy intensifies as Vindice contemplates the theatrical complexity of his 

position. He points to the corpse and declares, “Brother that’s I: that sits for me: do you mark it. 
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And I must stand ready here to make away myself yonder; I must sit to be killed, and stand to 

kill myself” (5.1.3–5). This speech performs the metatheatrical confusion created by the corpse. 

Vindice must simultaneously be himself, watching his own effigy be killed, and the killer of that 

effigy. The Duke’s corpse, dressed as Piato, performs the role of Vindice-as-Piato, creating a 

chain of substitutions in which the dead body becomes the anchor for multiple theatrical 

identities. 

The physical comedy of managing the corpse is further emphasized by the specific staging 

required. As Vindice explains in Act 4, Scene 2, they must position the body “To lean him on his 

elbow as if sleep had caught him, / Which claims most interest in such sluggy men” (4.2.209–

210). This requires considerable physical manipulation to make a dead body appear naturally 

asleep. The corpse must be propped, balanced, and arranged to maintain the illusion of a drunken 

man who has passed out. When Lussurioso arrives in Act 5, Scene 1, he approaches carefully, 

whispering “Base rogue thou sleepest thy last” (5.1.41), confirming that the staging has 

succeeded. The Duke’s corpse convincingly performs sleep, which is itself a kind of temporary 

death, blurring the boundary between the sleeping and the dead. 

The transformation of the Duke’s corpse into the sleeping Piato requires specific theatrical 

techniques that the play makes visible. Unlike Gloriana’s skull, which is elaborately dressed and 

masked to create a seductive figure, the Duke’s corpse must be made to appear merely 

unconscious. This distinction matters because the Duke’s performance depends on minimal 

artifice. He must look like himself but in Piato’s clothing and in a state that explains his stillness. 
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Vindice’s plan to dress the Duke’s body “in that disguise of yours” and publish him as drunk 

creates a theatrical problem that the brothers must solve through positioning and costume 

(4.2.206, 208). The greasy doublet that marks Piato’s lower social status becomes crucial to the 

disguise. When Vindice later remarks, “Oh rascal, was he not ashamed / To put the duke into a 

greasy doublet?” (5.1.67–68), his mock outrage draws attention to the incongruity of the Duke’s 

body in clothing that marks him as a bawd. The transformation from duke to pandar is 

accomplished entirely through costume, demonstrating how easily social identity can be 

manipulated through external signs. 

The positioning of the corpse proves equally important. The stage direction at the opening of 

Act 5, Scene 1 indicates that Vindice and Hippolito enter “with the duke’s corpse,” and Vindice’s 

first line confirms they have arranged him carefully: “So, so, he leans well” (5.1.1). The phrase 

“leans well” suggests that achieving the right posture required effort and adjustment. A corpse in 

rigor mortis would be difficult to position naturally, and the play acknowledges this physical 

reality even as it asks the audience to accept the theatrical fiction of the sleeping drunk. 

Most remarkably, Lussurioso fails to recognize his own father’s corpse. When he first sees the 

body, he identifies it only as “the slave” and “the villain” (5.1.38–39). Even approaching close 

enough to order his murder, Lussurioso sees only Piato, the despised pandar. Only after Vindice 

stabs the corpse does Lussurioso realize the truth: “Ha! Oh, villains, murderers, / ’Tis the old 

duke my father!” (5.1.59–60). His shock registers as genuine. The question this raises is 

profound: what does it mean that a son cannot recognize his father’s body? The play suggests 

that recognition depends on context and costume rather than the body itself. Stripped of ducal 
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clothing and positioned in a degraded posture, the Duke’s body becomes unrecognizable even to 

his own son. The performing corpse thus exposes how thoroughly social identity depends on 

external markers rather than any essential bodily presence. 

The Duke’s corpse is murdered twice, an extraordinary theatrical event that deserves 

sustained attention. In Act 3, Scene 5, the Duke is poisoned by Gloriana’s skull, tortured by 

Vindice and Hippolito, and finally killed: “The brook is turned to blood” (3.5.216). Yet in Act 5, 

Scene 1, the same body is murdered again. Vindice stabs the corpse, declaring “Sa, sa, sa, thump! 

There he lies!” (5.1.58). The Duke dies once as the Duke and once as Piato, creating a situation 

in which the same character is killed twice in different theatrical identities. 

This double murder reveals something fundamental about how performing corpses operate. 

Where living characters can die only once, corpses can be re-killed because they occupy a 

threshold position between character and prop. The first death terminates the Duke’s 

consciousness and agency. The second death terminates Piato’s identity and creates the narrative 

fiction that Piato murdered the Duke and fled. Yet both deaths happen to the same body, 

suggesting that the corpse can be made to die repeatedly so long as the theatrical fiction supports 

it. 

The metatheatrical implications extend further when we consider the actor’s body. The same 

performer who played the living Duke in Act 3, Scene 5 must play the Duke’s corpse disguised 

as Piato in Act 5, Scene 1. This actor is stabbed twice, dies twice, and performs death twice as 

two different characters. For early modern audiences familiar with repertory theater, where actors 

regularly doubled roles, this recursive performance would register as a display of theatrical skill. 
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The actor must convincingly portray a corpse pretending to be a sleeping drunk, maintaining 

absolute stillness while other actors discuss, approach, and finally stab his already-dead body. 

Vindice himself acknowledges the theatrical complexity when he observes, “I must kill 

myself” and points to the corpse: “Brother that’s I: that sits for me” (5.1.3). The corpse dressed 

as Piato represents Vindice’s disguise, which means the Duke’s body is performing Vindice 

performing Piato. When Lussurioso orders the murder of this figure, he believes he is ordering 

the death of Piato, but Vindice and the audience know he is ordering his father’s corpse to be 

killed. The layers of identity and performance collapse into the single material reality of the 

Duke’s dead body, which must bear all these theatrical meanings simultaneously. 

Both of the Duke’s deaths involve bodily penetration, a detail that gains significance when 

considered in relation to his characterization as the play’s arch-lecher. In Act 3, Scene 5, the 

Duke is penetrated orally by poison delivered through Gloriana’s kiss, then physically by the 

torture and stabbing that follow. In Act 5, Scene 1, he is stabbed again, this time through the 

fiction of Piato’s murder. The repeated penetration of the Duke’s body by phallic instruments 

reverses the sexual violations he perpetrated while alive. 

The play explicitly connects the Duke’s lechery to his manner of death. Vindice poisons 

Gloriana’s skull specifically because “the duke poisoned [her] with this drug” when she refused 

his sexual advances (3.5.98–99). The retaliation follows the logic of symbolic inversion: the 

Duke who forced his sexual desires on unwilling women is forced to kiss a skull that poisons 

him. The kiss that should signify erotic pleasure becomes the vehicle of death. Moreover, 
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Vindice ensures that the Duke witnesses his wife’s adultery with his bastard son before dying, 

forcing him to see his own sexual transgressions reflected and exceeded. 

The Duke’s second death continues this symbolic pattern. Dressed in Piato’s “greasy 

doublet,” the most powerful man in the court is reduced to the appearance of a drunken bawd, a 

figure defined by facilitating others’ sexual pleasures (5.1.68). When Vindice stabs this version 

of the Duke, he literally penetrates a body that has been degraded through costume and 

positioning. The phallic violence of the stabbing becomes a final violation of the Duke’s dignity, 

reducing him from royal personage to anonymous corpse. 

This symbolic degradation achieves what Vindice calls the ultimate revenge. Death functions 

as leveler not merely in philosophical terms but in visceral, material ones. The Duke’s body, 

once the site of sovereign power and sexual dominance, becomes an object manipulated by men 

who once served him. His corpse is dressed, positioned, carried, stabbed, and finally displayed as 

evidence of Piato’s crime. Every indignity visited upon the Duke’s corpse reverses the power 

dynamics that structured the court while he lived. Where the Duke once controlled others’ 

bodies, particularly women’s bodies, through sexual coercion and political power, his own body 

becomes utterly subject to others’ manipulation. 

The Duke’s corpse performance differs fundamentally from those of Gloriana and Antonio’s 

wife in ways that reveal the gendered politics of corpse manipulation. Where female corpses in 

the play become contested sites of meaning requiring elaborate validation and interpretation, the 

Duke’s corpse operates as revelation and justice. His degradation is not contested but univocal. 
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No character questions whether the Duke deserved his fate or attempts to redeem his reputation. 

His corpse simply exposes the corruption he represented in life. 

This univocality contrasts sharply with how the play treats female corpses. Gloriana’s skull 

must be dressed, painted, and positioned to seduce the Duke, and even then her agency is 

mediated entirely through Vindice’s manipulation. Antonio’s wife must stage her own death with 

prayer books and Latin inscriptions to establish her virtue, and even these careful preparations 

require Antonio’s narration and the council’s validation before they signify properly. Both 

female corpses exist in states of contested meaning where their bodies become surfaces on which 

men project competing narratives about female virtue and sexuality. 

The Duke’s corpse, by contrast, requires no such interpretive labor. When Lussurioso 

discovers the body and sees the poisoned lips, he immediately declares his father was murdered 

“By a malevolent slave” (5.1.93). No one suggests the Duke might have deserved his death or 

questions his status as victim. Yet the play has shown the Duke to be a serial sexual predator who 

poisoned Gloriana and coerced other women at court. His corpse is allowed to signify innocence 

and victimhood in ways denied to female corpses, even as the audience knows the truth of his 

crimes. 

Moreover, the Duke’s corpse performance is coded as comic rather than tragic. The physical 

comedy of Vindice and Hippolito struggling to position the body, the jokes about waking a 

corpse, and the farcical situation of Lussurioso ordering his father’s corpse to be killed all invite 

laughter. The degradation of the Duke’s body is presented as deserved comeuppance, a leveling 

that restores moral order. When Gloriana’s skull is sexualized and weaponized, or when 
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Antonio’s wife’s corpse is subjected to male interpretation, these manipulations register as 

violations even when they serve the plot’s revenge logic. The gendered double standard is clear: 

male corpse degradation registers as comic justice, while female corpse manipulation, even when 

it serves revenge or testimony, remains bound up with violation and contested virtue. 

This asymmetry reveals how thoroughly gender structures the possibilities of corpse 

performance. Male bodies, even in death, retain autonomy that allows their degradation to be 

read as earned and their treatment to generate humor. Female bodies, even when staging their 

own deaths or serving as instruments of revenge, remain sites where male anxieties about 

sexuality and virtue are projected and contested. The Duke’s corpse can be killed twice, dressed 

as a bawd, and made the object of extended comic manipulation because male power, even when 

corrupt, is understood as temporary and correctable through death. Female virtue, by contrast, 

must be defended even in death, requiring elaborate staging and multiple male witnesses to 

establish what the woman herself cannot simply assert. 

The Duke’s performing corpse thus completes the play’s exploration of how bodies can be 

made to perform beyond death. Where Gloriana demonstrates weaponized seduction through 

elaborate preparation and Antonio’s wife demonstrates self-staged testimony through strategic 

prop arrangement, the Duke demonstrates the possibilities of corpse performance through 

disguise, double murder, and extended presence across multiple acts. His corpse reveals that 

performing bodies can be killed repeatedly, made to occupy multiple identities simultaneously, 

and deployed for both tragic and comic effects. Yet the gendered dynamics of his performance 

also expose how corpses are read differently depending on the body’s sex. Male corpse 
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degradation restores order; female corpse manipulation, even when serving justice, remains 

entangled with patriarchal systems of meaning that the corpses themselves cannot fully escape. 

Together, these three performing corpses establish the range and complexity of what dead bodies 

can do on the early modern stage. 

1.4 Beyond Death 

The three performing corpses in The Revenger’s Tragedy establish the fundamental principles 

that govern corpse performance in early modern drama. Gloriana’s skull demonstrates that even 

fragmentary remains can be weaponized through theatrical preparation, that corpses can murder 

through carefully applied poison and strategic positioning, and that the dead can participate in 

revenge plots as active agents rather than passive symbols. Antonio’s wife demonstrates that 

corpses can author their own meaning through self-staging, positioning props and inscriptions 

that speak before any living character can impose interpretation, though this self-authored 

testimony remains vulnerable to male mediation and appropriation. The Duke demonstrates that 

corpses can be killed repeatedly, disguised to occupy multiple identities, and made to generate 

both tragic horror and dark comedy through extended presence across multiple acts. Together, 

these three corpses reveal that performing corpses operate through distributed agency, emerging 

from the interplay between dead character, material body or effigy, living manipulators, and 

theatrical apparatus rather than from any single unified source. 

What distinguishes performing corpses from non-performing corpses is precisely this capacity 

to exceed the moment of death and continue driving dramatic action. Non-performing corpses 

mark violence, register loss, and testify to mortality, but their dramatic function ends when the 
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character dies. Performing corpses, by contrast, extend their theatrical presence through costume, 

props, positioning, and the labor of living characters who manipulate them. They blur the 

boundaries between character and property, subject and object, agent and instrument in ways that 

expose the constructed nature of all dramatic identity. When Vindice dresses Gloriana’s skull in 

tires and applies poison to her lips, when Antonio’s wife positions prayer books to establish her 

virtue, and when the Duke’s corpse is redressed as Piato and stabbed a second time, these 

manipulations make visible the theatrical mechanisms through which meaning is generated on 

stage. 

The gendered asymmetry in how these corpses perform reveals that corpse manipulation 

serves different cultural work depending on the sex of the body. Female performing corpses 

become contested sites where narratives of sexual virtue, honor, and agency must be established 

through elaborate staging and male validation. Even when women stage their own deaths or 

participate in revenge through their corpses, their bodies remain entangled with patriarchal 

systems of meaning that they cannot fully escape. Male performing corpses, by contrast, operate 

as instruments of revelation and justice whose degradation restores moral order rather than 

requiring defense or interpretation. This gendered pattern suggests that performing corpses do 

not simply reflect early modern attitudes toward death but actively engage with cultural anxieties 

about bodies, power, and the gendered nature of agency itself. 

The Revenger’s Tragedy appeared in 1606, the same year James I commissioned monuments 

for Elizabeth I and Mary Stuart at Westminster Abbey, creating a cultural moment when both 

royal tombs and theatrical stages became sites where elite corpses were exhumed, dressed, 
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positioned, and deployed to serve present narratives. The play’s performing corpses thus emerge 

at a precise historical juncture when corpse manipulation had become central to both political 

and theatrical representation. Whether the King’s Men were responding directly to James’s 

monument project or whether both enterprises reflected shared cultural practices, the 

convergence reveals how thoroughly early modern culture understood corpses as performative 

bodies whose meanings could be scripted through staging and display. 

The modes of performance established in The Revenger’s Tragedy extend across early modern 

drama in ways that the following chapters trace systematically. Gloriana’s weaponized seduction 

anticipates the elaborate corpse performances in later Jacobean tragedies, where female bodies 

are preserved, adorned, and positioned to fulfill necrophilic desire while simultaneously resisting 

and punishing their manipulators. Antonio’s wife’s self-staged testimony points toward the 

testifying corpses of domestic tragedy, where divine intervention makes murdered bodies bleed 

in the presence of their killers and prolongs dying victims long enough to name their murderers. 

The Duke’s extended performance and meta-theatrical recycling gestures toward the 

mythmaking function of corpses in political drama, where dead bodies generate narratives that 

transcend individual revenge plots to shape dynastic and quasi-sacred histories. These three 

corpses thus do more than demonstrate what performing corpses are; they establish the theatrical 

vocabulary through which corpses perform across genres, genders, and dramatic modes in the 

period between 1590 and 1621. 
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Chapter 2 

“Dainty Preserved Flesh”  

The Female Corpse and Performance of Seduction on Jacobean 
Stage 

	 The playgoers of London witnessed a haunting spectacle in 1611 when the King’s Men 

performed Thomas Middleton’s The Second Maiden’s Tragedy for the first time. Propped up in a 

chair, dressed in black velvet that accentuated the pallor of her skin and adorned with a pearl 

chain and crucifix across her chest, the Lady’s corpse was borne on and set upon the stage. 

Rouge was then applied to her pale cheeks and poisoned lipstick painted on her mouth. She was 

to be caressed and kissed by the Tyrant, in the presence of her disguised betrothed, the usurped 

King Govianus, and an intimately packed Blackfriars Theater (5.2.2221–26, 2318, s.d.).  3

	 The lavishly dolled-up Lady’s corpse transcends mere corporeality. It becomes the pivot 

around which the play’s revenge plot unfolds. While the Tyrant dresses her exhumed body for his 

own necrophilic desires, Govianus paints her dead lips with poison to avenge both her death and 

his stolen throne. Maneuvered by both men toward irreconcilable ends, the Lady’s corpse propels 

the plot toward reprisal—the victory of righteous Govianus over the nefarious Tyrant.  

	 The Lady’s corpse is not an exceptional case study. She belongs to a coterie of female 

corpses made to perform seduction on the Jacobean stage. This chapter focuses on two plays: 

Thomas Middleton’s The Second Maiden’s Tragedy (1611) and Philip Massinger’s The Duke of 

 Thomas Middleton, The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, ed. W. W. Greg, Malone Society Reprints (London: Malone 3

Society, 1909). Unless otherwise noted, act, scene, and line numbers follow this edition.
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Milan (1621), demonstrating that the seductive corpse constitutes a recurring motif in Jacobean 

theater that warrants distinct classification within the repertoire of performing stage corpses. In 

both these plays, the seductive female corpse constitutes the performing corpse in its most 

elaborately constructed form: a stage cadaver actively manipulated by living characters through 

deliberate stagecraft to perform seduction-driven revenge. Her dramatic necessity arises from the 

genre’s twin imperatives of aggressors’ lust and avengers’ retribution. Absent her onstage 

presence, neither the fantasy nor its fatal consequence can materialize. What makes her uniquely 

available to this stagecraft is what she was in life. Both the Lady and Marcelia are women who 

are intensely desired and who refuse that desire absolutely. The Lady publicly defies the Tyrant, 

declaring herself “not to be altered.” Marcelia resists both Sforza’s obsession and Francisco’s 

advances with equal fidelity. It is this refusal that generates the necrophilic fixation each play 

stages, and it is death that the aggressors exploit to negate it. The corpse cannot refuse. She 

cannot equivocate, deflect, or withdraw. The woman who denied possession becomes, in death, 

the body that cannot deny it. And yet it is precisely this engineered compliance that destroys the 

men who stage it. 

	 Both aggressors and avengers impose the apparatus of seduction onto this newly 

compliant body, exploiting what the dead body affords: rigor mortis holds the posture, pallor 

provides the surface for cosmetic restoration. The Jacobean trope of the cosmeticized seductive 

female corpse also finds its parallel in the male characters that dress her up: the Tyrant dresses 

the Lady’s exhumed corpse in black velvet and has her lips painted with poisoned rouge (The 

Second Maiden’s Tragedy); similarly, Francisco applies ceruse to Marcelia’s skin and laces the 

paint on her lips with poison (The Duke of Milan), working under the guise of artistic restoration. 
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As one soldier in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy declares her a “city-pie,” the seductive female 

corpse becomes available to multiple hands. Her desecration is not private but distributed, passed 

between aggressors and avengers who each contribute to the spectacle. However, it is through 

this same apparatus that revenge operates. The poisoned cosmetics assembled to satisfy desire 

deliver death instead, and the seductive female corpse becomes the instrument that kills the men 

who stage her. 

	 Contemporary early modern drama does offer male corpses that are sexualized. 

 In Cymbeline (1611), Cloten’s headless corpse is laid next to Imogen, dressed in her husband’s 

clothes, and subjected to her intimate examination of his body part by part. In The Broken 

Heart (1625–33), Calantha kisses Ithocles’ corpse, places her mother’s wedding ring upon his 

finger, and dies dancing to the wedding song. Yet his corpse is never made to perform seduction 

or serve an ulterior dramatic purpose. Yet in neither case is the male corpse made to dress up and 

perform seduction for an ulterior motive. The male corpse tends to escape the demand to perform 

seduction even in circumstances that build up to it. The seductive female corpse does not. 

	 Where Chapter 1 established this mode through Gloriana’s skull-effigy in The Revenger’s 

Tragedy, a fragmentary corpse weaponized through theatrical preparation, this chapter traces 

how seduction intensifies when playwrights work with intact female bodies. The presence of 

flesh, skin, and recognizable human form enables prolonged necrophilic spectacle, elaborate 

costume changes across multiple scenes, and repeated violations impossible with skeletal 

remains alone. The Lady’s exhumed corpse in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy and Marcelia’s 

embalmed body in The Duke of Milan represent the fullest expression of the seduction mode, 
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revealing how intact female corpses become instruments of both spectacular violation and 

posthumous revenge. To develop this argument, I reference other early modern plays—

Hamlet (1601), The Revenger’s Tragedy (1606), Othello (1603), and King Lear (1606)—whose 

female stage corpses delineate the seductive corpse’s categorical boundaries: Ophelia remains 

offstage, Cordelia lies quiet in her father’s arms, Desdemona speaks once and falls silent, and 

Gloriana’s skull-effigy, though fragmentary, furnishes seduction’s first expression. 

2.1 Dressed Twice in Black and White: The Lady’s Exhumed Corpse in The Second 

Maiden’s Tragedy 

This section examines how The Second Maiden’s Tragedy transforms the Lady from living 

character to performing corpse. I trace three key moments in this transformation. First, the sexual 

objectification embedded within her living character establishes the groundwork for her 

posthumous manipulation. Second, the Tyrant’s necrophilic desecration of her tomb reveals how 

male desire transcends the boundary between life and death. Third, Govianus’ revenge through 

the corpse demonstrates how female bodies become weapons even as they remain objects of 

violation. Throughout, I attend to the theatrical specifics—costume changes, makeup application, 

positioning—that make the Lady’s corpse perform seduction on the Jacobean stage. 

To understand the Lady’s corpse performance, we must first consider her sexual 

objectification. This objectification shapes the entire plot. Male desire for the Lady transcends 

life and death. This suggests a continuum of female objectification. The female corpse remains 

as desirable as the living body. This continuum of desire across life and death structures The 

Second Maiden’s Tragedy’s treatment of her body from the opening scene. 
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The play opens with the Tyrant outcasting King Govianus. He proclaims himself the new 

King. Yet within moments of this political victory, he recounts a narrative of love and loss. The 

Tyrant reveals his long-held love for the Lady to his court, “One in the whole creation/ In whom 

heart took pleasure” (1.1.12–14). He simultaneously accuses Govianus of daring to rival him for 

her affections. Asserting his newfound authority, he declares his intention to reclaim the Lady 

and make her his queen. 

While indulging Helvetius, the Lady’s father, the Tyrant begins to compare a father’s great 

pride in his daughter to high sexual appetite in a youth. He states, “While she lives,/High lust is 

not more natural to youth/Than that to thee: be not afraid to die in’t;/’Tis but the sin of joy” 

(1.1.22–25). This inappropriate analogy between a lustful youth and a proud father muddles the 

societal understanding of sexual desire and parental affection. Within the first few lines of the 

opening scene, the Tyrant showcases an arbitrary approach toward love and desire. The clause 

“while she lives” is especially emphasized. According to the Tyrant, his intense desire for the 

Lady is as normal as Helveticus’ affection for his daughter. It is a desire not discouraged by 

death. 

This is an important moment because the Tyrant betrays his own intentions to the audience in 

a periphrastic manner. He simultaneously foretells the plot of the play. Even after the Lady 

chooses to die by suicide to avoid his advances, the Tyrant robs her grave and engages in 

necrophilia with her corpse. Interestingly, either out of homosocial decorum or fear of upsetting 

the Tyrant, Helveticus responds by wishing him “eternal books of pleasure/To show [him] all 

delight!” (1.1.57–58). Within the unnamed court of the play, the Lady is seen as an object of 
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desire. She is expected to fulfill that role irrespective of what she desires. Even Govianus, to 

whom she is betrothed, chooses to engage in grand wordplay instead of acting to prevent the 

transaction of his betrothed in front of the entire court. The only character taking action, then, is 

the Lady herself. 

The Tyrant’s efforts are thwarted when the Lady arrives dressed in black. She kisses Govianus 

to prove her love and fidelity to the usurped king. What might be considered indecorous of a lady 

can also be seen as a fitting response to the sexualization and objectification she has been 

subjected to until then. Her choice of clothing and action make a powerful statement. She 

confronts a homosocial setup that does not care for, nor consider, a woman’s opinion. By 

dressing in black and refusing to be altered, the Lady rejects the Tyrant in front of the entire 

court. Furthermore, her kiss to Govianus, with no attempt at concealment, gives her character a 

sexual agency and boldness not expected of her. They are not married yet, making the public kiss 

even more transgressive. This portrayal of the Lady as a subject equally capable of desiring 

creates a multifaceted female character. She is no longer just a passive object. She becomes a 

subject whose decisions and actions inform how the play progresses. 

Such characterization affords an insight into how the genre develops the character of the 

female seduction corpse over time. It traces a progression from the ventriloquized effigy 

comprised of Gloriana’s speechless skull to the Lady’s multi-faceted corpse. It is worth noting 

here that both The Revenger’s Tragedy and The Second Maiden’s Tragedy are attributed to 

Thomas Middleton. However, the development of the female seduction corpse comprises more 

female corpses that help develop and define the figure as a dramatic archetype by itself. 
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In my first chapter on The Revenger’s Tragedy, I discussed how Vindice manipulates 

Gloriana’s corpse-effigy to act in a sexual deceit to kill the lascivious Duke. I also contended 

how both female corpses in the play, Gloriana and Antonio’s wife, are denied any character 

development. They solely appear as corpses on stage. Anything the audience learns about either 

character comes in the form of narrativizing done by the male characters to whom they are 

related. However, in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, played half a decade later by the same 

company, Middleton allows a much more complex character to the Lady and thereby her corpse. 

An understanding of the societal valuation of the female body in early modern drama is 

crucial to determining the possible valuation of her corpse. This understanding extends to 

broader early modern London. The prevailing societal norms often depict women subjected to 

the economic and social transactions dictated by patriarchal structures. In her book Desire and 

Anxiety: The Circulation of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama, Valerie Traub classifies 

renaissance women into categories—maid, wife, widow, whore—defined largely by their sexual 

activity. These roles embed women within the economy of patriarchal heterosexuality. They 

underscore the disproportionate impact of chastity on a woman’s erotic power and societal 

standing (26). 

Ruth Kelso further comments on the renaissance woman: “[when] a woman ha[s] chastity, she 

has all. Let her lack chastity and she has nothing” (24). This value is further compounded by a 

woman’s socio-economic status, which elevates the stakes involved in her ownership. Though 

occasionally evident, female agency in this period is often overshadowed. Consent is disregarded 

and female voices are overlooked or deliberately misinterpreted. Within the transactions between 
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men, women’s bodies are won or lost, whether through marriage, dowry, or dispute. This 

highlights their status as property rather than autonomous beings. This liminality—where 

women’s bodies are positioned between object and subject—provides a crucial lens through 

which to view their role in the dramatic structures of early modern plays. 

Consider the manner in which the Lady’s character is made to oscillate between the categories 

noted by Traub. When the Tyrant asks his lords, Memphonius and Sophonirus, to accompany the 

Lady to the court because he has decided to make her his queen, Memphonius’ immediate 

response presents a double entendre. “Strange fortune! Does he make his queen of her?” uses the 

word “Queen” ambiguously (1.1.34). The Oxford English Dictionary offers “Queen” as a variant 

of the Old English “Quean” referring to “a bold, impudent, or disreputable woman; spec. a 

prostitute” (“Quean,”O.E.D. n1). Memphonius’ (mis)communication subtly casts doubt on the 

Tyrant’s intentions toward the Lady. It hints at an undertone of impropriety. 

2.1.1 The Tyrant’s Sinful Kiss: Desecration and Necrophilia 

In Act 4, Scene 3 the Tyrant enacts a fantasy of posthumous possession. His initial kiss on the 

Lady’s tomb and his exclamation, “A mistress, one of the most beauteous sleepers that ever lay 

so cold” (4.3.1744–45), carry distinct sexual undertones: he treats the Lady’s corpse, even 

lifeless, as a tantalizing “blessed object” of desire whose mortality he refuses to accept. His 

desire for the Lady flows seamlessly beyond her death, as he dismisses Govianus and recasts 

Death as his new rival for her affections (4.3.1854-55), and he increasingly amalgamates her 

corpse with the tomb that contains her, creating a continuum between human body and 

monumental matter. 
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Later in the same scene, the Tyrant’s necrophilic intentions are made explicit when he 

compares himself to Herod. Aligning himself with a biblical‑legendary model of necrophilic 

sovereignty, he recalls “a Herod whose affection / pursued a virgin’s love … who for the hate she 

owed him killed herself … yet he preserved her body dead in honey / and kept her long after her 

funeral” (4.3.1856–62), and immediately offers to “unlock the treasure‑house of art / with keys 

of gold and bestow all on thee” (4.3.1863). At the very moment he commands, “here slaves 

receive her humbly from our arms, / upon your knees you villains” (4.3.1864–65), he casts the 

Lady’s corpse simultaneously as royal treasure and as an object before which others must abase 

themselves. 

The Tyrant’s willingness to desecrate the tomb reflects an aspect of desire that has no 

limitations. He views the Lady’s death as a lost opportunity to make her his mistress. As Rosman 

and Resnick’s clinical review suggests, “the most common motive for necrophilia is possession 

of an unresisting and unrejecting partner” (153). This formulation uncannily captures the 

Tyrant’s drive to rewrite the Lady’s refusal as posthumous acquiescence. From the moment the 

Tyrant enters the cathedral to visit the Lady’s tomb, he speaks with the living (soldiers) as well 

as the non-living (the corpse and the monument). Even as his soldiers express fear at the thought 

of disturbing the dead, the Tyrant seems unperturbed by the morbidity of the situation. Instead, 

he runs toward the monument to kiss it because “[it] woos [him]” (4.3.1736). 

The Tyrant personifies the tomb by addressing it as “Thou house of silence” and “Thou grey-

eyed monument” (4.3.1750). His use of second person singular for a subject gives the tomb an 

agency in the situation. This agency is later taken away. Beginning with “I claim of thee a 

84



mistress,” the Tyrant switches his one-sided conversation to “Thou… shall not keep her from 

us.” He eventually orders his soldiers to “pierce the jaws of this cold, ponderous creature” 

(4.3.1752-53). In the Tyrant’s fantasy, the tomb holds an authority which he must comply with 

before overriding it to establish his supreme power as the king. The Tyrant re-stages the scene in 

which he substitutes the tomb as the Lady’s father and Death as Govianus. This time, however, 

he wins her. 

The Tyrant’s initial reverence for the monument parallels the devotion of a pilgrim. Yet his 

demolition of it indicates a profound desecration. This duality reveals coexisting contradictions 

within the Tyrant’s psyche. All arise from the sole desire to possess the Lady, even as a corpse. 

The moment he lays his eyes on the Lady, the Tyrant engages in verbose romanticization of her 

corpse and their relationship. He compliments her, “Why ’tis not possible death should look so 

fair;/ Life is not more illustrious when health smiles on’t./She’s only pale, the color of the court,/ 

And most attractive (4.3.1798–50). As his soldiers lift the corpse and lay her in his arms, the 

Tyrant starts describing the cathedral as a surreal mise en scène. He notes “glister[ing]”, 

“silver[y]” and “light reflecting” tombs even as the moon is still rising outside. The marble 

structures seem to emit an unnatural light (4.3.1822-23). This makes the couple’s union 

surrealistic. Seemingly delusional, the Tyrant continues his evocative one-sided conversation 

with the corpse. He refuses to believe her dead: 

TYRANT  

[…]art thou cold?  

I have no faith in’t yet; I believe none.  
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Madam! ’Tis I, sweet lady. Prithee speak!  

’Tis thy love calls on thee, thy king, thy servant.  

No? Not a word? All prisoners to pale silence? 

 I’ll prove a kiss. (4.3.1824–1829) 

The Tyrant’s display of extravagance in his performance is noteworthy. He desecrates the 

Lady’s tomb. He robs her corpse. He kisses it. The Tyrant’s soliloquy unveils his motives by 

casting the human body as a mere “house” for the spirit, a concept he borrows from Corinthians. 

This reduction of the body to a physical shell reinforces his belief in his right to possess it. It 

strips any personal affection, revealing his lust for the Lady and, unsettlingly, for her corpse. 

The interaction between the Tyrant and the Lady contrasts sharply with similar motifs in The 

Revenger’s Tragedy. In that play, Antonio and his friends from the court circle his wife’s corpse 

and make similar references to marble and tomb. They comment on Antonio’s Wife’s sexual 

coldness. They perceive it as a sign of virtue. The associations with marble, tomb, and coldness 

help align Antonio’s Wife’s restraint with moral rectitude. Traub notes that in early modern 

drama, male anxiety toward female erotic power is almost always channeled into a strategy of 

containment (28). Monumentalizing the female body or corpse becomes the strategy by which 

female erotic energy is disciplined and denied. “Chastity” requires being still, cold, and closed. 

To be otherwise is considered “unchaste,” which denies her a higher value in society. 

It is therefore interesting that the Tyrant takes an opposing view on this monumentalizing. For 

the Tyrant, the tomb acts as a prison. The Lady’s coldness represents a loss of sexual 

possibilities. It emphasizes his distorted perception of desire and intimacy. Whereas the Tyrant’s 

fixation on the Lady’s cold body exposes a male gaze that objectifies and fetishizes even in 
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death, these divergent interpretations reflect the influence of male characters’ perceptions. They 

shape the meaning ascribed to female corpses on stage and, by extension, broader societal 

attitudes toward women. By robbing the grave and harboring erotic fantasies toward the Lady’s 

corpse, the Tyrant blurs these boundaries. He prompts the audience, both on stage and off stage, 

to grapple with the ethical and moral implications of such actions. 

In the climax of this disturbing tableau, one of the soldiers refers to the Lady’s corpse in 

telling terms. He calls her “a great city-pie brought to a table/ Where there be many hands that 

lay about” (4.4.132). This metaphor is especially poignant. It likens her to a communal feast 

consumed by many. It objectifies her and also captures the violation caused by the gaze and 

actions of those in power. It symbolizes how, in the presence of authority, an individual’s 

autonomy can be disregarded. Personal boundaries become vulnerable to public intrusion. 

Furthermore, the metaphor conveys the notion of community complicity in the objectification of 

the vulnerable. By depicting her body as a “city-pie,” the play highlights the pervasive and 

normalized nature of such exploitation. It suggests that this behavior is not only the prerogative 

of the powerful but is also tacitly supported by societal structures and norms. I will discuss this 

idea further in my close reading of The Duke of Milan later in this chapter. 

The escalation of sexual tension surrounding the Lady’s corpse is vividly realized in Act 5, 

Scene 2. The physical manipulation of her corpse becomes a focal point on stage. Prior to this, 

the themes of possession and necrophilia are conveyed to the audience and readers primarily 

through verbal cues. Now, however, the staging makes these themes viscerally present. Consider 

the stage directions of Act 5 Scene 2— 
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They bring the body in a chair dressed up in black velvet which sets out the paleness of the 

hands and face, and a fair chain of pearl cross her breast and the crucifix above it; he stands 

silent awhile letting the music play, beckoning the soldiers that bring her in to make obeisance 

to her, and he himself makes a low honor to the body and kisses the hand. A song within in 

voices. (5.2.2222–2226, s.d.) 

Like the soldiers within the play, scholars have predominantly studied the Tyrant’s treatment 

of the corpse as idolatry. This is especially because the play explicitly mentions it. It becomes a 

direct commentary on catholics of the time. Heather Wicks notes that “it is the Tyrant’s 

necrophilia, not his attempted rape or her death, that brings about his own downfall. More 

exactly, it is the ‘mere idolatry’ of making obeisance to [Lady’s] corpse that disturbs his 

attendants more than the abuse committed or threatened to her body” (148). Susan Zimmerman, 

too, reads the Tyrant’s necrophilia in context of Reformation attitudes toward idolatry. She 

argues that the play is anti-Catholic and the Tyrant’s necrophilia is a hyperbolic form of idolatry. 

She asserts that his character “underscores the iconoclastic connection between overvaluation of 

the self and overvaluation of the material body” (98).  Furthermore, she argues that the Tyrant’s 4

kiss embodies most clearly the play’s ambiguous presentation of idolatry. The body in the chair 

does indeed show signs of life (being an enactment on stage). It “serve[s] as the ultimate expose . 

 On idolatry, see also Susan Zimmerman, “Animating Matter: The Corpse as Idol in The Second Maiden’s 4

Tragedy,” Renaissance Drama n.s. 31 (2002).
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. . of the underlying horror of idolatry—the literal embrace of putrefaction—[which] looks more 

like an enactment of its dynamics” (235).  5

Idolatry and other religious symbolism—funerary monuments, embalming—certainly allow a 

perspective on the reading of this play. However, as it is directed toward something or someone, 

it gives more agency to the idolator than the one receiving it. Wicks highlights the importance of 

the idolator when she states that “making obeisance” brings about the Tyrant’s downfall. It is 

enough that the Tyrant desires for the narrative to move forward. On the other hand, Zimmerman 

does acknowledge the corpse in chair but only meta-theatrically. Her investment in the 

blasphemy associated with idolatry focuses more on the boy actor playing the Lady and his 

betrayal of life. This replicates the inherent falseness of idolatry. For both Wicks and 

Zimmerman, the Lady’s corpse does not seem to hold much agency. This is where I argue my 

contention. 

Where Wicks and Zimmerman largely treat the Lady’s corpse as a site for reading male 

idolatry and blasphemy, this chapter insists on the corpse’s own performative agency. It functions 

as a seductive apparatus without which the narrative cannot unfold. Zimmerman assumes that the 

Lady’s corpse was played by an actor on stage. The Lady’s part could have been played by two 

actors or one actor and one dummy (ghost and the corpse) in the second half of the play. Suppose 

the corpse was played by a dummy, which is highly likely given the costume change and 

 Michael O’Connell traces the gradual suppression of religious drama in increasingly image‑wary early modern 5

England in The Idolatrous Eye: Iconoclasm and Theater in Early‑Modern England, arguing that idolatry “stands as a 
curious bridge between the religious drama and the secular stage” (33). Christine Kooi adds a crucial geographical 
and political dimension, noting that strong anti‑Catholic sentiment in the Dutch Republic was accompanied by 
prolonged military conflict with Europe’s major Catholic power, Spain, until the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 (150). 
Kooi’s account is especially helpful for understanding the context of The Duke of Milan, which I return to in the 
second part of this chapter.
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enactment of necrophilia on stage. In that case, the performance takes an entirely different 

meaning. The dead-ness of the fictional corpse becomes more real even though the dummy is not 

a real person. 

However, assuming that the Lady’s corpse was indeed played by an actor, I still argue that the 

resulting effect is more active than passive. The narrative would not be able to reach its desired 

ending without the corpse’s performance of seduction. The staging of the Lady’s corpse in the 

above mentioned scene marks a crucial moment within the play. It showcases the transformation 

of the sexualized female corpse to one performing seduction on stage. I will fractionate this 

process into four parts comprising music, posture, costume, and makeup. All of these are utilized 

by the playwright and the playing company to make the Lady’s corpse seductive. 

The song played during the Lady’s corpse’s entrance into the court in Act 5, Scene 2, 

establishes the corpse’s seductive power. The lyrics proclaim:  

[A Song Within in Voices] 

Oh, what is beauty, that’s so much adored?  

A flatt’ring glass that cozens her beholders.  

One night of death makes it look pale and horrid;  

The dainty preserved flesh, how soon it moulders.  

To love it living it bewitcheth many,  

But after life is seldom heard of any” (5.2.2230–36).  

As the Tyrant makes a low honour to the body and kisses the hand (5.2.s.d.), his soldiers 

compare his treatment of the Lady’s corpse to idolatry. However, the song’s lyrics imply that the 
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Lady’s corpse “bewitcheth…after life” rather than exists merely as a passive idol. The song 

acknowledges the absence of a clear distinction between life and death for the Tyrant. It 

emphasizes the corpse’s enduring capacity to enchant and seduce beyond life. 

	 In a highly spectacular manner, the Lady is brought seated in a chair to the court. The 

specificity of the stage direction highlights the manipulation of the corpse. The usual position 

after death is supine. This is especially true in the case of the Lady, where her corpse was laid in 

the grave. Seating her upright requires breaking or forcing limbs while rigor mortis is still setting 

in (D’Souza et al.). Rigor mortis, or the stiffening of a dead body, typically begins (in humans) 

within a few hours after death (“Rigor mortis,” O.E.D. n.1). It appears approximately 2 hours 

after death in the muscles of the face. It progresses to the limbs over the next few hours, 

completing between 6 to 8 hours after death. Rigor mortis then stays for another 12 hours (till 24 

hours after death) before it completely disappears (Bate-Smith and Bendall 47–65). 

Any “unnatural pose” created during rigor mortis has the capacity to stay on for much longer. 

It can even defy gravity. As rigor mortis is better appreciated by touch than visually (D’Souza et 

al.), the Tyrant’s manipulation of the Lady’s corpse showcases both a realistic and meticulous 

dramatization of the theatrical corpse. Initially supine as he holds her in his arms in the chapel, 

she later appears in a sitting position after a few hours without falling or slipping off the chair. 

Middleton’s insistence on a seated, richly dressed corpse thus capitalizes on his familiarity with 

bodily stiffness. It makes the Lady’s body a disturbingly plausible theatrical presence. 

A little context for understanding the human corpse can be useful in understanding the gravity 

of the scene. This knowledge illuminates the possible resources available for recreating it for the 
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stage. Early modern historicist Hilary M. Nunn notes that the citizens of early modern London 

and the suburbs that grew around it constantly encountered evidence in the streets of the body’s 

susceptibility to mortal mutilation and physical fragility. Plague, crimes, and executions made 

death visible (63). Moreover, since the first half of the 16th century, the Barber-Surgeons’ 

Company and then the College of Physicians often performed public demonstrations of 

anatomical dissections. These were attended by prominent and common citizens alike. They 

often acted as both “academic exercises and holidays for viewers” (4–6). I propose that this 

access to corpses made the early modern English playwrights and audience much more aware of 

the stages of a corpse’s putrefaction than current readers and audience members. 

A similar attention to detail is also seen in how the Lady’s corpse is dressed for this particular 

court scene. The use of “black velvet” extravagance to the Lady’s corpse. Note that the stage 6

directions for the Lady’s previous appearance on stage—as the ghost—specifies dressed “all in 

white, stuck with jewels, and a great crucifix on her breast” as she “went out” was buried by 

Govianus. It is also worth noting at this point that the Tyrant shows complete distaste for black 

clothes when he chides the Lady for wearing mournful “funeral garment” in Act 1 Scene 1. He 

specifically asks her to get dressed as an “illustrious bride/With her best beams about her[…]

[with] jewels worth ten cities” that suits his “mistress” instead of a “widow’s case […]to weep 

in” (1.1.115, 119–20). However, the Lady responds that she is “not to be altered” for as long as 

she loves Govianus. She would wear “strange colours” in the presence of the Tyrant (1.1.123). It 

is then indeed strange for the Tyrant to get the Lady changed from the White, a more bridal color, 

 On the expense and cultural prestige of black-dyed fabrics in early modern Europe, see Melinda Watt, 6

"Renaissance Velvet Textiles," and Paula Hohti, "When Black Became the Colour of Fashion."
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and get her changed into black velvet.  Even though this might seem, once again, as one of the 7

many erratic decisions he keeps making throughout the play, upon reconsideration, it reveals a 

more sinister motive. The Lady died to prevent becoming his queen and mistress. She remained 

devoted to Govianus. She was buried in Govianus’ family tomb in place of his wife. 

Getting her dressed in black, representative of her devotion to Govianus, allows the Tyrant not 

only to violate her rights (as dictated when she was alive). By the virtue of early modern laws, it 

also allows him to abuse Govianus. It appears that the thrill of stealing and sexually abusing the 

Lady’s corpse exceeds the Tyrant’s initial desire for her. It also includes the desire of possessing 

everything that belongs to Govianus. That drive to total possession extends to refashioning her 

appearance. The Tyrant appropriates even the colours and costumes that once signified her bond 

with Govianus. He reworks them to serve his own fantasy. 

Upon seeing the Lady’s corpse, the Tyrant reiterates a similar sentiment he had expressed 

when he had ascended to the throne: “I love thee yet, above all women living” (5.2.25). His 

desire for the Lady adopts a sudden, unexpectedly tender tone as he declares his enduring love. 

He asserts it still persists after her death and would continue for “sev[e]n year[s] hence” (5.2.26). 

He finds her perfect with no need to improve her, save for her inability to blush naturally at his 

words or touch. This is a shade of rose red he yearns for. He would be willing to trade his entire 

kingdom for it.  Unlike Faustus, who famously made a pact with the Devil, the Tyrant must 8

 On the history of white as a bridal color, Brennan notes that the earliest recorded instance of a white wedding 7

dress in Western Europe is Princess Philippa of England's 1406 wedding to Eric of Pomerania, and that Mary, Queen 
of Scots wore white for her 1558 marriage to the Dauphin of France despite white functioning as a color of royal 
mourning at the French court ("A Natural History of the Wedding Dress")

 In The Duke of Milan, Sforza is willing to surrender to Charles rather than risk Marcelia’s being taken as a war 8

prize
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accept his limitations. He can only make do with “the devil’s craft [that] could dye and stain” her 

visage with cosmetics that undermine God’s creation and divert attention from spiritual 

meditation and reflection (Karim-Cooper 40). Furthermore, according to early modern anti-

theatricalists, “a woman [wa]s a stinking rose, a pleasing evill, the mouse-trap of a mans 

soule[…] a sweete poison” (Karim-Cooper 48). In early modern courtly society, for women to 

apply makeup to enhance their attractiveness often resulted in judgment. It was seen as an act of 

ensnaring men. Anti-cosmetic sentiments viewed these practices as contaminants of the socio-

cultural order. 

According to Dympna Callaghan, anti-cosmetic arguments often attempted to stamp painted 

women as whores. This was “probably the worst name [one could] call a woman in 

Shakespeare’s England [for] its capacity to deprive women[…]of all means of social and 

economic support” (xiii). However, it is quite another matter for makeup to be applied to a 

female corpse. In life, women who chose to use makeup experienced a degree of agency and 

power. Death unequivocally denies this. Furthermore, anti-cosmetic treatises argued that painting 

faces allowed women to set “traps” for men. This notion likely caused significant anxiety within 

a patriarchal system by conferring power—particularly sexual power—to women. Women were 

not only denied such power but were also not supposed to exercise it (Karim-Cooper 37). 

Elizabeth Bronfen’s observation becomes particularly relevant here. She notes that “the 

production of beautiful images (aesthetics) and the construction of femininity are culturally 

equated because they are analogously positioned in relation to death.” She argues that “the 

beauty of Woman and the beauty of the image both give the illusion of intactness and unity, 
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cover the insupportable signs of lack, deficiency, transiency and promise their spectators the 

impossible—an obliteration of death’s ubiquitous ‘castrative’ threat to the subject” (64–65). The 

cosmetic preparation of the Lady’s corpse performs exactly this cultural work. It transforms 

death’s threat into an aesthetic object. It covers decay with the illusion of vitality. The Tyrant’s 

insistence on painting the Lady’s corpse reveals his compulsion to maintain this illusion. He 

transforms her decaying body into an eternally beautiful, eternally available image. 

Women were expected to play the role of sexual objects. They were (and still are) subject to 

intense surveillance regarding their actions and movements. Their value was often defined by 

their chastity. The simple application of rouge on their faces gave them the illusion of blushing. 

This was an act deemed inappropriate outside the presence of a suitor. The extensive body of 

literature decrying the use of makeup ultimately reveals a deep-seated patriarchal fragility. 

Similarly, the laws that permitted early modern English men to own their wives also exposed 

them to the fear of being subjected to rape. This intensified their fear of effeminacy. This anxiety 

necessitated reassurances of their masculinity, often at the expense of blaming women. However, 

the application of makeup on a female corpse invites further exploration of gendered opinions 

and vulnerabilities. 

When the Tyrant expresses a desire to have the Lady’s cheeks painted, he does so despite 

declaring her perfection. He does so to fulfill his own fantasy. In this fantasy, she is his mistress 

and queen, responding to his advances as he wishes through blushing. The Tyrant’s engagement 

in necrophilia reveals his deeply invested desire for the Lady. This desire transcends her status as 

living or dead. In a stark confession, the Tyrant expresses the profound difficulty he faces in 
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staying away from the Lady’s corpse for even a brief period of time. He describes a sense of 

deprivation because “[he] starve[s] without her company.” His subsequent command for his 

soldiers to adorn her body with “all the glorious riches of [the] palace” underscores a grim 

revelation. His fixation has possibly always centered on her physical form rather than any 

personal or emotional involvement.  

In discussions of early modern English drama, critics have noted that terms like “body,” 

“corpse,” and “corse” are often used interchangeably (Dessen and Thomson). For the Tyrant, this 

lexical slippage extends to the Lady herself: the vocabulary of “body” and “corpse,” and the 

states of life and death they denote, collapse into one another. His desire is as indifferent to such 

distinctions as his language is. Just as an onstage corpse reads as a dead human figure regardless 

of whether characters call it “body,” “corse,” or “corpse,” the Lady remains “the One” who 

commands his pleasure above all other women, whether she is alive or dead (1.1.12–14). 

This is not to justify the Tyrant’s abuse of power or his treatment of the Lady’s corpse. Rather, 

it allows us, as readers and audience members, to register the complexities of desire. In Plato’s 

Cratylus, Hermogenes urges Socrates to acknowledge that whatever name one gives to a thing 

becomes its “right” name, even if one later abandons it for another (Harris 67). Perhaps the most 

famous illustration lies in Juliet’s insistence “that which we call a rose / By any other name 

would smell as sweet” (Romeo and Juliet 2.2.43–44). In a similar fashion, we might consider 

that desire itself is not inherently wrong simply by virtue of where or toward whom—or what—it 

is directed. However, the presence of desire does not, in itself, condone the manners in which it 

is manifested. 
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Therefore, the staging of the Lady’s corpse opens a space to ask why her death, rather than 

halting the Tyrant’s advances as the other characters might expect, instead appears to authorize 

and even intensify his freedom to do with her “body” as he pleases. The Tyrant sexually abuses 

the Lady’s corpse by engaging in a physical relationship clearly without her consent. It scarcely 

seems to matter to him that she is dead. The only distinction he draws is that his “high lust” for 

her in life was “natural,” which may no longer be the case (1.1.24). Whether natural or unnatural, 

he doesn’t find anything wrong with his desire itself, unlike his own soldiers. 

As the play unfolds, it becomes evident that the Tyrant is not merely engaging in necrophilia. 

He is orchestrating a performance in which the Lady’s corpse is made to display subservience 

and affection. These are qualities she denied him through verbal rejection and ultimately by 

choosing suicide. By re-characterizing the Lady, the Tyrant seeks to negate her initial rejection. 

Through his acts of necrophilia, he asserts his possession over her. He simultaneously 

emasculates Govianus, who is unable to protect her both in life and after her death. 

At the time of her death, the Lady is betrothed to Govianus but not married to him. As their 

relationship was neither sanctioned nor consummated, the Lady remains unmarried at the time of 

her death. Her request for Govianus to kill her with his sword, thereby symbolically penetrating 

her, goes unfulfilled. Govianus is unable to do so and instead faints. Govianus attempts to honor 

her sacrifice and reclaim his own power by burying her within his family’s tomb. This 

symbolically gives her the position of his wife. However, when the Tyrant breaks into the tomb 

and robs her grave, he desecrates Govianus’ family legacy. He also attacks Govianus himself, as 
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the Lady’s self-proclaimed husband. The Tyrant’s act of necrophilia further represents an 

extension of rape upon her corpse. It also symbolically assaults Govianus. 

This complex desire to reclaim masculine power through claiming the Lady’s corpse is further 

nuanced by the fact that, within the realms of law and religion, the Lady does not legally belong 

to either of the men. This distinction highlights the play’s title and central theme: the tragedy that 

befalls her is uniquely hers. According to the Bible, “in the resurrection they neither marry nor 

are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (Matt. 22:29–30), and “a married woman is 

bound by law to her husband while he lives, but if her husband dies she is released from the law 

of marriage” (Rom. 7:2). Ecclesiastically, death unbinds a wife and husband from the laws of 

marriage. Therefore, even if we were to assume the Lady’s consent to be named Govianus’ wife 

posthumously, based on her decisions while alive, this consent would not hold after her death. 

This observation does not imply that all early modern women should become “unmarried” 

upon death. It does speak to the status of possession: a dead woman was nobody’s property. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, the laws that allowed for women to be their husbands’ property while 

alive did not extend to the ownership of corpses. These fell under “ecclesiastical cognisance” 

(Coke 203). However, surviving relatives could be granted legal possession of corpses to ensure 

proper burial. This socio-cultural placement of the Lady’s corpse is significant. Buried by her 

betrothed rather than her father and subsequently possessed by another man, it attempts to 

replicate the patriarchal structure of handing women from one man to another, even 

posthumously.  
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Her ambiguous status as a maiden-bride allows her to be treated, as the First Soldier observes, 

“like a great city-pie brought to a table / Where there be many hands that lay about.” This is 

perhaps one of the primary tragedies in the play: in belonging to a particular man, she never 

belongs to herself. This becomes evident when her ghost must visit Govianus to inform him of 

the necrophilia committed by the Tyrant. She must plead for his intervention. Despite spending 

significant time at her tomb, Govianus fails to notice that it has been desecrated. The unfolding 

chaos after her burial highlights how patriarchy often disregards religious and legal boundaries. 

It bends them to maintain the status quo. The patriarchal system’s control and objectification of 

women persist beyond life, extending even into death. 

Like desire, patriarchy fails to differentiate between a living woman and one who is dead. 

This is especially true when it comes to maintaining or propelling masculine narratives. The 

crucial role played by the female corpse in a revenge tragedy lies in its corporeality. It provides 

an undeniable catalyst for revenge. Even the spectral presence of the father’s ghost in Hamlet 

(1601) requires a female corpse to make the protagonist finally take action. The ghost 

(un)questionably initiates one of the most well-known revenge tragedies in early modern drama. 

However, Hamlet’s decisive actions occur only after he cradles Ophelia’s corpse inside her 

grave. 

In a similar manner, the Lady’s corpse and its sexual abuse by the Tyrant become the 

irrefutable motive for vengeance. They serve as the catalyst for Govianus’ final and active 

confrontation with the Tyrant. The representation of female corpses reflects a troubling aspect of 

early modern tragedy. Female bodies become a site of both contention and violated sanctity. The 
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Tyrant’s kiss thus crystallizes the play’s transformation of the Lady’s corpse into a medium 

through which necrophilic desire, sacrilegious spectacle, and royal power converge. 

2.1.2 Govianus’ Discrete Love: Revenge and Re-entombment 

I have discussed the investment of these tragedies in the female character (and corpse’s) 

sexuality. Both Vindice and Hamlet are obsessed with Gloriana and Ophelia’s chastity and loss 

of it. From that perspective, it might first seem that Thomas Middleton separates the loving and 

sexualizing between the villain and the hero in Second Maiden’s Tragedy. True to an extent, the 

play layers Govianus’s relationship with the Lady just as it layers the one between the Tyrant and 

her. Just like the Tyrant, Govianus, too, is able to achieve any sexual intimacy with the Lady after 

her death. Govianus’ mourning soliloquy over the Lady’s corpse reveals a mixture of reverence 

and sensuality. It suggests a complex and nuanced relationship between the two— 

GOVIANUS  

Come, thou delicious treasure of mankind,  

To him that knows what virtuous woman is  

And can discretely love her…  

Oh, thou fair spring Of honest and religious desires,  

Fountain of weeping honour, I will kiss thee  

After death’s marble lip! Thou’rt cold enough  

To lie entombed now by my father’s side  

Without offence in kin[d]red there I’ll place thee,  

With one I loved the dearest next thee.  
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Help me to mourn, all that love chastity.  

[Exit, possibly carrying the body as the scene shifts] (3.1.1450–60) 

Govianus’ soliloquy reflects both his respect for the Lady’s virtue and an underlying sensual 

attraction that surfaces upon her death. His decision to kiss her “after death’s marble lip” 

crystallizes this duality. He acknowledges her coldness yet remains erotically drawn to her. This 

blurs reverence and desire. 

It is helpful to remember that, until her death, Govianus has been characterized as 

fundamentally unable to take meaningful action either toward or for the Lady. He neither stands 

up for her nor kills her at her insistence. Instead, he faints and leaves her to help herself. This is 

an almost comedic moment reminiscent of Antony’s failed suicide in Antony and Cleopatra 

(1607). In that play, masculinity is allowed to be frightened and passive beside a stronger partner. 

Yet, as is common in revenge tragedies, the Lady’s suicide becomes almost necessary for 

Govianus to emerge as a more active participant in the play. Only after the Lady’s death can 

Govianus kiss her “discretely” in accordance with societal norms. On two prior occasions, he 

fails to act: once when she kisses him in public in Act 1, and again when he cannot stab her and 

thus symbolically penetrate her. Intimacy with her corpse, however, allows him in some measure 

to overcome what could be read as an anxiety due to the bounds of courtly decorum he obeys 

throughout the play. 

Unfortunately, the anxiety experienced due to an overpowering patriarchal court (The 

Revenger’s Tragedy) or father (Hamlet) is resolved at the cost of a female corpse. This female 

corpse belongs to a sexualized female character. Only after Govianus has shared an intimate 
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moment with the Lady’s corpse and buried her in his family tomb does he feel equipped enough 

to save her from the Tyrant. The Tyrant steals her body to “ set/ A sinful kiss upon [her] senseless 

lip” (4.3.1964). The meta-theatrical implications of this revelation are profound. They expose the 

extent of the Tyrant’s necrophilic desires. Despite censorship likely preventing explicit stage 

intimacy, it conjures a deeply unsettling image that emphasizes his violation of the dead and his 

perverse treatment of the Lady’s body. 

It thus becomes almost unavoidable for Govianus to rescue her corpse and kill the Tyrant. Yet 

he also manipulates the Lady’s body as a means to avenge her death and his loss of empire. 

Disguised as a “schoolmaster” and “picture-drawer” in answer to the Tyrant’s demand for an 

artist trained in cosmetics, Govianus comes to court to paint the Lady’s face. He makes her look 

alive because “revenge calls for’t, and it must go forward” (5.2.2318). The stage direction notes 

that he paints her face secretly and applies poison to her lips. By painting her face with makeup 

for the Tyrant, Govianus reprises Vindice’s use of Gloriana’s effigy in The Revenger’s Tragedy. 

He too fashions a seductive corpse whose allure is weaponized. Using the information provided 

by the Lady’s ghost—that the Tyrant kisses her senseless lips—he turns this habit to his 

advantage. In doing so, Govianus (and Middleton) establishes a trope in which the female corpse 

not only provides the motivation for revenge but also furnishes the means to accomplish it. 

For the performance of the female corpse on stage, much like a marionette, the puppeteer 

must perform as well. That requires costume and makeup to be visible in performance. In The 

Second Maiden’s Tragedy, the first decision Govianus makes upon killing the Tyrant is to “place 

[the Lady’s corpse] in [his] throne; crown her [his] queen” (5.2.2441). As the Lady’s ghost enters 
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twice in the final scene—first in black, then to accompany her corpse back into the tomb—the 

exit permits the actor-double (ghost) to change back into the white costume in which the corpse 

was initially buried. This suggests the possibility that the corpse, too, is changed out of black 

velvet offstage. 

Govianus’ well-intentioned gesture to “let her be solemnly borne/ Unto the house of peace 

from whence she came/ As queen of silence” only further highlights the silence maintained by 

the actor (or dummy) playing the Lady’s corpse through the second half of the play 

(5.2.2445-2446). This silence persists even as the corpse is repeatedly manipulated on stage. 

Eventually, the play poses a pressing question: where does the performance of maneuvering the 

female body—and the female corpse—begin, and where does it end? 

2.2 ‘Preserved in First Sweetness’: Marcelia’s Embalmed Corpse in The Duke of Milan 

Having examined how The Second Maiden’s Tragedy stages the Lady’s exhumed corpse as an 

instrument of necrophilic desire and posthumous revenge, I now turn to Philip Massinger’s The 

Duke of Milan (1621). Where Middleton’s play features an unmarried woman whose corpse is 

fought over by rival men, Massinger’s focuses on a wife whose husband becomes her primary 

violator. If The Second Maiden’s Tragedy foregrounds necrophilic desire through explicit 

Herodian reference, The Duke of Milan reworks the same logic through the language of 

embalming and marital fantasy. This shift from betrothed to wife, from Tyrant to Duke, 

demonstrates how seductive corpse performance adapts across different power structures while 

maintaining its core mechanisms: costume, cosmetics, and the transformation of dead female 

flesh into spectacular object. 

103



Philip Massinger’s The Duke of Milan (1621) further elaborates on the manipulation of 

seductive female corpses in Jacobean drama. It echoes and extends the motifs observed in The 

Second Maiden’s Tragedy. First performed in 1621 by the King’s Men, also at the Blackfriars, 

Massinger’s play interrogates patriarchal control over a woman’s body—alive and dead—

through the conjugal relationship between Duke Sforza and his consort, Marcelia. The play 

delves deep into the complex interplay between gender, power, and politics. In doing so, it 

foregrounds how early modern drama used the motif of the female corpse to critique, and at 

times reinforce, contemporary notions of psychological and ethical conundrums prevalent in 

society. A study of The Duke of Milan with The Second Maiden’s Tragedy together showcases 

how the Duke’s character uncannily mirrors the necrophilic tendencies of the Tyrant. In doing so, 

it illustrates that early modern dramatists’ rendering of a supposed hero and a villain do not 

diverge much from each other when seen through the lens of power and patriarchy. 

2.2.1 Marcelia’s “Most Exquisite Form”: Sexualization and Surveillance 

In the opening scene of The Duke of Milan, the audience encounters a pervasive discourse 

surrounding the Duchess, Marcelia. As various characters extensively judge her physical and 

moral attributes, their communal dialogue establishes her as a pivotal figure within the narrative. 

It simultaneously highlights the significance of her body and chastity to the unfolding plot. For 

instance, Tiberio, a lord in Sforza’s court, remarks on Marcelia’s “exquisite form” (1.1.143).  9

Francisco, Sforza’s brother-in-law, lauds her as the epitome of feminine virtue and beauty. She is 

entrusted with “the stock of women’s goodness” with a “pure heat [for] her husband’s fervour” 

 Philip Massinger. The Duke of Milan. Edited by T. Best, Revels Plays, Manchester UP, 2000. Unless otherwise 9

noted, act, scene, and line numbers follow this edition.

104



that is unmatched by anyone else’s wife in Milan (1.2.18–20, 33). None of these male characters 

seem particularly afraid of their libertine behavior that clearly breaches decorum. Rather, the 

collective preoccupation with Marcelia’s body and its role in the gratification of her husband’s 

sexual desires appears to be typical within the court’s discourse. 

This behavior is heightened when it is echoed by the two female characters in the play. 

Sforza’s mother, Isabella, and sister, Mariana, join in scrutinizing and disparaging Marcelia. 

Their opinions on Marcelia’s physical attributes—her height, her “white face,” and “painted 

face”—serve to cast aspersions on her character. They suggest her potential promiscuity as a 

“strumpet.” Such attacks not only reflect societal attitudes on female bodies and appearances but 

also exacerbate the pervasive atmosphere of mistrust and gendered prejudice within the 

narrative. The effects of such surveillance is reflected in Marcelia’s dialogues. These 

predominantly serve to clarify the constant doubts cast her way right until her death. 

Unfortunately, Sforza’s frequent public expressions of lust for his wife not only mirror but also 

condone the court’s invasive scrutiny and criticism of her. 

On her birthday, Sforza extols Marcelia as the “phoenix of perfection” and the embodiment of 

physical and intellectual excellence. He states, “That, but to speak the least part to [her] height, 

Would ask an angel’s tongue” (1.3.68–70). However, his tone swiftly transitions to one of overt 

sexual desire. He likens every night to a bridal occasion and vividly describes their passionate 

lovemaking to an audience: “no night to me/ But is a bridal one, where Hymen lights/ His 

torches fresh and new; and those delights, Which are not to be clothed in airy sounds” (1.3.71–

75). The metaphorical reference to “bridal” with “Hymen” lighting his torches reveals his view 
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of marriage and intimacy as perpetually renewing and imbued with passion. Likewise, the use of 

“heat”, “jovial fervor”, and “virgin fruit” emphasize his fixation on the sexual elements of their 

relationship. 

Interestingly, these public proclamations of sexual intimacy seem to highlight a societal 

acceptance and even encouragement of such displays of male virility and dominance within the 

aristocracy. They reinforce patriarchal norms that prioritize male desire. Despite acknowledging 

the discretion traditionally associated with conjugal pleasures, the Duke’s unabashed sharing 

suggests a sense of entitlement. This is denied to Marcelia. As the repercussions of Sforza’s 

speech directly affect Marcelia’s image in the court, she is obligated to navigate conversations 

toward a trajectory that is more socially acceptable. Her strategic response refrains from 

acknowledging her husband’s sexual undertones. She states: “these eyes yet never saw/ The 

rising sun, but that my vows and prayers/ Were sent to Heaven for the prosperity/ And safety of 

my lord” (1.3.86–89). She instead emphasizes her love and devotion for him. By redirecting the 

conversation toward her chastity, Marcelia attempts to alleviate the societal suspicions regarding 

her fidelity. 

Even though this move can be seen as reinforcing patriarchal ideals that control and monitor 

women’s sexuality within the society, it also allows the Duchess to have power to influence her 

own image. It shows how she wishes to be seen. Irrespective of Marcelia’s words and actions, 

however, the play keeps returning to her sexuality and the sexual potential of her body. Sforza’s 

acute preoccupation with Marcelia’s role as his sexual conquest intensifies when he learns of the 

impending threat from Charles’ army to Milan. While Sforza acknowledges the dire 
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consequences of such a siege—including the brutal image of his mother “tossed on their pikes” 

and his sister “ravished” by the enemy—all his existential dread culminates in the fear of 

Marcelia becoming another man’s sexual conquest. 

Notably, even though Sforza initially expresses concern that Marcelia would “suffer” because 

of his support to France, his discourse rapidly refocuses on the potential violation and 

appropriation of her body. In a telling exchange, as Marcelia seeks to reassure Sforza of her 

unwavering loyalty, his response paradoxically combines fear of forced intimacy with 

ambiguous, almost tender descriptions of potential infidelity: “to see those eyes I prize above my 

own,/ Dart favours, though compelled, upon another;/ Or those sweet lips, yielding immortal 

nectar,/ Be gently touched by any but myself” (1.3.327–332). 

Betrayed by his own emotions, Sforza shifts his conversation from the forced violence 

implied in his surrender to Charles to a depiction of Marcelia enjoying another suitor. He blurs 

the line between coercion and consent, wife and potential whore. Sforza’s wavering thoughts 

between a raw fear for his wife and her betrayal underscore a deeper patriarchal insecurity of 

losing his wife’s body as well as emotions to another, however involuntary it may be. This 

ambivalence is echoed in his larger anxieties of losing his throne and dukedom. Thus, Marcelia’s 

autonomy and emotional integrity become compromised within Sforza’s overwhelming paranoia. 

This reflects a broader patriarchal view in which women become the embodiment of male honor. 

They become primary objects of sexual and political conquest. Sforza’s manner of thinking 

reveals a collapse between his personal and political identities. It highlights the tragic 

consequences of viewing his marriage through the lens of ownership and control. 
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The extremity of Sforza’s suspicion and jealousy culminates when he instructs Francisco to 

murder Marcelia. This is contingent upon his own fate prior to his surrender to King Charles. 

This drastic decision underscores the noxious control Sforza wields both as a Duke and as a 

husband. In Act 3, Scene 1, Sforza surrenders as a strategically aimed move to protect the 

women of Milan from rape by the imperial army. This decision highlights a stark contradiction: 

while he acts ostensibly to protect the women of Milan at large, he simultaneously arranges 

potentially to have his own wife killed should he die. This is despite her assurances of fidelity 

and a clear articulation of her intention to live as his widow. 

Sforza’s behavior betrays a deep mistrust of Marcelia and her capability to control her own 

sexual desires. His orders to Francisco reveal a fear that Marcelia might succumb (and consent) 

to sexual advances from another, should he no longer be there to enforce his control. This 

undermines not just his personal authority but also his legacy as a duke. This instance is 

symptomatic of a broader thematic concern seen in the play: the possession and control over 

female bodies and choices as extensions of male power and legacy. These must be maintained at 

all costs. 

Needless to say, Sforza’s jealousy and inherent doubt for his wife is exploited by Francisco. 

Francisco holds an agenda to avenge his own sister’s mistreatment by Sforza. Believing 

Francisco’s false narrative of getting cuckolded by Marcelia, Sforza brands her a “whore” that 

must have “wooed” and “tempted” Francisco with her “whorish flatteries” (1.3.481–485). It is 

worth noting how easily Sforza shifts the blame entirely onto Marcelia while absolving 

Francisco of any responsibility. This biased assignment of guilt creates a stark contrast to his 
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earlier presentation of their relationship. It indicates that any prior acknowledgment of 

Marcelia’s virtues only served to mask Sforza’s latent sexual insecurity and possessiveness. This 

rapid disintegration of trust underscores Marcelia’s reduction to solely an object of desire within 

her own marriage. 

In this moment of being blinded by unfounded rage, Sforza stabs Marcelia to death. He goes 

against his earlier rationale to get her killed. What he had previously justified as concern was 

only a masquerade to hide his incapability of (even entertaining the idea of) sharing the object of 

his desire with any other man. For Sforza, “Tis more than love to her, that mark[e]d her out” 

from the rest and not love itself (1.3.548). Sforza’s accelerated shift from affection to suspicion 

raises questions about the fragility of relationships under patriarchal authority. It suggests that his 

paranoia is likely rooted in systemic biases against the female sex rather than Marcelia’s actual 

conduct. This narrative trajectory in which female characters are rendered as mere extensions of 

male desire serves as a critique of gender dynamics and agency, especially sexual, in women. 

Our understanding of Duke of Milan requires that we compare it to Othello (1603). Both these 

Jacobean plays depict a central narrative involving a jealous husband that wrongfully accuses 

and murders his wife. The manner in which the two murders are committed reveals significant 

differences in how these characters express their violence. It also shows how the female corpses 

are rendered on stage. 

Othello opts to kill his wife Desdemona through smothering. This is a method typically 

associated with women due to its intimate and quiet nature. In her article, “Bodies of Evidence: 

Sex and Murder (or Gender and Homicide) in Early Modern England, c. 1500–1680,” Kesselring 
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notes that out of a total of 182 people that were killed by strangulation between 1500 and 1680 in 

England, 151 were victims of female murderers (27). The main reason for this is because 

strangulation or smothering was mostly seen in cases of infanticides. This was considered a 

“secret crime” as it was difficult to detect as opposed to public crime like stabbing (Gaskill 21).  10

Before murdering his wife, Othello declares that “[he]’ll not shed [Desdemona’s] blood,” so 

as to “[not] scar that whiter skin of hers than snow, / And smooth as monumental alabaster” 

(5.2.3–6). However, Othello’s method of killing his wife reflects much more than retaining his 

wife’s flawless skin. As a Moor and an outsider in Venetian society, Othello’s internal turmoil 

and the need for secrecy are driven by a loss of ego. His preference for smothering might also 

suggest an effort to avoid leaving visible marks on Desdemona’s body. This aligns with his 

desire to maintain a semblance of purity even in her death. 

In contrast, Sforza is the most powerful man in Milan. He kills Marcelia with his sword in 

presence of many. Typically seen as more masculine and public way of killing due to its overt 

violence and aggressive nature, the exhibitionistic nature of the stabbing reflects his unchecked 

authority. Furthermore, it acts as a final penetration of his wife’s body. It reinforces masculinity 

in response to his perceived emasculation caused by her rumored infidelity. The absence of 

punishment for the Duke underscores the societal acceptance of male aggression in enforcing 

traditional gender roles. It further distinguishes his approach from Othello’s discreet and intimate 

method. 

 Gaskill also notes that poisoning was the other crime classified alongside infanticide as a "secret crime" in this 10

period, and that both were strongly associated with women (21).
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While Othello’s smothering represents a quieter, more internalized form of violence, which 

ultimately leads to him dying by suicide, Sforza’s stabbing is explicit, brutal, and public. It 

signifies the overt assertion of masculine power further seen in his denial of culpability later in 

the play. The way in which the woman gets murdered significantly shapes the subsequent 

performance of her stage corpse. In Othello, the method of killing—smothering Desdemona 

quietly in their bedchamber—leaves her body visually unmarred. This contrasts sharply with the 

moral stain she is believed to bear. Seemingly asleep with no physical sign of violence, 

Desdemona’s corpse returns (to life one last time) to vocalize her innocence. It contributes 

posthumously to the narrative.  This phenomenon of a speaking corpse, which I will explore in 11

my forthcoming chapter on “Talking Corpses,” highlights a unique theatrical device. Stage 

corpses are made to communicate after death using various supernatural circumstances. These 

include but are not limited to cruentation, resurrection, and so on. 

In stark contrast, Marcelia’s death in The Duke of Milan, executed through a violent stabbing, 

visually and symbolically marks her body. Her body, which was sexually charged while alive, 

continues to exude a seductive presence on stage. Contrary to the speaking corpse, the seductive 

corpse complicates the unfolding drama through its post-mortem performance of seduction. This 

happens through makeup, costume, and presence of necrophilia. The portrayal of Marcelia’s 

body not only underscores her husband’s brutal assertion of control but also perpetuates her role 

within the sexual dynamics of the plot, even in death and after it. 

2.2.2 “Infuse Into Her Mouth a Seeming Breath”: Francisco’s Manipulation 

 A similar scene is seen in The Revenger’s Tragedy in which Antonio’s wife, though deceased, returns to 11

vocalize her innocence, thus contributing posthumously to the narrative.caesar
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After murdering Marcelia, Sforza undergoes a seemingly profound psychological collapse. 

This is marked by selective memory and blame-shifting. His sudden shift in culpability—from 

himself to his mother and sister—highlights his refusal to accept responsibility for his actions. 

The court’s response to Sforza’s breakdown further complicates this dynamic. Rather than 

confronting the Duke with the truth, those around him engage in a collective performance. They 

silently agree to perpetuate a false reality of an alive Marcelia to prevent him from harming 

himself. The most striking part of this facade is the way in which Marcelia’s corpse is 

manipulated to cover up her own wrongful death. 

When Stephano calls her a “thing that has no sense or being,” he offers a deplorable 

foreboding of how her corpse would be used in the following scenes. To set up the scene, the 

doctors convince—cr[y] out—that Marcelia is still alive but unconscious. The stabbing was not 

mortal. A group of physicians crying out the news adds a layer of exaggerated drama to the 

dialogue delivery. It signifies the beginning of what might be considered a play within the play. 

Most importantly though, this performance is aimed to protect the Duke from a complete mental 

collapse. It highlights the abuse of justice in front of power. By staging this deception, the 

narrative reveals how women’s bodies, even as corpses, can be manipulated to serve the interests 

of powerful men. This portrayal challenges the ethical boundaries within the play’s context. It 

questions the morality of protecting one individual at the expense of another’s dignity and the 

use of performance to maintain the patriarchal order. 

The corpse’s objectification continues when Pescara notes how Sforza “easily believing what 

he wishes, / More than a perpetuity of pleasure in any object else… fell prostrate / At the 

112



doctors’ feet, [and] implored their aid” (5.2.46–50). Contrary to feeling any sympathy for the 

dead Duchess, the people present at the court find it strange that the Duke refuses to find an 

alternative object of desire for himself. Instead, he pleads with the doctors to right the 

(impossible) wrong he has committed. By this point in the play, Marcelia has indeed become a 

literal object to the lords. This reinforces the narrative’s emphasis on the commodification of the 

female body. 

As before, Sforza’s response builds on this commodification instead of humanizing the wife 

he has just wrongfully wounded (killed). He addresses Marcelia’s corpse with continuing 

fixation— 

DUKE  

To touch this snow-white hand. How cold it is!  

This once was Cupid’s fire-brand, and still, the god of love.  

’Tis so to me. How slow her pulses beat too!  

Yet in this temper she is all perfection,  

And mistress of a heat so full of sweetness,  

The blood of virgins in their pride of youth  

Are balls of snow or ice compared unto her. (5.2.83–88) 

Sforza’s continued fixation on Marcelia’s physical and sexual attributes reveals a troubling 

commentary on the diminished value of a woman in a patriarchal society. He finds her “all 

perfection” despite her lifeless demeanor. This suggests that her worth is derived solely from her 

physical appearance and not from any sense of personhood or individuality. To make it worse, 

his compliments such as “mistress of a heat so full of sweetness” appears to carry a consolatory 
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tone. Ultimately, Sforza uses them to share his dissatisfaction with Marcelia’s pale and cold body 

for not providing what he desires. Unlike Othello in which multiple characters show sympathy 

for the dead Desdemona, Marcelia is left to fulfill the fantasies of others. 

While still delusional, Sforza continues to express his fantasy onto Marcelia’s corpse. He 

demonstrates his inability to acknowledge her death and his crime. He sways between alluding to 

his wife as both dead and alive. On one hand, drawing attention to Marcelia’s “cold” and “snow-

white hand” exaggerates her morbidity. The play already makes note of her “white face” as one 

of the attributes that make her desirable (2.1.284). On the other hand, his allusion to “how slow 

her pulses beat,” tries to create an ambiguity. What follows is a display of entitlement, explicit in 

his request to the doctors to use the “excellence of [their] art” on her for how “pale and wan she 

looks.” Despite claiming to come from a place of love, Sforza’s priority lies in making his wife’s 

corpse appear attractive. 

To understand the relevance of Sforza’s response to his wife’s corpse, consider Othello’s 

reaction to his wife’s corpse after he has killed her— 

OTHELLO  

Pale as thy smock, when we shall meet at compt,  

This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven,  

And fiends will snatch at it. Cold, cold, my girl?  

Even like thy chastity.—O cursèd, cursèd slave! (5.2.324–327) 

Like Sforza, Othello makes specific observations about how “pale” and “cold” Desdemona’s 

body is. As with Marcelia’s corpse, Desdemona’s paleness points toward lifelessness because of 
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how fair she has been described throughout the play. And yet, despite the similarities, these two 

plays have profoundly different endings. 

After murdering their wives, both Othello and Sforza undergo profound mental collapses as 

they confront the grave misjudgments that led to their irrevocable actions. This nervous 

breakdown can be seen as a reflection of culpability. It triggers very different outcomes in both 

the plots. As I have discussed earlier, whereas Othello’s blame is directed inwards, Sforza 

projects his outwards on his family before taking any responsibility for his actions. Therefore, 

the signifiers—coldness and paleness—that are used by Othello to highlight the inalterability of 

his actions are completely glossed over by Sforza. He refuses (and delays) to acknowledge his 

crime. The Duke of Milan highlights the arbitrariness of language and meaning when he uses the 

same signifiers to showcase Marcelia’s inability to provide the “heat of sweetness” she is 

renowned for. In this most dire situation, Sforza still seems to be focused on her sexual role when 

he compares it with that of virgins at the peak of their youth. This reinforces the notion that 

Marcelia’s value lies in her flesh. Even in his so-called delusional state, the Duke clearly seems 

to be orchestrating the little performance that takes place around him.  12

Sforza’s response is dubious given the peculiarity of his actions in the above scene. I will 

elaborate on this using two more examples from early modern plays. Take into consideration 

Lear’s response upon seeing his daughter, Cordelia’s corpse in King Lear (1606)— 

LEAR  

 Mentally distraught characters orchestrating performances within plays are common in early modern 12

drama. Hieronimo in The Spanish Tragedy (1587), Hamlet in Hamlet (1601), and Vindice in The 
Revenger’s Tragedy (1606) all belong to the niche genre of revenge tragedy, where figures marked by 
melancholy or madness stage fictional playlets to advance their designs.
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And my poor fool is hanged. No, no, no life?  

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life,  

And thou no breath at all?  

Thou’lt come no more,  

Never, never, never, never, never. 

—Pray you undo this button. Thank you, sir.  

Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips,  

Look there, look there! (King Lear 5.3.369–375) 

Also mourning, Lear notes how there’s “no life” and “no breath at all” in Cordelia’s body. 

Just like Sforza, Lear, too, brings attention toward Cordelia’s body, her lips. He shows an 

absence of breath as well as color when he asks someone to undo his daughter’s death. Now, 

consider a lesser known play, The Atheist’s Tragedy, and D’Amville’s lines when he looks at his 

brother’s corpse on stage: “No breath? No motion?” (2.4.36). As the murderer himself, 

D’Amville is feigning innocence at this moment in the play. However, his dialogue demands that 

both his on-stage and off-stage audience focus on the lifelessness of the corpse. It further helps 

us understand the theatrical motif associated with stage corpses (Nunn 80). Irrespective of a 

character’s guilt or innocence, the default response to a corpse on early modern stage tends to 

emphasize its lifelessness. There wouldn’t be a corpse laid out on stage without a direct mention 

to the presence of death. This is especially true because it is fiction. Massinger’s counter-

intuitive choice to make the Duke use the common signifiers and twist them to mean the opposite 

is exceptionally remarkable. It diverts from a trend and in doing that, allows for an enriching 

dramatic moment to emerge. 
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A meta-theatrical moment in the play, Sforza’s antithetical observations acknowledge the 

fiction of which the audience has become a part of. The boy actor playing Marcelia’s corpse, 

possibly with extra layers of white makeup to signify death and least amount of movement, is 

betrayed by his co-actor. He can se due to proximity. Hilary Nunn expands on this phenomenon 

in her book Staging Anatomies: Dissection and Spectacle in Early Stuart Tragedy. She writes: 

The dramas’ repeated insistence that such onstage bodies lack life brings into sharp focus the 

difficulties of representing death itself in the playhouse, since, despite the mortal injuries a 

character might meet in the course of the drama, the actor embodying him or her generally 

safely arises from the stage to personate other, if not the same, characters in later 

performances. (63–64) 

To illustrate this point, Nunn uses Henry Jackson’s well known review on the 1610 performance 

of death by the actor playing Desdemona in Othello. Jackson praises how “Desdemona, killed by 

her husband, in her death moved us especially when, as she lay in her bed, her face alone 

implored the pity of the audience” (qtd. in Rosenberg 918). According to Nunn, the liveliness of 

the actors, while limiting a play’s tragic effectiveness, allows early modern dramas to explore 

common cultural perceptions of the corpse. The corpse can represent the ultimate representation 

of human goodness and purity. It can also be the lifeless embodiment of pure evil (64). As almost 

all characters showcase some aspect of the good, the evil, and in between of human nature, I am 

not particularly interested in Nunn’s conclusion. However, the liveliness of the actor playing 

corpse is extremely significant if we are to study the corpse on stage. 
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Jackson commending the actor playing Desdemona for “her face alone [that] implored the 

pity of the audience” is worth dissecting. The interesting choice of the adverb “alone” helps us 

analyze the acting in two ways. One, the actor’s expressions were enough to demand the pity of 

their audience. Two, only their face signified death whereas their body might not have. Either 

way, the face of an actor seems to become extremely important to showcase death. It suggests 

that, presumably, a member of the audience is willing to accept the fiction of death as long as it 

is seen on the face. 

My interest in the face is two fold. First, like death, the enactment of absence is by itself a 

complicated problem. How do we enact, a sign of life in an actor, death, which is by its 

definition an absence of life? And second, what is the role of white makeup and paleness in 

ensuring that death is clearly visible to the audience? Seductive female stage corpses can be 

extremely vital in exploring both these questions. This is specially because of the extra makeup, 

costume, and processes involved in designing them. 

As the scene in The Duke of Milan progresses, an unknown Jewish physician is employed to 

fulfill the Duke’s fantasies. It is worth noting that the Duke’s fantasies are two-pronged at this 

point. First, an illusion of an alive, sexually desirable Marcelia. The second, delusion of being a 

victim instead of the offender. Interestingly, both these objectives are satisfied by disguising 

Marcelia’s corpse as an alive woman. In the absence of a righteous hero, as seen in The 

Revenger’s Tragedy and The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, the role of disguising the corpse is taken 

by Francisco. He is the other character directly responsible for Marcelia’s death. 
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Francisco, now disguised as a Jewish physician, returns to Sforza’s court. This role possibly 

reflects the common professional stereotypes of the period. Sforza, still ensnared in his 

delusions, grants Francisco “free access… safe protection, / Till the great work be ended” on his 

wife (5.2.108–112). This arrangement, coupled with Francisco’s earlier inappropriate advances 

toward Marcelia, infuses an added layer of deceit and manipulation into the narrative. It 

simultaneously brings up the repeated motif of preserving the seductive female corpse — 13

FRANCISCO  

I am no god, sir, To give a new life to her; yet I’ll hazard  

My head, I’ll work the senseless trunk  

To him as it had got a second being,  

Or that the soul that’s fled from’t were called back  

To govern it again. I will preserve it  

In the first sweetness, and by a strange vapour,  

Which I’ll infuse into her mouth, create  

A seeming breath; I’ll make her veins run high too,  

As if they had true motion (5.2.205–212) 

Both Francisco and Sforza’s desire to preserve and immortalize Marcelia reflects an early 

modern corpse motif. Characters romantically associated or sexually interested in the female 

corpse almost always display a desire to preserve the corpse. In early modern drama, the 

consistent linkage between male characters’ interactions with female corpses and suggestions of 

madness or imbalanced humors is striking. Hamlet cradling Ophelia’s corpse inside her grave, 

 An unhealthy attachment to preserving or holding on to the corpse is especially marked in plays such 13

as The Revenger’s Tragedy, The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, and The Duke of Milan, where the plot turns 
on the staging and manipulation of a seductive female corpse.
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Vindice’s manipulation of Gloriana’s skull in The Revenger’s Tragedy, the Tyrant’s sexual acts 

with the Lady’s corpse in The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, and Sforza’s madness in Duke of Milan 

seem to establish a recurring theatrical pattern. It will be ill considered of me to diagnose such 

characters retrospectively. That is not the agenda of this chapter. However, it is important to 

acknowledge the connection between psychological distress and attachment to corpses. It allows 

us to justify the presence of necrophilia as a common phenomenon in early modern England as 

well its impression as a disorder of the human mind. 

This pattern suggests that the early modern society might have viewed necrophilia not as a 

sexual perversion but rather as a symptom of mental disturbance. On the other hand, it also 

reflects an underlying societal tendency (and strategy) of using insanity as an excuse to 

historically justify or mitigate the actions of powerful people, especially men.  This approach 14

could serve to soften the perception of morally reprehensible acts. It frames them as the outcome 

of derangement rather than deliberate cruelty or depravity. Consider the judgment afforded to 

Ophelia in opposition to the sympathy given to the male characters. Regardless, the two 

interpretations need not be mutually exclusive. The settings for these plays—the courts and 

aristocratic households—provide fertile ground for complex explorations of power and sexual 

dynamics. Madness can both conceal and reveal deeper societal issues. The motif of male 

characters grappling with female corpses, and the narrative choices made by playwrights, could 

indicate that society’s boundaries were ambiguous. There was room for multiple readings of such 

transgressions. 

 Burton recounts in The Anatomy of Melancholy how Charlemagne “foolishly doted upon a woman of mean favour 14

and condition” for many years, and that upon her death he embraced her corpse and had her jeweled coffin carried 
with him everywhere, continuing to lament over it (5227).
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Similar to the Tyrant’s allusion to Herod and his intention to preserve the Lady’s corpse in 

The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, Francisco’s dialogues reveal techniques reminiscent of early 

modern embalming process. Reconsider Francisco’s lines when he describes the way in which he 

will manipulate Marcelia’s body: “I will work the senseless trunk to appear [… ]as it got a 

second being Or[…]the soul were called back[…] preserve it In first sweetness, and by a strange 

vapor, […]infuse into her mouth[…]A seeming breath;[…]make her veins run high too, As if 

they had true motion” (5.2.205–212). The methods mentioned by Francisco mirror historical 

embalming practices. These were intended to present the deceased in a lifelike state. They often 

comforted the bereaved and adhered to social etiquette. In her book, Ritual, Belief and the Dead 

in Early Modern Britain and Ireland, Susan Tarlow notes that adorning the body’s surface was 

necessary to make visible that which was interior to the self. The body’s exterior was plastic in 

nature. Efforts were made to restore the corpse post-mortem to look good for burial. This was 

especially because the “natural” corpse—its pallor, livid patches, sunken cheeks, open jaw and 

smell of decay—did not support this “good interior” metaphor (99, 117). 

As per the historical records of the time, embalming in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

often involved adorning the body to reflect one’s social status. This highlighted the body’s role 

as an index of social identity. Often, this process was marked by a high degree of theatricality. 

Techniques such as using sweet herbs and perfumes to mask decay, decorating the body with 

garments and vegetation, and employing substances like sawdust or coal dust in coffins to absorb 

decay products were common (Redknap 37; Ponsford and Jackson 116). These efforts helped 

sustain the metaphor of the deceased merely sleeping. They eased the grief of the bereaved and 

maintained societal decorum. A visibly decomposing or stinking corpse was a dishonor both to 
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the deceased and to the family. Its removal from the senses of the living needed to happen before 

that point (129). 

Whereas Francisco’s use of embalming techniques could be seen as a critique of societal 

norms surrounding the manipulation of corpses, especially female, Sforza’s insistence on 

maintaining the illusion highlights his disturbing level of objectification and control over her 

body. This persists even in death. It mirrors broader societal expectations and the extreme lengths 

taken to uphold them. Pescario, recognizing the ineffectiveness of previous physicians, remarks 

that his “physicians are/Mere voice, and no performance.” He heralds Francisco as one capable 

of performing wonders (5.2.246). This introduces a pivotal moment where Marcelia’s corpse is 

prepped to perform once more. It becomes a morbid display of artifice and manipulation aimed 

at fulfilling the Duke’s fantasies. 

Francisco uses ceruse to alleviate the paleness of Marcelia’s skin. This is indicative of his 

attempt to visually resurrect her from death’s grip for the Duke’s benefit. As the decomposition 

sets in, releasing a foul odor, Francisco uses a “precious antidote old ladies use” to paint her lips. 

He masks the smell and restores a semblance of life (5.3.279–299). The application of makeup 

not only serves to deceive the senses but also transforms Marcelia into a still yet seductive image 

tailored to Sforza’s desires. 

The meta-theatrical elements of this scene are profound. They reflect the processes by which 

actors transform into their characters. Initially presented in the courtly makeup of a living 

Duchess, Marcelia’s appearance morphs dramatically across the acts. By Act 5, Scene 2, she is 

arrayed in an exaggerated white makeup to symbolize death. This transformation culminates in 
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Francisco’s final applications of makeup. These are designed to make her seem alive once again. 

Such staging within the play underscores the performative nature of identity and deception. 

Marcelia’s corpse becomes a prop in a macabre theatrical production. 

During this process, Francisco’s actions take on a more sinister and intimate dimension. He 

comments on the substance he uses on her lips. It is intended for when “they kiss,” reflecting his 

knowledge of Sforza’s likely reaction to seeing Marcelia thus adorned (5.2.289). The revelation 

that Francisco has laced the lipstick with poison to enact revenge against the Duke for his sister’s 

death adds a lethal consequence to this interaction. Moreover, the scene where Francisco applies 

makeup on Marcelia’s body in privacy, watched by his sister Eugenia (disguised as a page), 

introduces an unsettling blend of intimacy and morbidity. Eugenia’s horror is palpable as she 

expresses her trembling reaction to Francisco’s tyrannical handling of Marcelia’s corpse. She 

views it as “most inhuman” (5.2.304–306). 

This moment marks a critical juncture in the play. It highlights the extreme lengths to which 

characters go to manipulate and control, even in death. The scene becomes a chilling 

commentary on the objectification and degradation of Marcelia’s body. It exposes the malevolent 

undercurrents of power and desire that run through the narrative. Finally, when Marcelia’s corpse 

is revealed to Sforza, he notes, out loud in front of others, how Marcelia’s (newly painted) hand 

seems as it did when he first kissed it. He goes on to share how he finds her lips “invit[ing] too: 

[he] could ever feed/ Upon these roses, they still keep their colour/And native sweetness: only 

the nectar’s wanting” (5.2.328–330). Presumably, Sforza kisses his wife’s corpse during the 

delivery of these lines. He ends up dying to the poison applied on her lips by Francisco. 
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It is worth noting that the “sweetness” mentioned aligns with early modern embalming 

practices of using herbs. It also, theatrically, indicates a way of hiding the taste of poison. Time 

and again, we see how the performance of a corpse, especially female, requires specific 

preparation. Dressing her up, putting makeup on her face, disguising her, and manipulating her 

always requires a disguise of the one who makes her perform. Marcelia’s preserved body 

therefore extends the pattern established by the Lady. It disperses tyrannical desire across 

husband, friend, and state. It shows how the seductive female corpse can sustain an entire 

political ecology of fantasy and control. 

2.3 Lucretia and Mariamne: Historical Precedents 

Having analyzed the theatrical mechanisms by which the Lady and Marcelia are transformed 

into performing seductive corpses, I now turn to the historical and legendary narratives that 

inform these dramatic choices. The Tyrant’s explicit comparison of himself to Herod and 

Sforza’s embalming of Marcelia do not emerge from theatrical invention alone. They draw on 

widely circulated stories of powerful men who preserved female bodies as objects of desire. This 

section examines how Roman and biblical narratives—particularly the stories of Lucretia and 

Mariamne—provide both precedent and justification for necrophilic possession on the early 

modern stage. By tracing these intertextual connections, I demonstrate how Jacobean 

playwrights positioned the seductive female corpse within a genealogy of violated virtue that 

spans classical and sacred history. 

The Tyrant’s self-comparison to Herod situates his necrophilic fantasy within a broader 

legendary genealogy of eroticized female corpses. Both the plays, The Second Maiden’s Tragedy 
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and Duke of Milan, help understand the multi-dimensional nature of the female seduction corpse. 

As I shared in the introduction, I chose these two plays as they provide both the scope and depth 

required to fully appreciate the role played by the niche group of female corpses made to perform 

seduction on stage. I have shared the ways in which each play helps our understanding of early 

modern drama and performance. This is especially true for Jacobean revenge tragedies and the 

place of female bodies and cadavers in them. I will now discuss the ways in which these plays, 

and the corpses in them, draw inspiration from certain seemingly popular narratives of the time. 

This, I believe, will help further acknowledge the resources available to the playwrights creating 

these spectacular characters. 

In the context of revenge tragedies, the female seductive corpse symbolizes more than death. 

She is a potent catalyst for narrative progression. Her presence provides emotional climax to the 

plot. It intensifies the quest for vengeance. By leveraging the sexual potential inherent in the 

female body while simultaneously invoking her subject-like qualities through the memories and 

values ascribed to it by living characters, early modern drama exploits her liminality to profound 

theatrical effectiveness. 

More often than not, the motif of the sexualized female stage corpse is accompanied with a 

narrative of female sacrifice and chastity. Besides highlighting the idealized fate for women who 

are desired by multiple men, this connection consistently brings up the historical narratives that 

form an integral part of the presented socio-cultural establishment. Analysis of the plays 

discussed until now—The Revenger’s Tragedy, The Duke of Milan, and The Second Maiden’s 

Tragedy—reveals a recurring motif: the comparison of dead female characters to the Roman 
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figure Lucretia. After being raped by Sextus Tarquinius, Lucretia chose to die by suicide 

considering her chastity sullied. She did so only after securing a promise from her husband and 

father to avenge her death. Whereas Tarquinius’ act was seen as disregard for the bodies and 

dignities of others, a characteristic associated with tyrants in the ancient imagination, his assault 

on her was seen representative of the wider oppression of the Roman people by their rulers. The 

act of vengeance initiated by Lucretia is said to have led to the downfall of the Roman monarchy 

and the establishment of the Roman Republic (Langlands). 

While fictional tragedies may not focus on the establishment of governance in so many words, 

they—revenge tragedies—almost always result in a change of monarchy. Typically, a tyrannical 

monarch is both the primary perpetrator of the crime that instigates the quest for revenge and 

inherently unfit to rule the kingdom. Such a significant shift of power (or loss of it) indicates that 

the death of the central female character(s), whether by murder or suicide, often serves as an 

extremely crucial moment in the narrative. It is this event that accelerates the unfolding of the 

revenge plot and restoration to a righteous order. 

While the female characters invoke Lucretia, which set standards for women’s conduct during 

the time, both The Second Maiden’s Tragedy and The Duke of Milan fervently incorporate 

different versions of Herod’s legend as prerogatives of powerful men who act as they will. 

According to the Talmudic legend, Herod wanted to marry Mariamne after exterminating her 

family, the royal Hasmoneons. Despite differing versions of the legend—one where Herod 

marries Mariamne and has children with her, and another where she takes her own life to avoid 

marrying him—the preservation of Mariamne’s body in honey for seven years and possible 
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necrophilia remains consistent (Gotteheil and Krauss). In the two plays, this historical reference 

allows the men to align their actions with a precedent. It underscores a disturbing continuity in 

the abuse of power by male rulers. 

Interestingly, both these versions of Herod’s legend can be seen in The Second Maiden’s 

Tragedy and The Duke of Milan. In The Second Maiden’s Tragedy, the Tyrant explicitly 

compares himself to king Herod. He declares to those present at court that he would love the 

Lady’s corpse for “sev’n year hence”. By making this reference, the Tyrant implicitly 

acknowledges his intention to engage in necrophilia. He suggests that such actions have 

historical precedent among rulers. In The Duke of Milan, the reference is more complex. 

Whereas Francisco uses terminology to embalm Marcelia’s corpse thereby preserving her for a 

long duration of time following her death, he does so to fulfill the fantasy of her husband, Sforza. 

Massinger’s play complicates the dichotomy between good and bad by diffusing the tyrant’s 

character amongst the play’s protagonist and antagonist. 

This use of Herod’s legend to justify the manipulation of female stage corpses serves not only 

to highlight the extreme manifestations of patriarchal power. It also invites a deeper reflection on 

the ethical and moral dimensions of such actions. When juxtaposed with Lucretia’s history, 

rather than simply reinforcing patriarchal norms, these plays expose their underlying tensions 

and contradictions. They encourage a more critical engagement with the societal values they 

portray. Taken together with the skull-effigy of Gloriana and the silent corpse of Antonio’s wife 

in The Revenger’s Tragedy, the Lady and Marcelia confirm that seductive female corpses recur 

across Jacobean tragedy in multiple registers: iconic, effigial, and fully staged. 
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2.4 Seduction: A Distinct Mode of Corpse Performance 

The seduction mode examined in this chapter operates through mechanisms distinct from the 

other modes of corpse performance this dissertation traces. Where testifying corpses (Chapter 3) 

rely on divine intervention—bleeding in the presence of murderers, prolonging speech beyond 

natural death—to expose hidden crimes without human manipulation, seductive corpses require 

elaborate theatrical preparation by living characters. Costume, cosmetics, positioning, and props 

transform these bodies into instruments of revenge. Yet that very requirement for human staging 

means seductive corpses remain entangled with the patriarchal systems they simultaneously 

resist and exploit. 

Similarly, where mythmaking corpses (Chapter 4) generate political and sacred narratives that 

transcend individual revenge plots to shape dynastic histories, seductive corpses remain bound to 

the intimate, sexualized violence of domestic and court politics. The Lady and Marcelia do not 

become symbols of national mourning or instruments of providential justice. Instead, they 

perform within the closed circuits of desire, violation, and vengeance that define Jacobean 

revenge tragedy. This chapter has shown that seduction mode, with its dependence on intact 

female bodies dressed and displayed across multiple scenes, represents the most sustained and 

spectacular form of corpse performance in early modern drama. It is the mode most explicitly 

concerned with exposing gender-based violence as a structure that persists beyond life, beyond 

consent, and beyond death itself. 
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Chapter 3  

“In ev’ry wound there is a bloudy tongue” 

Testifying Corpses in Domestic Tragedy 

ALICE  

Arden, sweet husband, what shall I say?  

The more I sound his name, the more he bleeds;  

This blood condemns me, and in gushing forth  

Speaks as it falls, and asks me why I did it. (Arden of Faversham, 5.3.3–6)  15

When confronted with her role in Arden’s murder, Alice succumbs to overwhelming guilt and 

confesses upon witnessing her husband’s corpse bleed in her presence. The corpse not only 

begins to bleed spontaneously but does so with increasing intensity each time she utters Arden’s 

name, until the blood is “gushing forth,” compelling her to reveal the truth before all assembled. 

In this moment, Alice appears less preoccupied with the prospect of being exposed as the 

murderer—her husband’s bleeding corpse has already pronounced her guilt—and more 

consumed by the question of why she committed the act. Although she addresses the living 

characters on stage, Alice’s confession is most deeply directed toward the silent, accusatory 

presence of the bleeding corpse itself. 

This scene encapsulates a key concern of domestic tragedy: the dead do not remain silent. In 

plays performed between 1590 and 1610—Arden of Faversham (1591), Two Lamentable 

 Arden of Faversham, ed. Martin White (New Mermaids, Bloomsbury, 2007). Unless otherwise noted, act, 15

scene, and line numbers follow this edition.
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Tragedies (1594), A Warning for Fair Women (1599), A Woman Killed With Kindness (1603), A 

Yorkshire Tragedy (1606), and The Miseries of Enforced Marriage (1606)—the dead and the 

dying actively bear witness to their own murders, a trope characteristic of the sub-genre. Most of 

these plays, with the exception of Thomas Heywood’s A Woman Killed With Kindness and 

George Wilkins’s The Miseries of Enforced Marriage, are anonymous. This anonymity reflects 

not authorial obscurity but rather the plays’ origins in widely circulating sources—true crime 

narratives, pamphlets, court records, and ballads. These stories had been authored and re-

authored multiple times across different forms before reaching the stage, grounding their plots in 

historical accounts that furnished contemporary audiences with familiar moral frameworks for 

interpretation. As Leanore Lieblein observes, the linking of marriage and murder in domestic 

tragedies “through the provocation of adultery, enables the dramatist to juxtapose the emotional 

imperatives of passion and the communal judgements embodied in religion and the law” (181). 

	 The cross-generic circulation of these narratives reflects the genre’s resistance to stable 

boundaries. Catherine Richardson explains in her introduction to Domestic Life and Domestic 

Tragedy in Early Modern England that the genre resists easy definition due to the multiple and 

overlapping meanings of “domestic.” Richardson references Henry Hitch Adams’s description of 

domestic tragedy as centering on protagonists “below the ranks of nobility” who serve didactic 

purposes by offering “examples drawn from the lives and customs of their own kind of people,” 

ultimately ending “in death for the protagonist” (qtd. in Attwell 328). Keith Sturgess emphasizes 

the genre’s connections to murder pamphlets and crime stories that “happily combined the triple 

intention of reporting, moralizing and titillating,” creating works that simultaneously instructed 

and entertained (qtd. in Attwell 328). This multiple address (reportorial, moral, sensational) 
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creates texts whose evidentiary claims become inseparable from their entertainment value, a 

convergence that shapes how domestic tragedies stage the relationship between crime and proof. 

	 The genre’s investment in making private crimes publicly visible operates within what 

Peter Lake and Steve Pincus term the “post-Reformation public sphere,” an episodic but 

recurrent mode of political and religious communication that emerged in the late sixteenth 

century. Lake and Pincus argue that this public sphere developed through “appeals to a notion of 

the public good (or religious truth)” that “necessarily called into being an adjudicating public (or 

publics)“ capable of judging truth through the information placed before them (277). Domestic 

tragedies participate in this communicative network by circulating crime narratives across 

multiple media: from court records and news pamphlets into stage performances, each iteration 

transforming private domestic violence into public spectacle and moral instruction. Frances 

Dolan demonstrates how crimes such as petty treason, a wife’s murder of her husband, “expose 

the fluid boundaries between private and public life and provide insight into the relationships 

among gender, class, and moral and legal agency” in early modern England (201). Ann C. 

Christensen similarly observes that plays like A Warning for Fair Women and Arden of 

Faversham “challenge on many levels the idea that public and private life are separate 

‘spheres,’” demonstrating how “private or secret dealing of adultery is exposed, becoming 

matters of public knowledge, record, and performance” (lvii). 

	 What distinguishes domestic tragedy from other crime narratives is precisely this 

insistence on spectacular revelation: murders committed in enclosed domestic spaces must be 

dragged into public view, transformed from private sin into communal judgment, from hidden 
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crime into visible evidence. The testifying corpse becomes the primary mechanism through 

which this transformation occurs, serving as the hinge between the private violence of the 

household and the public justice of the community and state. By staging bodies that refuse 

concealment, that bleed to accuse, that speak in their final moments, domestic tragedy enacts the 

post-Reformation conviction that hidden sin must and will be revealed through divine 

intervention made manifest in material evidence. 

While scholars have defined domestic tragedy through its treatment of marriage, household 

order, and social realism, these plays also share a striking pattern in which the dead and dying 

bear witness to their own murders, their testimonies revealing a profound metaphysical concern 

with divine retribution. Critical discussions of this phenomenon, however, have often treated 

postmortem testimony as singular expressions of providential justice made visible, rather than 

examining the distinct theatrical and epistemological strategies used. Testifying corpses, like the 

seductive female corpses of Chapter 2, perform through deliberate stagecraft. Where 

cosmeticized female corpses are positioned to enact desire and revenge, the testifying corpses of 

domestic tragedy are assembled, suspended, and made to bleed in service of juridical revelation. 

Their theatricality is inscribed through the violence done to them, in murder and in the attempts 

to conceal it. The hammer lodged in the skull, the fifteen stab wounds, the dismembered limbs 

are not ornaments but evidence, the body’s own material testimony to the crime committed 

against it. 

Domestic tragedy, this chapter contends, mobilizes three distinct, formally and theologically 

inflected modes of corporeal testimony: discovery and reassembly, prolonged dying, and 
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cruentation. Taken together, these modes illuminate how the genre’s testifying corpses 

interrogate providential justice alongside the unstable borders between communal judgment, 

emergent legal professionalism, and divine authority. Each mode articulates its own 

configuration of evidentiary practice, temporality, and divine involvement.  

Distinguishing these three modes reveals crucial nuances in how domestic tragedy theorizes 

evidence and adjudication. While scholars have rightly emphasized the genre’s investment in 

providential justice, examining the formal and theological differences among these testimonial 

modes allows us to see how domestic tragedy stages a more complex meditation on the limits of 

human knowledge and the conditions under which God intervenes directly in criminal justice. 

Discovery and reassembly affirm lay investigative capacity and communal authority; prolonged 

dying exploits a threshold state that preserves both human agency and divine truth-telling; and 

cruentation represents the complete supersession of human judgment by supernatural revelation. 

These are not simply variations on a theme but fundamentally different epistemologies of justice, 

each with distinct implications for how audiences understood the relationship between earthly 

courts and divine will. What makes the corpse such a powerful vehicle for these competing 

epistemologies is its unique evidentiary status in cases of domestic murder. 

In domestic tragedies where murders often take place in private spaces or hidings, the corpse 

can emerge as an even more reliable witness than the living. Where accomplices help cover up 

crime, bystanders remain silent, and murderers perform false grief, the corpse does not 

dissimulate. It bears the marks of violence, resists concealment, and in many instances responds 

directly to the presence of its killer. This privileged evidentiary status derives from both 
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theological and epistemological convictions of the period: theologically, the body serves as an 

instrument through which God reveals hidden sin; epistemologically, it offers material certainty 

in a culture anxious about performative confession, false oaths, and the unreliability of human 

testimony. The three modes of testimony examined here reflect early modern understandings of 

the body as a vessel capable of bearing spiritual and moral truths, a tangible site where divine 

justice could be visibly manifested (Whipday 128). Such beliefs allowed the stage corpse to 

function not merely as a plot device but as an active agent of cosmic judgment, revealing guilt 

and demanding reparation in ways secular courts could not. The three modes examined in this 

chapter represent an escalating trajectory of testimonial intensity, moving from evidence that 

requires human interpretation to testimony that bypasses human agency entirely. This 

progression reflects domestic tragedy’s dual investment in affirming lay legal capacity (the 

ability of ordinary citizens to investigate and judge) while simultaneously acknowledging the 

limits of human knowledge and the necessity of divine intervention for perfect justice. 

The first mode, “discovery and reassembly,” depends on communal action and material 

evidence. In Two Lamentable Tragedies, Master Beech’s fragmented and hidden corpse is 

uncovered through the coordinated efforts of neighbors, two watermen, a gentleman’s spaniel, 

and observant friends who piece together forensic clues. These discoveries operate through what 

we might call providential naturalism (divine intervention that works through, rather than 

against, the ordinary workings of nature) : God orchestrates seemingly ordinary encounters like 16

a spaniel’s “quieke smelling,” two watermen stumbling over a sack, or footprints preserved in 

  Jordan distinguishes between “general” providence, in which God works through the natural capacities of 16

creatures, and “special” providence, in which God overrules ordinary second causes. I use “providential naturalism” 
to designate moments when divine intervention operates through rather than against the ordinary workings of nature
—what Jordan’s sources describe as God “walk[ing] … in a natural course” (34–38).
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snow (Caius 33) to reveal what murderers attempted to conceal. The body testifies through its 

location, the material traces it leaves, and the objects used to inflict violence upon it. Yet this 

testimony remains passive, requiring humans to gather evidence, reconstruct timelines, and draw 

conclusions. As Penelope Geng demonstrates in her chapter on “Neighbourliness and the 

Coroner’s Inquest in English Domestic Tragedies,” such scenes celebrate lay magistracy and 

communal justice, affirming that ordinary citizens possess the capacity for forensic investigation 

despite professional lawyers’ claims that legal work required specialized expertise beyond 

common capacity (80, 84–85). 

The second mode, prolonged dying, intensifies divine intervention by suspending victims in a 

liminal state between death and life. In A Warning for Fair Women and Two Lamentable 

Tragedies, the mortally wounded cannot die even when they should—a hammer lodged in the 

skull after seven blows should kill instantly; fifteen stab wounds that lead to copious blood loss 

should leave no breath for speech. Yet these characters exist beyond what the body’s natural 

capabilities permit, persisting through extreme suffering, seated upright, eyes open, just long 

enough to offer vocal testimony, identifying their killers before witnesses and magistrates. It is 

this enactment of impossible life, sustained by divine will until testimony completes and justice 

is served, that makes them performing corpses in the most paradoxical sense: they perform 

precisely because they should already be dead. Drawing on Simon G. Fortin’s concept of “dying-

voice literacy,” I argue that these moments comprise a threshold state in which victims retain 

sufficient consciousness to narrate their own murders while their imminent confrontation with 

divine judgment guarantees testimonial truth. As Irene Dingel notes, early modern narratives of 

dying treat the final hour as the exemplary moment in which a person’s entire existence before 
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God is concentrated, so that deathbed confession functions both as consolation and as assurance 

of justification (102). Unlike discovery scenes that require interpretive labor, prolonged dying 

produces direct accusation. The victim names the murderer, bridging the temporal distance 

between crime and confession. However, this mode still depends on human juridical structures. 

Witnesses must be present, magistrates must receive the testimony, the dying must speak before 

death completes. Divine providence prolongs life but does not bypass legal procedure; rather, it 

enables procedure by preserving the victim as testifying subject long enough for justice to be 

served. 

Cruentation, the third and most radically supernatural mode of testimony, severs the 

connection between testimony and life entirely, relying purely on divine intervention. Derived 

from the Latin cruentatio (“staining with blood”), cruentation was practiced in judicial 

proceedings throughout Europe and colonial America from the twelfth to the eighteenth century 

(Aird). The ritual involved bringing the accused before the corpse of the murdered victim, often 

laid on a bier, and if the corpse’s wounds began to bleed in the presence of the accused, this was 

judged a sign of divine intervention revealing guilt (27). In Arden of Faversham, when Arden’s 

corpse bleeds before Alice, his corpse testifies beyond death, beyond consciousness, and beyond 

any physiological possibility. God’s direct manipulation of matter in these situations exposes 

guilt without requiring any vestige of life in the victim or investigative labor from people. Yet, 

even cruentation contains a paradox. While the bleeding itself requires no life force, it depends 

on human witnesses and juridical authority to achieve legal efficacy. The corpse must bleed 

before the murderer, and the community must see and recognize the signs. Cruentation thus 

represents both the apex of divine testimony (the body speaking entirely through God’s will) and 
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the limit of supernatural evidence, which still requires human legal structures to translate 

revelation into justice. 

These three modes of post mortem testimony construct a theatrical theology of justice that 

domestic tragedy offers as an alternative to, or perhaps a supplement for, the increasingly 

professionalized legal system of late sixteenth-century England. As Geng argues, the 1590s 

witnessed intensifying tension between communal legal practices and the rising authority of 

professional lawyers who claimed exclusive interpretive control over law (Geng ii). Domestic 

tragedies responded by staging fantasies of perfect justice: crimes that cannot remain hidden, 

bodies that testify without corruption or error, communities capable of collective investigation 

and judgment. The progression from discovery through prolonged dying to cruentation traces an 

escalating need for divine assistance while simultaneously affirming different aspects of lay legal 

capacity—the ability to read evidence, the authority to receive testimony, the communal 

recognition of supernatural signs. 

In this chapter, I will examine the three categories of testifying corpses in sequence, to show 

how domestic tragedy stages the corpse or corpse-like body not merely as the object of crime but 

as its primary witness and judge. In a legal culture where evidence could be manipulated, 

witnesses bribed, and verdicts corrupted, (Geng 46; Rous 50) the testifying corpse offered 

reassurance that divine justice operated alongside, and when necessary, superseded, human law. 

Yet domestic tragedy does not simply celebrate supernatural intervention at the expense of 

human investigation. Instead, these plays demonstrate how material forensics, communal 

knowledge, and divine revelation work in concert, each mode of testimony validating and 
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strengthening the others. The body that is discovered through communal effort, that speaks in its 

final moments, that bleeds to accuse becomes the site where early modern anxieties about justice, 

authority, and truth find their most complete theatrical expression. The remainder of this chapter 

examines each mode in turn, moving from the most naturalistic to the most overtly supernatural, 

demonstrating how they stage progressively intensified forms of divine intervention while 

simultaneously testing the boundaries of human investigative capacity. 

3.1. Discovery and Reassembly: The Corpse as Material Evidence 

The discovery of concealed corpses reveals God’s hand through the seemingly ordinary 

actions of urban inhabitants and animals. The murderer’s attempt to hide the body—to sever the 

connection between victim and crime, and dissolve evidence into the anonymity of streets and 

waterways—invariably always fails. Corpses refuse to remain hidden; they surface, are 

discovered, and are reassembled through the aggregate efforts of passersby, neighbors, and even 

animals. This pattern suggests divine orchestration working through mundane circumstances 

rather than overt miracles, making the city itself an instrument of revelation. 

3.1.1. Master Beech’s Dismembered Body in Two Lamentable Tragedies 

Thomas Beech’s murder and dismemberment by Robert Merrie in Robert Yarington’s Two 

Lamentable Tragedies (1601) represents one of the most extreme attempts at concealment of 

crime in domestic tragedy. After killing Beech with fifteen hammer blows to the head, Merrie 

dismembers the corpse, dividing it into manageable portions for disposal. He describes his plan 

to his sister, Rachel: 
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MERRIE 

 Ile cut him peece-meale, first his head and legs  

Will be one burthen, then the mangled rest,  

Will be another, which I will transport,  

Beyond the water in a Ferry boate,  

And throw it into Paris-garden ditch (1125–1129)  17

This methodical partition transforms Beech’s recognizable, identifiable, and narratively coherent 

corpse into fragments whose dispersal across London should render them unidentifiable and 

unconnected. Merrie’s strategy depends on geographical and corporeal disaggregation: if body 

parts are dumped in different locations, those parts have a less likelihood of being recognized as 

belonging to the same person. According to Merrie, once fragmented and concealed, Master 

Beech ceases to exist. And if Beech does not exist, neither does his murder, nor Merrie’s crime. 

Merrie successfully transports Beech’s torso to Paris-garden ditch, throwing it into water 

where it should sink and decay beyond recognition. He leaves the head and legs in a sack near 

Baynards Castle, intending further disposal but is interrupted by the accelerating investigation 

into Merrie’s apprentice, Thomas Winchester’s attack. These two concealment sites—water and 

alley—represent the city’s marginal spaces where refuse accumulates and unwanted things 

disappear. Paris-garden, located in Southwark across the Thames, was known for bear-baiting, 

brothels, and general disreputability; its ditch served as receptacle for the neighborhood’s waste. 

Baynards Castle area, while more respectable, contained narrow lanes and dark corners where a 

sack could plausibly go unnoticed. Merrie selects concealment sites that exploit London’s waste 

 Two Lamentable Tragedies, ed. Chiaki Hanabusa (Renaissance English Text Society, 2013). Unless otherwise 17

noted, act, scene, and line numbers follow this edition.
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management infrastructure, treating the murdered body as disposable trash rather than human 

remains deserving burial. 

However, Merrie’s calculated plan fails precisely because the multiple disposal sites end up 

creating multiple opportunities for discovery. The uncovering of Beech’s torso occurs through 

what the play presents as divine manipulation of chance encounter. A gentleman walking with his 

water spaniel near Paris-garden ditch narrates his dog’s participation in the process: 

GENTLEMAN  

Walking betime by Paris-garden ditch,  

Hauing my Water Spaniell by my side,  

When we approach’d vnto that haplesse place,  

Where this same trunke lay drowned in a ditch,  

My Spaniell gan to sent, to barke, to plunge,  

Into the water and came foorth againe,  

And fawnd on me, as if a man should say,  

Helpe out a man that heere lyes murthered. (1702–1709) 

The gentleman’s account describes contemporary understandings of a water spaniel’s nature and 

trained behavior of game retrieval from water. Consequently, the gentleman initially 

misinterprets his spaniel’s actions as exactly this hunting instinct, “Thinking in vaine some game 

did there lye hid,” and attempts to discipline the animal when no game appears. However, the 

dog remains persistent, as no “words, nor blowes, could mooue the dog away, / But still he 

plung’d, he diu’d, he barkt, he ran / Still to my side, as if it were for helpe” (1716–1718). The 

repetition in the spaniel’s actions (plunging, diving, barking, running, returning) begins to signal 
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an escalating urgency that distinguishes this encounter from ordinary prey retrieval. The 

gentleman recognizes this intensity as revelation: “I seeing this, did make the ditch be dragd, / 

Where then was found this body as you see” (1719–1720). The play exploits the spaniel’s 

recognized capacity for finding what lies concealed, staging the discovery as a demonstration of 

how God works through the natural abilities. 

John Caius’s De Canibus Britannicis (1576), the first systematic English treatise on dog 

breeds, provides crucial context for understanding the play’s choice of a water spaniel. Caius, a 

physician and scholar who served as president of the Royal College of Physicians, offers detailed 

descriptions of English dog breeds based on their functions and characteristics. His account of 

the water spaniel establishes the breed as particularly suited for retrieval work in aquatic 

environments. Caius describes the water spaniel as a breed “whose seruice is required in fowling 

vpon the water, partly through a naturall towardnesse, and partly by diligent teaching” noting 

that these dogs frequent waterways “where all his game & exercise lyeth” (Caius 35). Most 

crucially, Caius emphasizes the water spaniel’s ability to detect concealed prey through “quicke 

smelling” both when the water fowles “hide themselues vnder turfes or sedges” and when they 

are “stounge[d] to death by any venemous worme.” For their capacity to restore even those 

things (such as bolts and arrows) that can easily be lost under water forever, the water spaniels 

are called “Inquisitores, searchers, and finders” (Caius 36). 

The capacity to find what lies deliberately hidden beneath water and to retrieve the dead 

makes the water spaniel the ideal agent for discovering Beech’s submerged torso in Paris-garden 

ditch. The play exploits the breed’s recognized expertise as inquisitors, transforming their 
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hunting skills into forensic detection through what operates as providential naturalism: God 

works through the spaniel’s natural capacities rather than suspending natural law. The dog does 

precisely what water spaniels do (finds hidden game in water, retrieves the dead) yet the play 

frames this ordinary behavior as divinely orchestrated revelation. A neighbor in the play 

articulates this theological reading upon witnessing the butchered torso: 

NEIGHBOR 3  

Beholde the mightie miracles of God,  

That sencelesse things should propagate their sinne,  

That are more beastiall farre then beastlinesse,  

Of any creature most insensible” (1723–1726). 

The neighbor reacts to the mutilated torso with moral repulsion toward the murderer(s). He 

calls their act “more beastiall farre then beastlinesse,” while marveling at the paradox of a 

“sencelesse” dog lacking moral sense that nonetheless makes known such depravity. This 

conceptual knot resolves if the dog is seen as conduit rather than agent: God uses the spaniel’s 

natural scenting ability and retrieving instinct to direct human attention toward concealed 

evidence. This episode constructs the dog as unwitting agent of divine justice. Early modern 

culture understood animals as operating according to instinct and divine direction rather than 

rational will; their actions, while not morally accountable, could serve providential purposes as 

part of God’s “miracles”.  18

  Seventeenth-century intellectuals attributed animals "a kind of reason" through instinct and sensibility, though 18

inferior to human reflection: dogs displayed "sagacity" and "something like unto discursive ratiocination," operating 
via sensation rather than rational will. This conception aligns with the spaniel's role as providential conduit in the 
play. Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World (New York: Pantheon, 1983), 125.
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The discovery of Beech’s head and legs occurs through equally fortuitous circumstance. Two 

watermen, walking to their boats at Baynards Castle stairs early in the morning, stumble over the 

sack Merrie has abandoned (1586). When they examine the sack’s contents, “a mans legges, and 

a head with manie wounds” fall out (1591–1592 s.d.). The watermen’s accidental discovery—

falling over evidence—presents divine intervention through mundane urban movement. Early 

modern English watermen ferried workers and goods across London’s waterways daily, 

occupying liminal spaces between land and water, neighborhoods, and social classes: the 

marginal zones Merrie exploits for concealment. However, the routine traversal of these 

overlooked thresholds turns the murderer’s strategy against him, as divine providence operates 

through the city’s most mundane mobility. Their discovery of Beech’s remains near water links 

them to the gentleman’s discovery in the ditch, suggesting that water (the element Merrie chose 

for concealment) becomes the very medium of revelation. 

For identification, the watermen carry the dismembered head and legs to Lambert Hill, where 

they first visit Beech’s shop. Their willingness to let go of a day’s work to transport the remains 

and to involve themselves in investigation despite no personal connection to the victim 

demonstrates civic responsibility that the play relies on. Without the watermen’s intervention, 

Beech’s head and legs might have remained undiscovered or unconnected to the torso found near 

Paris-garden ditch. The play stages divine providence as theatrical timing: as the watermen 

present the severed head and legs, the third neighbor expresses faith that “God no boubt will at 

the last reueale” what had been so cunningly hidden, and at that precise moment (1674), the 

gentleman enters with Beech’s torso. The reunion of body parts occurs exactly as divine 

revelation is invoked, collapsing the temporal distance between faith articulated and providence 
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manifested. The reunion of Beech’s body parts occurs onstage, witnessed by neighbors, Loney 

and Third Neighbor who explicitly note the fragments’ correspondence: 

LONEY 

This is the doublet, these the seuered limmes, 

Which late were ioyned to that mangled trunke: 

Lay them together see if they can make, 

Among them all a sound and solid man. 

THIRD NEIGHBOR. 

They all agree, but yet they cannot make, 

That sound and whole, which a remorseles hand 

Hath seuered with a knife of crueltie. (1695–1701) 

This staging direction to “Lay them together” and verify their fit transforms forensic examination 

into theatrical spectacle. It also comes in response to the Gentleman’s claim that “the bodie it is 

so abus’d./That no man can take notice whoes it was” (1691-1692). In this moment, the three 

men try to piece together not just the corpse of the murdered victim but also his identity. If they 

are able to re-member Beech’s corpse, they can revive his personhood, and reconstruct the 

murder itself, undoing Merrie’s entire plan. The parts of the body “agree” with each other, 

testifying to their own unity: the torso’s wounds match the severing of legs, the neck’s cut 

corresponds to the head’s base. 

Theatrically, as the neighbors perform corporeal puzzle-solving on stage, they create what 

Geng calls a corona populi (a circle of the people) wherein “the spectators who occupy the 

‘round’ of the playhouse are welcomed into the circle of lay magistrates onstage.”(Geng 83). As 
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Geng demonstrates, the play’s representation of communal investigation diverges significantly 

from its source materials, which concentrated solving crimes in the hands of professional 

coroners and magistrates. Instead, Two Lamentable Tragedies allows neighbors to “organize 

themselves into a forensic party and to assume the burden of magistracy” (Geng xi). The 

investigation employs both keen observation and intelligent forensic reasoning to compliment 

the divinely guided discovery and reassembly of Master Beech’s corpse. 

Primary amongst the evidence that leads to Merrie’s culpability is the sack in Beech’s head 

and legs were recovered. The Second Neighbour observes that “This sack is new, and loe 

beholde his marke / Remaines vpon it, which did sell the bag” (1730–1731). The salter’s mark (a 

commercial identifier stamped on goods) provides the investigative thread connecting the murder 

to the murderer. Soon the neighbors organize a systematic inquiry: “Amongst the Salters we shall 

finde it out, / When, and to whom, this bloody bag was sold” (1732–1733). This methodical 

tracing of material evidence represents an investigative practice in which objects retain social 

histories that can be reconstructed through questioning merchants and examining marks. The 

First Neighbour soon identifies the salter who sold the bag, who then claims he remembers to 

have sold the sack to a “maide” the previous day (1738, 1760). Soon, a door-to-door search 

ensues where neighbors willingly bring forth their maids for the salter’s inspection. The scene 

stages communal surveillance becoming investigative apparatus: people who are usually 

invisible to official notice, become suspects. Their faces are examined and bodies accounted for. 

The playhouse audience, which by now has become a part of the tense investigation’s corona 

populi may have experienced greater frustration when the search reaches Merrie’s house and his 

sister, Rachel successfully evades the identification process (the salter fails to recognize her) as 
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they already know those involved. Despite this temporary halt, the bag’s traceability has already 

narrowed suspicion to the neighborhood, establishing geographic proximity between evidence 

and perpetrator. Eventually, it is another neighbor, Cowley, who observes Merrie’s former 

servant, Harry Williams overcome with grief, and cajoles him into confessing the details of the 

crime to the authorities, which leads to the apprehension and eventual execution of both Thomas 

Merry and his sister Rachel, who was complicit in concealing the murder. 

The communal nature of discovery in Two Lamentable Tragedies reflects an urban social 

structure where surveillance and accountability emerge from overlapping networks of 

observation: Neighbors know neighbors; merchants remember customers; objects carry marks 

linking them to origins. Merrie’s crime occurs within dense social fabric that his attempts at 

concealment cannot fully penetrate. The city itself—through its workers, its residents, its 

animals, its material culture—becomes detective. In her analysis, domestic tragedies often tend 

to offer their audiences an idealized and romantic image of society as it might have been, not as 

it was, a vision particularly appealing during the economic instability and harvest failures of the 

1590s) (Geng 11). By representing ordinary Londoners as capable investigators who collectively 

restore order, the play affirms lay legal capacity at a moment when professional lawyers 

increasingly claimed exclusive authority over legal knowledge and practice. The neighbors’ 

forensic success: their ability to trace material evidence, organize systematic searches, and 

reassemble fragmented remains validates communal judgment against emerging professional 

claims that legal work required specialized expertise beyond ordinary citizens’ capacity. 
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The successful completion of the investigation rides on collective action: the gentleman and 

his spaniel, the two watermen, the neighbors organizing searches, the salter identifying his wares, 

and the eventual confession by William. The remembering of Beech’s butchered corpse mirrors 

the investigative process in which every single participant contributes partial evidence that 

accumulates into conviction. And yet, Loney observes they “cannot make / That sound and 

whole” acknowledges the dismemberment’s permanence (1698–99). Beech’s corpse can be 

physically assembled but not made whole; Merrie’s violence has irreversibly fragmented what 

was once integrated. This distinction between reunion and restoration matters theologically. God 

enables discovery and reassembly but does not undo the crime’s physical consequences. Divine 

justice works through exposing concealed sin, not through reversing what was done. 

3.2. Suspended Between Life and Death: Prolonged Dying as Testimony 

The communal discoveries in Two Lamentable Tragedies reveal divine providence working 

through ordinary urban encounters: spaniels, watermen, neighbors who piece together 

fragmentary evidence, friends who read material traces. Yet this form of testimony still requires 

human interpretation: the body parts must be assembled, the witnesses must gather, the 

investigators must reason from material clues. Prolonged dying pushes this logic further, 

minimizing the need for interpretive labor by turning the wounded body itself into a temporally 

extended instrument of accusation. Another theatrical strategy intensifies divine intervention 

further, minimizing the role of human agency while maximizing the directness of accusation. 

This is the state of prolonged dying, where victims linger in a liminal space between life and 

death long enough to offer testimony. This phenomenon appears most strikingly in Two 
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Lamentable Tragedies (1601) and A Warning for Fair Women (1599), where mortally wounded 

men remain suspended in an ambiguous, corpse-like state (hovering at the threshold between life 

and death, treated as corpses by those around them yet still animate), creating a theatrical space 

in which divine intervention extends life just long enough for justice to be served. 

Prolonged dying produces testimony through two distinct modes: silent duration and vocal 

accusation. Where discovery depends on reading material evidence, prolonged dying transforms 

the body itself into an active witness. Yet not all dying bodies testify in the same way. Some, like 

Thomas Winchester in Two Lamentable Tragedies, cannot speak at all; their testimony inheres in 

corporeal persistence, in the timing of death, and in the refusal to expire until justice permits. 

Others, like John Beane in A Warning for Fair Women, recover speech just long enough to name 

their killers before witnesses and magistrates. Both modes depend on divine suspension of 

natural law—wounds so catastrophic that survival seems physiologically impossible yield bodies 

that endure for days. Yet each mode produces different forms of evidence: Winchester testifies 

through duration and synchronization, while Beane offers direct vocal accusation. Together, they 

demonstrate the range of ways divine will can manipulate biological time to serve juridical 

necessity, extending consciousness or preserving life to bridge the gap between crime and 

conviction. 

3.2.1. Thomas Winchester’s Silent Wait in Two Lamentable Tragedies 

Where Master Beech’s dismembered corpse required communal reassembly and investigative 

labor to testify, Thomas Winchester’s body in the same play demonstrates how divine 

intervention can intensify testimonial directness while still operating through material presence. 
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Winchester, Beech’s apprentice, lingers for two days with fatal head wounds that should kill him 

instantly. Yet where Beech’s fragmented body demanded interpretation and reconstruction, 

Winchester’s intact yet dying body testifies through temporal precision. His life extends exactly 

long enough to preserve evidence and synchronize his death with the discovery of his master’s 

corpse. 

After murdering Thomas Beech, Robert Merrie turns on Winchester, striking him seven times 

on the head with a hammer and leaving the weapon lodged in his skull. The stage directions 

emphasize the discovery of this violence as public spectacle: the maid runs into Beech’s shop 

with a neighbor, transforming Winchester’s assault into communal witness and unfolding 

revelation (s.d. 704–708). The neighbor’s response captures the horror of Winchester’s condition 

while establishing the tension between apparent death and lingering vitality: 

NEIGHBOR.  

What cruell hand hath done so foule a deede,  

Thus to bemangle a distressed youth:  

Without all pittie or a due remorse,  

See how the hammer sticketh in his head,  

Wherewith this honest youth is done to death,  

Speake honest Thomas, if any speach remaine,  

What cruell hand hath done this villanie:  

He cannot speake, his sences are bereft,  

Hoe neighbour Loney , pray come downe with speede,  

Your tennant Beeches man is murthered. (709–718) 
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The neighbor’s plea: “Speake honest Thomas, if any speach remaine” reveals the expectation 

that dying victims should testify, yet Winchester cannot comply. He is “bemangled,” with the 

hammer embedded in his head, rendered speechless and senseless. The neighbor declares him 

“murthered” and “done to death,” conflating grievous injury with completed death. Yet the 

conditional clause “if any speach remaine” introduces uncertainty, a textual hesitation that leaves 

open the possibility of restored voice. 

The landlord, Loney clarifies this ambiguity when subsequent witnesses arrive: “He is not 

dead but hath a dying life, / For neither speech, nor any sence at all, / Abideth in the poore 

vnhappie youth” (947–949). This paradoxical formulation of “a dying life” captures the 

theological and dramatic function of Winchester’s survival. He possesses biological life stripped 

of consciousness, speech, and sensation, existing in a state that serves neither recovery nor 

healing. This indeterminate state—declared dead by some, recognized as lingering by others—

frames Winchester as suspended at death’s threshold, occupying an impossible middle ground. 

When the neighbors call for Winchester to be brought forth, the stage direction specifies: Bringes 

him forth in a chaire, with a hammer sticking in his head (951 s.d.). The staging choice to seat 

him rather than lay him supine signals continued life despite mortal injury. The chair marks him 

as neither corpse nor functioning person but as a body suspended in prolonged dying. 

Furthermore, the embedded hammer becomes crucial evidence that cannot be removed: “That 

must not be before the youth be dead, / Because the crowner and his quest may see, / The manner 

how he did receiue his death” (967–969). Winchester’s body transforms into a living crime 

scene, his flesh preserving the weapon and wound configuration for legal inspection. Unlike 
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Beane, whose wounds bleed afresh to accuse, Winchester’s testimony inheres in the weapon’s 

placement, the visible trauma, and (most significantly) the timing of his death. His prolonged life 

serves to maintain evidentiary integrity, keeping the murder weapon in situ until official 

examination. 

The intense observation of Winchester’s condition reflects broader early modern Protestant 

anxieties about the moment of death. As Benedikt Brunner notes, “Since the moment of death 

was so important in Protestantism, dying people were observed very closely. The condition at the 

moment of death was the final determinant of a person’s salvation” (Brunner 148). Winchester’s 

prolonged dying thus transforms him into a spectacle not merely of suffering but of spiritual 

examination. The neighbors’ persistent questions about his condition, the careful documentation 

of the hammer’s placement, and the meticulous recording of his bodily state all serve to establish 

that divine will, not human error, maintains his life. This scrutiny ensures that when Winchester 

finally dies (precisely synchronized with Beech’s discovery) the community can recognize divine 

orchestration rather than medical coincidence. 

Winchester’s survival extends from Friday night to Sunday morning (two days during which 

Beech’s body remains hidden and suspicion cannot properly focus). The Fourth Neighbor 

observes the strangeness of this duration: “He is not dead outright, but pleas’d it God. / Twere 

better he had left this wicked world, / Then to liue thus in this extremitie” (961–963). The 

neighbor’s observation frames Winchester’s survival as intended to please the God, while 

simultaneously suggesting that such prolonged suffering serves no merciful purpose. The 
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neighbor’s wish that Winchester had died immediately reveals discomfort with this suspended 

state, yet divine will supersedes human mercy. 

The temporal precision matters. Winchester dies exactly when Beech’s dismembered corpse is 

discovered, as though his life were tethered to the revelation of the primary crime. A woman 

enters to announce: “And please your maisterships the boy is dead” (1747). The Third Neighbor 

immediately contextualizes this timing: 

THIRD NEIGHBOR  

Tis very strange, that hauing many wounds,  

So terrible, so ghastlie, which is more,  

Hauing the hammer sticking in his head,  

That he should liue and stirre from Friday night,  

To Sunday morning, and euen then depart,  

When that his Maisters mangled course were found. (1748–1753) 

The synchronization (“euen then depart, / When that his Maisters mangled course were found”) 

transforms Winchester’s death into testimonial punctuation. His prolonged life prevents 

premature closure of the case and guards against misdirected suspicion toward Beech. Had 

Winchester died immediately, the investigation might have concluded that Beech murdered his 

apprentice and fled. Winchester’s continued presence, his visible wounds, and his precisely timed 

death all work to preserve the truth until Beech’s body provides corroborating evidence. 

Merrie’s arrival to view Winchester’s body exemplifies the murderer’s performance of 

innocence. Playing the concerned neighbor, Merrie asks, “God saue you gentlemen, is this the 
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boy / That is reported to be murthered?” and remarks, “A cruell hand no doubt that did the deede, 

/ Whie pull you not the hammer from his head” (959–960; 964–965). His feigned ignorance 

about the hammer’s evidentiary purpose reveals his attempt to contaminate the crime scene, 

while his inquiry frames him as an innocent bystander learning of tragedy. After the crowd 

departs, Merrie’s soliloquy exposes his confidence: “Do what you can, cast all your wits about, / 

Rake kennells, gutters, seeke in euerie place, / Yet I will ouergoe your cunning heads” (971–

973). He trusts his neighbors’ perception of his “former conuersation” to shield him from 

suspicion, believing that Winchester’s condition, while preserving the murder weapon, poses no 

real threat to him. Yet Merrie’s confidence proves misplaced. Winchester’s prolonged life serves 

a divine purpose beyond merely preserving evidence: his death will ultimately synchronize with 

Beech’s discovery, creating a convergence that makes both crimes visible simultaneously and 

exposes Merrie’s guilt despite his performance of innocence. 

	 The staging direction to “Bring forth the boye and lay him by Beech” (1756 s.d.) reunites 

master and apprentice in death, their bodies side by side offering mutual testimony. Winchester’s 

death only upon Beech’s discovery suggests his life served to await this reunion, to ensure both 

victims would be present to witness Merrie’s exposure. The neighbor’s hope that the murderers 

“May haue their hearts touched with due remorse, / Viewing their deeds of damned wickednesse” 

(1754–1755) frames the displayed bodies as instruments of moral confrontation, their joint 

presence amplifying the accusation against Merrie. 

Winchester’s prolonged survival enacts the paradox of the prolonged living corpse in its 

starkest form: declared dead while still alive, treated as a corpse while still breathing. The 
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hammer lodged in his skull after seven blows does not merely wound—it annihilates 

physiological possibility. His neighbors declare him “done to death” and “murthered” even as he 

breathes before them, their language insisting on a death the body refuses to complete. He is 

seated upright, eyes open, speechless—treated as a corpse, observed as a corpse, yet undeniably 

animate. Divine will does not simply extend his life; it orchestrates its duration with juridical 

precision, timing his death to coincide with Beech’s discovery so that both crimes become visible 

simultaneously. His testimony operates through temporal precision and bodily persistence. 

Divine will sustains  his life to preserve evidence, to prevent misattribution of guilt, and to 

synchronize his death with the discovery of his master’s corpse. God calibrates the duration of 

life to juridical necessity, demonstrating that the body can testify through duration alone: through 

the refusal to die until justice permits, through the visible preservation of the murder weapon, 

through the precise timing of death as testimonial punctuation.  

However, when the plot demands, divine intervention can also extend beyond preserving life 

to restore the capacity for speech itself, enabling the dying victim to add vocal accusation to 

bodily testimony. In A Warning for Fair Women (1599), where the primary victim George 

Sanders dies instantly, divine providence operates through his companion John Beane, whose 

prolonged dying enables him to name the killer that Sanders cannot. 

3.2.2. John Beane’s Reanimated Testimony in A Warning for Fair Women 

BARNES: See how his wounds break out afresh in bleeding. 

MASTER JAMES: He stirs himselfe. 

MAYOR: He openeth his eyes. 
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BARNES: See how he lookes upon him. 

BROWN (Aside): I gave him fifteene wounds,  

Which now be fifteene mouthes that doe accuse me,  

In ev’ry wound there is a bloudy tongue,  

Which will all speake, although he hold his peace,  

By a whole Jury I shalbe accusde. 

BARNES: John, dost thou heare? knowest thou this man? 

BEANE: Yea, this is he that murdred me and Master Sanders.  

He sinckes downe. (1991–2001)  19

Scene XV of A Warning for Fair Women dramatizes the corpse as dual witness—bleeding and 

speaking—to foreclose any gap between supernatural revelation and human juridical process. 

John Beane, stabbed fifteen times by George Browne and abandoned in the woods near Shooter’s 

Hill, appears on stage seated in a chair, his employer Barnes noting that he “never had his perfit 

memorie” since the attack (1935–36). The establishment of cognitive impairment heightens the 

subsequent reanimation: when Browne enters with the Mayor and officers, Beane’s wounds 

begin to bleed, he stirs himself, and opens his eyes before fixing his gaze upon his murderer 

(1991–94). Barnes frames this as theatrical and theological crisis: “As strange to us that looke 

upon the wretch, / As the report thereof unto their wisdoms”(1919–1920). This is a moment that 

confounds natural law and demands metaphysical explanation. 

Browne’s aside articulates what the play stages materially: the transformation of wounds into 

juridical utterance. His metaphor of wounds as “fifteene mouthes” with “bloudy tongue[s]” 

 A Warning for Fair Women, ed. Charles Dale Cannon (Garland, 1975). Unless otherwise noted, act, scene, and 19

line numbers follow this edition.
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imagines flesh itself as speaking subject, each rupture constituting a witness whose testimony 

requires neither consciousness nor volition. The imagery conflates jury trial with corporeal 

evidence: Browne faces accusation “by a whole Jury” composed not of twelve peers but fifteen 

wounds. Such multiplicity matters: where a human jury might err or corrupt, a jury of wounds 

cannot lie, cannot be bribed, cannot recant. The body’s testimony possesses an evidential purity 

that human speech lacks, yet paradoxically requires human speech to achieve legal efficacy. 

Beane must identify Browne by name, “this is he that murdred me” transforming supernatural 

sign into actionable testimony. The bleeding authenticates the speech and the speech translates 

the bleeding into conviction; Neither suffices alone. 

The wounds-as-mouths metaphor gains additional significance when considered alongside 

Beane’s actual speech. Browne fears that the wounds “will all speake, although he hold his 

peace,” imagining a scenario where bodily testimony occurs without vocal utterance. Yet the play 

provides both. The wounds bleed and Beane speaks, suggesting that flesh and voice constitute 

distinct but complementary testimonial modes. Whereas the wounds testify to the evidence of 

murder (injuries and supernatural bleeding), the voice testifies to the identity of murderer 

(explicit naming, conscious accusation). Fact and identity require different evidentiary forms: 

fact manifests corporeally, identity must be linguistically specified. The distinction reveals the 

play’s sophisticated understanding of juridical epistemology: material evidence establishes that 

crime occurred; testimonial evidence establishes who committed it. Both are necessary; neither 

alone suffices for conviction. 
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The scene’s dramaturgy depends on Beane’s perceptual instability: he occupies a state that the 

rest of the characters cannot securely name. Barnes and James offer condolences “after his 

death” while Beane still retains some capacity to speak and stir (1870–94). Later, Barnes 

describes him as “not yet dead” to other visitors who come to see him, while James continues to 

discuss his “murder” as a completed act (1965–80). At the center of this confusion, Beane exists 

in an endless transitory state where he is approaching death yet has not arrived. He labors toward 

his end even as his body loses its sensations one by one (1970). Beane’s request for “a little 

drinke” (1932) introduces a jarring note of bodily particularity into the situation. It humanizes 

Beane, reminding the audience that he is still alive. The detail also emphasizes the unnaturalness 

of his condition: a body losing catastrophic amounts of blood for two days should be incapable 

of articulating thirst. Even the simple craving for water acquires instrumental force: by insisting 

on a drink Beane secures the physical means to speak, as if he conserves his failing throat so that, 

when required, his testimony will be uttered with whatever strength remains. 

Early modern deathbed testimony derived significance from the dying speaker’s imminent 

confrontation with divine judgment, the belief that one facing God cannot, and would not, lie 

(O’Connor 25). Notably though, scholarship on deathbed testimony has focused almost 

exclusively on the dying speeches of executed criminals, heroic figures, and those suffering from 
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long term illnesses leaving the victim’s last words largely unexamined.  There is a way in which 20

victims of crimes and even accidents get delegated to the genre of ballads and pamphlets, which 

are almost always both fictionalized and sensationalized, focusing on the crime more than the 

victim. This is important because Beane’s testimony differs crucially from the dying speeches 

that dominate the tradition of a “good end”. Where condemned felons might lie even facing 

divine judgment (to preserve reputation, protect accomplices, or secure posthumous sympathy), 

and where tragic heroes shape death into personal monument, the victim, especially one that has 

been fatally wounded, possesses no such agenda. Beane’s prolonged dying inverts these 

testimonial modes entirely. He gains nothing by speaking: not redemption (he’s innocent), not 

monument (he dies immediately after), not even the satisfaction of revenge (justice proceeds 

without his participation). His testimony is purely instrumental, extended by divine will only 

long enough to identify his murderer before witnesses. Beane continues positions himself as 

relevant even when everyone around him easily confuses him dead. 

Beane’s upright posture helps establish his endurance. Instead of a supine position, which 

might have been more comfortable given his condition, Beane remains seated in a chair 

 Existing scholarship on early modern deathbed testimony focuses predominantly on the dying speeches of 20

executed criminals and the terminally ill. Richard M. Wunderli and Gerald Broce establish that "in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, the final moment before death was considered perhaps the most critical and most crucial of all 
existence since it was decisive for the soul of the dying person" (Wunderli and Broce 259). Ralph Houlbrooke's 
comprehensive study Death, Religion, and the Family in England, 1480–1750 traces how "the last moments of life 
were believed to be crucially important during the later Middle Ages," when "each person's eternal fate, salvation or 
damnation, was settled when the soul left the body" (Houlbrooke 147). J. A. Sharpe's influential work on "last dying 
speeches" examines how the Tudor state deployed scaffold confessions as ideological control, relying on condemned 
felons to internalize obedience and "die well" as public spectacle (Sharpe 160). Similarly, Michael Neill's analysis of 
theatrical dying emphasizes heroic self-fashioning, where death becomes "an improvisational theatre of defiance" 
through which characters like Bussy D'Ambois and Cleopatra monumentalize themselves (Neill 36–37). Yet all 
these paradigms center on those who commit crimes or die heroically, examining the spiritual stakes of criminals 
seeking redemption, heroes achieving apotheosis, and the faithful securing salvation. The murder victim's deathbed 
testimony—by contrast—remains largely unexamined, creating a critical gap in our understanding of testimonial 
authority.
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throughout the scene, a staging choice that encodes an existence of life and is frequently used in 

early modern plays to denote the same.  Whereas an upright posture is associated with agency, 21

authority, and testimonial capacity; the reclining or prone body could signal passivity, 

objecthood, or incapacity. By seating Beane, the play grants him continued subjectivity. He 

occupies the space of witness rather than evidence especially when his mortal wounds and 

suspended consciousness mark him as other-than-living. The chair thus materializes the 

theological paradox Beane possesses: sufficient vitality to testify but insufficient vitality to 

recover. God extends his life only as long as justice requires, calibrating biological time to 

juridical necessity with divine precision. 

Divine precision manifests in Beane’s immediate death upon naming Browne. He “sinckes 

downe” the moment he completes his accusation (2001), suggesting that divine power sustains 

him through the identification then releases him from life. The timing implies intentionality: 

Beane does not die prematurely, interrupting his testimony mid-sentence, nor does he linger after 

his purpose is fulfilled. Life terminates synchronously with juridical completion. Such 

calibration reveals God’s investment in human legal process. Divine justice does not supersede 

or obviate earthly courts but rather enables them, providing the evidence they require to function 

justly. The miracle guides human law. 

  The staging of corpses in upright, seated positions appears across multiple early modern plays to suggest 21

continued agency or animate presence. In The Second Maiden's Tragedy (Act 5, Scene 2), attributed to Thomas 
Middleton, the Tyrant has the Lady's corpse removed from her tomb, dressed in black, seated on a throne, and 
painted with cosmetics to appear alive, creating a grotesque performance of her continued existence. Similarly, in 
George Peele's The Battle of Alcazar (Act 5, Scene 1), Abdelemec (Abd al-Malik, the King of Morocco) dies of grief 
before battle, but his officers prop up his corpse to maintain the appearance that he still leads their army. John Ford's 
The Broken Heart (Act 5, Scene 3) stages Ithocles's corpse "on a hearse, or in a chair, in a rich robe, with a crown on 
his head," placed upright beside an altar during a ceremonial scene. These examples demonstrate how seated or 
upright positioning consistently signifies ongoing authority, presence, or testimonial capacity even after death.
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Beane’s testimony also exposes secular law’s insufficiency without divine assistance. Browne 

would escape conviction were Beane merely dead; without the reanimation, no witness exists to 

name the killer. The play stages the inadequacy of circumstantial evidence, forensic reasoning, 

and human investigative capacity. Only God’s intervention (preserving Beane’s life, causing 

renewed bleeding, enabling speech from one “past all sense”) renders justice possible. This 

theological claim about justice’s dependence on divine aid distinguishes the scene from purely 

secular juridical drama. The play does not suggest that careful investigation would eventually 

reveal Browne’s guilt; it asserts that without supernatural intervention, the crime remains 

inscrutable. Human reason cannot penetrate murder’s opacity. Only God can compel truth, 

usually in the presence of enough witnesses who can vouch for it. 

Scene XV’s investment in multiple witnesses, Barnes, James, the Mayor, officers, and 

implicitly the theater audience, reflects early modern legal culture’s demand for corroboration. A 

single witness might lie, hallucinate, or misperceive; multiple witnesses who agree provide 

stronger evidentiary foundation. Yet the play exceeds merely fulfilling legal requirements by 

making witness-generation itself a spectacle. Characters repeatedly call attention to the act of 

witnessing: “See how his wounds break out,” “See how he lookes upon him” transforming 

observation into performed declaration. The imperative “see” functions as testimonial summons, 

recruiting observers as juridical participants. This multiplication of witnesses serves both 

practical and symbolic functions: practically, it satisfies legal evidentiary standards; 

symbolically, it constructs a community united in recognition of divine justice. The many 

witnesses ensure the story will circulate beyond this moment, that Browne’s guilt will become 

public knowledge rather than private accusation. Beane’s testimony thus initiates a 
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communicative chain: from divine revelation, through bodily signs and vocal utterance, to 

witnesses’ retelling and public record. 

Where Winchester testifies through duration and silence, Beane escalates the paradox of the 

prolonged living corpse to speech. Fifteen stab wounds that should have precluded breath 

entirely leave him nonetheless seated upright before magistrates, his wounds bleeding afresh in 

his killer’s presence, his voice intact long enough to name Browne before witnesses. The body 

that has been read as dead—stabbed, slumped, beyond sensation for two days—contradicts its 

own condition through the one act physiology cannot permit: accusation. Divine will times his 

expiration to the moment his testimony completes, releasing him from life the instant juridical 

necessity is satisfied. 

Beane’s protracted dying across two days reimagines deathbed testimony as durational event 

rather than momentary utterance. Traditional deathbed scenes compress time: the dying speak, 

then expire, sometimes within a single breath. Beane’s suspended death extends this moment 

across days, multiplying the testimonial authority that derives from proximity to divine judgment 

while also providing time for proper juridical procedures. He must wait for Browne’s arrest, for 

the assembly of magistrates, for the formal accusation process. Divine mercy extends life not for 

Beane’s benefit—he gains nothing from prolonged suffering—but for the pursuit of justice, to 

ensure all necessary legal participants can gather and bear witness. This instrumentalization of 

Beane’s body in service of social order reveals the play’s understanding of individual life as 

subordinate to collective justice. Beane’s suffering serves a communal good; his prolonged dying 

enables the community’s restoration of moral order. The theology here is utilitarian: God uses 
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one man’s pain to prevent future murders, to deter potential killers, and to demonstrate divine 

oversight of London streets. 

Beane’s revival demonstrates the theatrical and theological power of prolonged dying as 

testimonial mode. His convergence of bleeding wounds, restored consciousness, and vocal 

accusation produces irrefutable evidence that secures conviction. Yet even this convergence still 

depends on life, however tenuous, to generate testimony. Divine intervention must preserve 

Beane’s consciousness long enough for him to speak, must coordinate the timing of witnesses 

and magistrates, must sustain biological function through catastrophic trauma. Domestic tragedy, 

however, also stages a testimonial mode that eliminates these dependencies entirely. Cruentation, 

the bleeding of corpses in the presence of their murderers, requires neither life nor speech, 

neither consciousness nor coordination. In this most radically supernatural form of testimony, 

God acts directly upon dead matter to reveal concealed guilt, transforming the corpse into an 

autonomous witness that accuses without agency, testifies without volition, and convicts without 

requiring any human interpretation beyond recognition of the sign itself. 

3.3. Cruentation and Supernatural Testimony  

The prolonged dying examined in A Warning for Fair Women and Two Lamentable Tragedies 

represents divine intervention that extends life to enable testimony (vocal in Beane’s case, 

temporal in Winchester’s). Even this heightened providential action operates within recognizable 

physiological limits: the dying retain vitality to sit upright, fix their gaze, speak, and respond, 

poised between breath and its final cessation. Cruentation severs that thread entirely, 

transforming inert matter into the most autonomous witness, one that testifies without vital spark 
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or human mediation. The corpse bleeds in the presence of its murderer without consciousness, 

speech, or vestige of life. God acts directly upon the corpse, causing wounds that ceased bleeding 

to flow afresh: the apex of divine testimonial intervention here, requiring no living vitality, 

human interpretation, or investigative labor. As Lesel Dawson observes, blood on the early 

modern stage physically identifies the murderer’s guilt while serving as the means through which 

their sin is apprehended (163). In cruentation, this dual function—forensic identification and 

moral condemnation—operates through divine agency alone, bypassing human witness or 

confession. 

Francesco Paolo de Ceglia notes cruentation’s use in judicial proceedings across Europe and 

colonial America from the twelfth through eighteenth centuries: the accused faced the victim’s 

corpse on a bier, and renewed bleeding signified divine revelation of guilt (27). The practice 

derived its power from theological certainty, not empirical consistency, conferring “the 

traditional ‘special, near divine, spark’: an external truth, arcane and unquestionable” (48). 

Because authority rested on divine will rather than natural law, variability posed no problem: 

bleeding proved guilt irrefutably; absence meant God chose other means. 

Lucy Munro identifies a trend in 1590s plays where “murder victims and ghosts are often 

required to display bleeding wounds, which indict their murderers and wordlessly declare their 

guilt” (79). Arden of Faversham extends this convention by placing testimonial language in the 

murderer’s own mouth: Alice herself declares that blood “condemns me” and “speaks as it falls” 

(V.iii.6–7), that wounds “ask me why I did it.” Unlike witnesses who observe cruentation (such 

as Lady Anne in Richard III), Alice voices what the corpse wordlessly performs: the most 
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radically autonomous supernatural testimony examined, one that requires neither living witness 

nor unprompted confession. God makes Arden’s corpse the primary, incorruptible witness. 

3.3.1. “This Blood Condemns Me”: Blood’s Material Testimony in Arden of Faversham 

Arden of Faversham, ed. Martin White, New Mermaids, 1990 (1591), dramatizes Thomas 

Arden’s murder by his wife Alice, her lover Mosby, and their hired assassins Black Will and 

Shakebag. In Act V, scene i, Black Will pulls Arden down with a towel while the other three stab 

his torso in rapid succession (V.i.366–82), saturating the parlor floor where he collapses. The 

conspirators then carry the corpse to the counting house for concealment (V.i.400–02), separating 

body from blood and creating two distinct evidentiary sites: the hidden corpse and the visible 

stains in the parlor. 

Even as the corpse disappears from view, Arden’s blood resists concealment from the moment 

Alice attempts to erase it. She orders Susan to “fetch water and wash away this blood,” confident 

that routine scrubbing will suffice (V.i.418). However, Susan reports a resistance: “The blood 

cleaveth to the ground and will not out” (V.i.422). The multiple stab wounds produced a 

substantial pool of blood where Arden fell. Given the porous wood typical of early modern 

homes, blood could easily stain the surface. This exchange reflects a plausible expectation: with 

enough effort, such stains could normally be removed. 

As Alice joins to help Susan, she is halted when her added efforts rupture plausibility: “But 

with my nails I’ll scrape away the blood—/ The more I strive, the more the blood appears!” 

(V.i.426–27). The escalation achieves contrary results: the more Alice scrapes, the more blood 
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emerges from the floor. This irrational proliferation of Arden’s blood marks a decisive shift from 

material resistance to something beyond natural explanation. What began as adhesion (plausible 

on porous wood) becomes regeneration, as if summoned by Alice’s guilt itself. The blood’s 

refusal to disappear, its insistence on multiplying under Alice’s nails, transforms a mundane 

cleaning task into incontrovertible testimony. 

Her later comment to Mosby deepens the frustration: it seems as “if Arden were alive again. / 

In vain we strive, for here his blood remains” (V.i.437–38). Her comparison to resurrection 

captures how the blood’s persistence creates the sensation that Arden himself has not truly died, 

that some essential part of him continues to exist through the material trace he left behind. Blood 

“remains” not as passive residue but as active presence, refusing elimination despite the 

conspirators’ combined efforts. The phrase “in vain we strive” acknowledges the futility Alice 

has discovered: each attempt at concealment resurrects the crime, materializing Arden’s absent 

body through persistent stains that “speak” without voice. 

This recognition marks a turning point in Alice’s psychological state as she shares her 

realization: “This blood doth call the murder from my heart” (V.i.429). The blood operates by 

moral logic, multiplying in proportion to denial. No ordinary scrubbing avails; the stains function 

as an extension of the corpse’s supernatural accusation, demanding acknowledgment even before 

authorities arrive. Alice’s horror, “See, Mosby, where I tread!” (V.i.430) captures her 

transformation into convict, trapped by blood that wills its own persistence. Within this domestic 

space, cruentation manifests not as courtroom spectacle but as intimate haunting, where God 

manipulates matter to expose sin without witness or confession. The parlor floor becomes the 
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site of divine judgment, the bloodstains rendering concealment impossible and confession 

inevitable. 

The conversation between Susan and Alice that follows reveals Alice’s attempt to rationalize 

the uncanny scenario. When Susan asks why Arden’s blood cannot be cleaned, Alice responds: 

“because I blush not at my husband’s death” (V.i.428, 430). The response articulates a 

displacement: blood appears on the floor because it does not appear on her face. Malcolm Gaskill 

argues that cruentation’s judicial power derived “not simply from corpses bleeding but from 

societal belief in their potential to do so, which compelled confessions through psychological 

pressure” (10). Alice’s response suggests this pressure begins immediately upon blood’s refusal 

to obey natural law. Her cultural awareness that blood can testify (corpses bleeding to reveal 

murderers) transforms each impossible encounter into accusation, building toward confession 

when the corpse itself will bleed. 

Furthermore, Alice’s failure to blush “at my husband’s death” signals not just lack of guilt but 

remorse for an absent wifely loyalty. She orchestrated Arden’s death not to hide an affair but to 

enable a romantic union with Mosby, killing proactively to remove an obstacle. This 

distinguishes her guilt from the other conspirators in murder: as Arden’s wife, her “husband’s 

death torments me at the heart” (V.i.452), staying internal and pallid. Early modern physiology 

understood blushing as involuntary corporeal confession, blood rushing to the face to reveal 

concealed guilt. Thomas Wright argues in The Passions of the Minde in Generall (1601) that 

“nature being afraid, lest in the face the fault should be discovered, sendeth the purest blood, to 

be a defence and succour” (Wright 30). Robert Burton elaborates in Anatomy of Melancholy that 
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blushing arises “not only [from] some shame or ignomy” but also “from fear, and a conceit of 

our defects” (Burton 265). Alice’s explanation acknowledges that grief should have manifested 

through her blushing. Its absence on her face creates an epistemological crisis for her: she should 

have felt grief or remorse as Arden’s wife, but she does not. Because her face does not blush, 

Arden’s blood on the floor multiplies instead, testifying to the guilt her body will not reveal. No 

ordinary scrubbing avails; the stains function as supernatural accusation, demanding 

acknowledgment. What begins as cleanup transforms into self-reproach as blood’s incessant 

spillage forces recognition of inescapable evidence. 

This amalgamation of fear and remorse in Alice heightens when she inspects Arden’s corpse 

in the counting house. After Mosby suggests covering the un-washable blood with rushes (an 

admission that cleaning has failed and concealment now requires burial beneath other materials), 

Alice and Susan open the door to confront the body itself. What she observes introduces a crucial 

contrast to the blood’s behavior on the floor: Arden lies “smeared in blood and filthy gore” 

(V.i.558–59). Both “smeared” and “gore” evoke sticky, viscous matter that clings rather than 

flows freely, signaling transformed blood coagulated since its initial shedding. 

The word “gore” carries precise material meaning with a revealing etymological history. 

Deriving from Old English gor, the word originally denoted “dirt, dung, filth.” By the sixteenth 

century, however, the sense of “filth” had extended to include the specific type of thick, clotted 

blood found in a wound, especially that shed in battle and exposed to air. This usage, appearing 

as “gore-blood” by the 1550s, reflects early modern recognition of blood’s transformation from 

liquid to viscous matter, from vital fluid to waste product.  
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	 When Alice describes Arden as “smeared in blood and filthy gore,” she invokes both 

meanings: the gore is filthy not only in its physical state as congealed matter but in its moral 

association with the waste and corruption that follows violent death. Her description confirms 

that Arden’s wounds have ceased to bleed, following the expected process of coagulation. This 

natural cessation creates a stark contrast with the parlor floor blood from earlier. The same blood 

from the same stab wounds now behave differently: supernatural persistence on the floor versus 

natural coagulation on the corpse. 

The presence of gore also marks temporal progression in the play. Arden’s blood undergoes a 

sequence of transformations after his death: from liquid during wounding, to adhesive as it 

resists cleaning, to solid as it clots. Biologically, coagulation begins within minutes of wounding 

and completes over one-three hours, depending on temperature, air, and blood composition (Palta 

Et al.  By invoking “gore,” the play indicates that a few hours have passed since his murder. The 22

counting-house scene, thus, foregrounds two very important points: first, the blood on the parlor 

floor is behaving unnaturally, and that any subsequent bleeding of Arden’s wounds be undeniably 

supernatural, setting the stage for the cruentation scene. 

Constantly trying to hide Arden’s corpse to avoid detection, the conspirators then transport 

him from the counting house to the fields behind the abbey, hoping to stage the murder as a 

robbery by unknown assailants. The scheme depends on relocating the body from an enclosed 

  Modern forensic science clarifies the physiological processes early modern observers registered empirically. 22

Blood coagulation begins within minutes of death as clotting factors activate, causing blood to gel and lose its 
capacity to flow (Matula et al. 412). Livor mortis becomes visible within 30 minutes to 2 hours and fixes irreversibly 
after 8–12 hours, anchoring blood in place rather than allowing fresh tracks or stains to form (Shedge et al. 1–2). 
Bloodstain pattern analysis further distinguishes low-velocity drip patterns from impact spatter associated with 
active violence (James et al. 71). Read alongside these principles, Arden's bleeding corpse and the house's persistent 
blood traces dramatize precisely those phenomena that early modern witnesses already scrutinized, but that onstage 
acquire both evidentiary force and supernatural resonance.
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interior to an open crime scene. Once back, Susan voices a concern to Alice: “it snowed all the 

way, / Which makes me fear our footsteps will be spied” (V.i.618–19). She fears footprints 

visible in the snow, marks that could expose the group’s path and numbers. What she does not 

fear is equally revealing. Susan does not mention anything about blood spilling from the corpse, 

dripping or smearing along the path, or staining the snow. Her silence indicates an absence of 

blood. The corpse leaves no blood trail, no visible sign of continued flow. 

The absence of any blood trail reinforces what the gore has already implied: Arden’s wounds 

have ceased to bleed. Franklin’s subsequent reconstruction of the crime scene corroborates this 

cessation through his meticulous attention to physical evidence. Observing “the print of many 

feet within the snow,” he traces the conspirators’ movements between house and field (V.i.693). 

Discovering rushes caught in Arden’s shoe, he infers that the murder occurred in the parlor: “it 

arg’th he was murthered in this room” (V.i.697). Franklin’s investigation proceeds like early 

forensic analysis, reading footprints and displaced material to reimagine an unseen sequence of 

acts. His reasoning is both inductive and material, grounded in careful observation of space, 

trace, and residue. Franklin’s discovery of blood evidence in Arden’s house reveals how “the 

house itself… betrays not only Arden but his murderers as well.” The physical structure becomes 

witness: “the house still holds its evidence and witnesses the crime’ through the bloody rushes 

and indelible stains” (Orlin 81). Yet within this scrupulous reconstruction, Franklin notes no 

blood trail between house and field. In a context so sensitive to physical evidence, this omission 

carries weight. Give that the contrast of crimson against white snow would make it readily 

visible, besides its spectacularity on stage, neither Susan’s fear nor Franklin’s later observations 

include mention of a blood trail. At this point in the play, the audience can presume that all 
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natural processes have concluded; the blood has fully stopped. This material silence (across gore, 

snow, and Franklin’s forensic omissions) creates the evidentiary vacuum that cruentation 

spectacularly fills in the next scene. 

When the Mayor presents Arden’s recovered corpse before Alice and assembled witnesses, 

commanding her to “Confess this foul fault and be penitent” (V.iii.2), the scene unites juridical 

and communal authorities. The Mayor represents secular law; Franklin, the social circle of 

friends; and the gathering of other witnesses transforms the scene into a public act of testimony. 

When Arden’s wounds re-open and begin to bleed again in Alice’s presence, Alice articulates the 

final transformation of blood in the play: 

ALICE  

Arden, sweet husband, what shall I say?  

The more I sound his name, the more he bleeds;  

This blood condemns me, and in gushing forth  

Speaks as it falls, and asks me why I did it (V.iii.4–7) 

The impossibility of Arden’s congealed wounds to bleed again is both material and theological. 

First, coagulated blood cannot reliquefy at any temperature. Second, a dead heart cannot generate 

the pressure to produce the “gushing” Alice describes. Without cardiac motion, any remaining 

blood settles through gravity in the lower parts of the body, not burst outward with force. The 

described blood flow thus violates natural processes. Moreover, the bleeding increases in direct 

proportion to Alice’s speech: “The more I sound his name, the more he bleeds.” The correlation 

binds the living murderer’s voice to the dead husband’s blood. The corpse responds selectively, 

bleeding in recognition of the speaker whose guilt animates it. Blood becomes responsive, 
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almost cognizant: its behavior keyed to Alice’s presence and words, showcasing a miracle that is 

selective and specific in nature. 

Jean-Baptiste van Helmont’s Oriatrike (1662) articulates the contemporary logic underlying 

such cognition. Van Helmont claims that blood “after death retaines a peculiar sense of the 

murderer being present” and possesses “its peculiar phantasie” enabling testimony (van Helmont 

66). Blood here acquires capacities typically reserved for conscious beings (perception and 

imagination), allowing it to act as sentient witness. Even divorced from the animating soul, blood 

retains heightened sensitivity, able to recognize the murderer and testify through renewed flow. 

He grounds this claim in biblical authority, invoking Genesis 4:10: “not Abel himselfe, but his 

innocent bloud cries loud in the eares of divine justice for revenge” (van Helmont 66). The 

reference to Abel’s blood, which calls out to God from the ground, establishes scriptural 

precedent for blood as a vocal witness that demands divine response. Early modern cruentation 

transposes that cry from voice to matter: blood speaks again, not through words but through 

visible flow. In both cases, God’s justice operates by granting animate agency to innocent blood. 

Thus, the corpse’s bleeding functions as divine testimony, not as bodily process. Its authority 

stems from God’s intervention into matter, circumventing both human will and natural law. 

Van Helmont’s theological certainty, however, was not universally shared. Francis Bacon’s 

Sylva Sylvarum (1627) reveals the epistemological ambivalence cruentation provoked among 

natural philosophers. He writes: “It may be, that this participateth of a Miracle, by Gods Iust 

Iudgement, who usually bringeth Murthers to Light: But if it be Naturall, it must be referred to 

Imagination” (Bacon 132). Bacon presents two interpretive modes: cruentation might be 
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miraculous, a direct act of divine justice, or it might be natural, arising from “Imagination” (a 

sympathetic interaction between murderer and victim). His uncertainty about cause contrasts 

with his confidence in result. This pragmatic acceptance of cruentation’s judicial utility, without 

requiring commitment to its divine origin, suggests how the phenomenon could function in legal 

contexts even among those uncertain of its theological foundations. 

The metaphor of speech in Alice’s response transforms blood from inert substance into 

articulate witness. She declares, “This blood condemns me,… Speaks as it falls, and asks me 

why I did it.” Here, blood not only flows but speaks: it blames and interrogates, performing an 

act the silent corpse cannot. Its question (“why I did it”) extends beyond accusation to demand 

self-examination. This inquiry admits dual readings: accusation identifies Alice’s guilt, while 

inquiry seeks motive. On one reading, it poses an almost innocent question revealing Arden’s 

blind faith in his wife right until his murder, rendering the betrayal all the more grievous; on the 

other, it compels Alice not merely to acknowledge the murder but to confront her affair with 

Mosby. Cruentation thus forces her to reckon not just with the fact that she killed, but with the 

why, pressing for a moral introspection that surpasses mere confession. Like Cain, Alice’s 

evasion—of unprompted confession, absence of blush, and cover up of the murder—collapses 

before divine knowledge grounded in material testimony. Blood, not witness or evidence, speaks 

the truth. 

Arden of Faversham takes this theological paradigm further into juridical context. Where 

Abel’s blood cried heavenward, Arden’s blood, aided by divine intervention, speaks to and 

before human law. The Mayor and Franklin witness the cruentation and translate divine 
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revelation into secular judgment. In giving Arden’s bleeding wounds the capacity to testify, the 

play emphasizes the autonomy of testimony itself. Blood speaks without prompting, 

interpretation, or voluntary confession. Its voice is immediate, unmediated, and absolute. It 

accuses and interrogates by divine authority that supersedes human knowledge. The bleeding 

corpse becomes the incorruptible witness animated by God to reveal what no human agency 

could securely prove. 

Cruentation’s most characteristic feature as a testimonial mode is its radical compression of 

investigation into a single, revelatory moment that condenses the entire juridical sequence into 

minutes. Its distinction becomes clear when set against other forms of corporeal testimony. In 

Two Lamentable Tragedies, discovery and reassembly unfold across multiple scenes: a spaniel 

uncovers Beech’s torso; watermen find scattered body parts; neighbors gather to identify 

remains; investigators trace commercial marks on a sack to locate the salter who sold it. 

Testimony emerges through collective labor such as discovery, verification, and reconstruction 

spread over time. Similarly, in A Warning for Fair Women, John Beane’s prolonged dying 

extends divine testimony across two days. Authorities assemble, the murderer is summoned, and 

witnesses gather, all within a temporal process that culminates in dying speech timed to coincide 

with death itself. 

Arden of Faversham condenses this temporality. Arden compresses this entire juridical 

sequence: discovery, investigation, testimony, and confession into minutes, substituting bleeding 

for all prior mediations. The corpse is presented; it bleeds; Alice confesses. The bleeding 

substitutes for inquiry. Witnesses recognize the impossibility of renewed flow and acknowledge 
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divine judgment. Testimony, recognition, and confession collapse into a single event.This 

compression also defines cruentation’s autonomy. Whereas discovery depends on human 

curiosity and prolonged dying on human interaction, cruentation depends on neither. The corpse 

testifies without human agency or support, its voice animated by divine will. Witness presence 

remains procedurally necessary—the Mayor must hear, witnesses must attest, but their roles are 

receptive rather than generative. The blood speaks plainly; humans need only recognize what 

God has revealed. 

The Mayor’s presence situates this revelation within a legal framework. Alice’s confession, 

addressed to her husband’s corpse: “Forgive me, Arden; I repent me now,” functions 

simultaneously as spiritual plea and juridical admission. The witnesses’ hearing of her confession 

converts private repentance into public evidence. Divine testimony thus produces secular 

consequence: the Mayor pronounces verdict, and human punishment follows established law. 

Alice’s burning for petit treason, Mosby’s and Susan’s hanging, and Michael’s and Bradshaw’s 

deaths at Faversham all proceed according to recognized judicial forms. God supplies the 

incontestable proof; the state supplies procedural justice. 

Cruentation therefore represents both the culmination and the limit of supernatural testimony. 

It marks the apex by eliminating all human agency in producing evidence: God acts directly 

upon dead matter, converting impossibility into revelation. Yet the corpse’s bleeding achieves 

juridical meaning only through communal witnessing and procedural translation into sentence 

and execution. Divine speech requires earthly reception to complete justice. This paradox—

autonomous divine testimony requiring human validation—encapsulates Arden of Faversham’s 
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understanding of justice as simultaneous revelation and procedure. God reveals what is hidden; 

human institutions enact the verdict. The bleeding corpse thus occupies the precise intersection 

of supernatural revelation and civic procedure, where divine vision and human law converge to 

render domestic justice visible and binding. 
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Chapter 4 

“Heavens Themselves Blaze Forth The Death of Princes”: 

Caesar’s Corpse and Staging of Myth in Julius Caesar 

In Act 3, Scene 1 of Julius Caesar, Caesar lies dead at the base of Pompey’s statue, his body 

pierced “three and thirty” times, transformed into what Antony will later call “this bleeding piece 

of earth” (3.1.280, 5.1.53).  The conspirators stand over him, their hands and swords drenched 23

in his blood, as Cassius proclaims that “many ages hence” this “lofty scene” will be “acted over / 

In states unborn and accents yet unknown” (3.1.111-113). But Caesar’s death is not singular—it 

multiplies across the play’s stage time. Calphurnia dreams it as a bleeding statue “like a fountain 

with an hundred spouts” running “pure blood” (2.2.77-78). Brutus imagines it as ritual sacrifice. 

Antony stages it as forensic spectacle, displaying the corpse’s wounds as “dumb mouths” that 

“beg the voice and utterance of [his] tongue” (3.2.226-227). The body refuses to remain inert; it 

continues to perform, to bleed, to signify long after the moment of death. 

This chapter argues that the staging of Caesar’s mutilated corpse—its continual bleeding, 

ritual handling, and repeated display—transforms political assassination into myth-making 

spectacle. By appropriating the visual and theatrical grammar of Catholic martyrdom (passion 

plays, saint plays, relic veneration) and layering it onto a framework of divine election, Julius 

Caesar constructs a distinctly theatrical theology of sovereignty. Caesar’s body becomes the site 

where civic power and sacred imagery converge, where assassination becomes consecration, and 

where the theater itself functions as the mechanism of political apotheosis. The corpse is both 

 Julius Caesar, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine (Folger Shakespeare Library, Simon & Schuster, 23

2004). Unless otherwise noted, act, scene, and line numbers follow this edition.
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evidence and relic, both murdered flesh and immortal icon—a paradox that this chapter traces 

through the play’s strategic deployment of prophecy, blood, and ritual display. 

Where Chapter 2 examined the staging of female corpses as instruments of seduction and 

revenge, and Chapter 3 traced how testifying corpses in domestic tragedy expose concealed 

crimes through providential intervention, this chapter focuses on Caesar’s corpse as a quasi-

sacred object that mediates between the mortal and the mythic. It shows how Julius Caesar uses 

theatrical technologies of blood and display—the perpetually bleeding wound, the torn mantle, 

the forensic presentation of the body—to mythologize Caesar through frameworks drawn from 

Christian sacred drama. In doing so, it extends the dissertation’s central argument that early 

modern theater uses the corpse to negotiate sovereignty, legitimacy, and the afterlives of power 

on the public stage. 

4.1 An Afternoon at the Globe: Thomas Platter at Julius Caesar 

On the afternoon of 21 September 1599, the Swiss diarist Thomas Platter crossed the Thames 

with his brother Felix to attend a performance of “the tragedy of the first emperor Julius Caesar” 

at “the straw-thatched” playhouse. In his travel diary, Platter noted that the play was “very 

pleasingly performed” and that “at the end of the play they danced together admirably and 

exceedingly gracefully” (Schanzer 466).  His emphasis on visual spectacle and skillful 24

 Although Thomas Platter’s diary entry is often cited as evidence that Julius Caesar was performed by the Lord 24

Chamberlain’s Men at the newly constructed Globe Theatre in September 1599, this attribution is not without 
dispute. Ernest Schanzer (1956) highlights the ongoing scholarly debate over whether the “Caesar” play Platter 
witnessed was Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and whether the “straw-thatched house” was the Globe. These questions 
are linked: if the play was Shakespeare’s, it was likely performed by the Chamberlain’s Men at the Globe, since their 
rivals, the Admiral’s Men, were performing at the Rose, which was also thatched. Platter’s comment that the play 
had “about fifteen characters” further complicates matters, as Shakespeare’s script contains over forty speaking 
roles. Despite these uncertainties, most scholars—including George Kittredge, E.K. Chambers, Dover Wilson, and 
T.S. Dorsch—agree it is probable that Platter saw Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar at the Globe. This consensus 
supports the commonly accepted dating of the play’s first performance to autumn 1599.
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execution is striking: Julius Caesar is a political tragedy saturated with conspiracy, betrayal, and 

civil war, yet Platter highlights the performance’s aesthetic appeal and choreographed grace. This 

focus on spectacle resonates with critical accounts of the play’s role as theatrical display within 

an evolving public drama. Dennis Kezar observes that the Lord Chamberlain’s Men had 

completed a transition from The Theatre, through The Curtain, to The Globe—a physical and 

metaphorical move that marked a shift in English public drama from “aesthetically insulated to 

politically fraught” (Kezar 29). Andrew Gurr further highlights this pivotal moment, noting that 

around 1600 Shakespeare began to conceive of his audiences as spectators, not merely listeners 

(Gurr 93).  In this context, The Tragedy of Julius Caesar proved particularly suited to 25

inaugurate the newly constructed Globe Theatre, strategically deploying multiple death scenes—

both murder and suicide—as vehicles for political spectacle, while still retaining conventional 

entertainment elements such as the closing song and dance that Platter admired. 

The play reinforces its own theatrical magnitude, particularly through the meta-theatrical 

framing of Caesar’s assassination in Act 3 Scene 1, famously known as the “Ides of March” 

(3.1.1). This framing of the assassination as grand spectacle is explicitly underscored in Cassius’s 

response to Brutus’s call for the conspirators to drench their arms and swords in Caesar’s blood. 

Cassius insists, “Stoop then, and wash… [as] many ages hence / Shall this our lofty scene be 

acted over / In states unborn and accents yet unknown” (3.1.111–113). Cassius’s dramatic 

assertion operates in a multilayered manner. Within the play’s world, it presents the assassination 

as a “lofty” historical moment worthy of grand theatrical rendering. This self-conscious theatrical 

 From Anglo-Norman and Middle French “audience” (12th c.), meaning a sphere of hearing, formal interview, 25

or judicial hearing; from Latin audientia, “the act of listening” or “body of listeners,” from audīre, “to hear.” (OED, 
"audience," etymology)
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gesture gives a nod to the grandeur of Shakespeare’s own production by the Lord Chamberlain’s 

Men and resonates with Platter’s experience of it as “very pleasingly performed.” At the same 

time, it points toward the possibility of future reenactment and adaptation. Brutus’s question to 

Cassius, “How many times shall Caesar bleed in sport / That now on Pompey’s basis lies along, / 

No worthier than the dust?” (3.1.127–129) draws a distinction between the playing company’s 

immediate performance and future stagings of the play. It serves as a caution that while 

Shakespeare’s production honors the gravity of the actual event in Roman history, subsequent 

retellings might diminish it, reducing this profound tragedy to mere entertainment or even farce. 

For modern readers, the line reads as an uncanny prophecy of the play’s own afterlife: Caesar has 

indeed “bled in sport” on countless stages “in states unborn and accents yet unknown.” The 

company’s confidence in the event’s enduring theatrical significance reflects the conscious 

investment made to elevate Julius Caesar as a monumental production. To secure this epochal 

significance, particularly as the first performance at the new Globe, the play mythologizes 

Caesar, turning historical events into spectacle that casts him above mere mortality. 

Yet how does the play accomplish this mythologization? What theological and dramatic 

frameworks authorize Caesar’s elevation from mortal ruler to immortal icon? The answers lie in 

the play’s engagement with contemporary religious imagery and its strategic deployment of 

prophecy, divine election, and theatrical spectacle. The chapter reads this staging not only 

through theological frameworks but also through a forensic lens: Caesar’s corpse and mantle 

function as evidence, transforming the theater into a quasi-courtroom in which the body itself 

testifies. This dual framework—the sacred and the evidential—begins with the doctrinal 

foundation that shapes Caesar’s inevitable transformation. 
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4.2. Thirty-Three Wounds: Christological Sovereignty and Divine Election 

This chapter does not attempt to resolve the extensive debate over Shakespeare’s own 

religious affiliation, which ranges from claims of committed Protestantism to arguments for 

residual or even crypto-Catholic commitments. Rather than reading Julius Caesar as 

confessional document, it traces how the play appropriates recognizable theological idioms—

divine election, martyrdom, passion imagery, relic veneration—for theatrical ends. The play 

draws on both learned and popular religious culture, layering sacred iconography onto political 

spectacle in ways that would have resonated with an audience familiar with both reform theology 

and the lingering visual culture of Catholic sacred drama. 

Central to the play’s myth-making is the interplay between historical events and contemporary 

religious imagery, particularly the visual and theatrical language of divine election and 

martyrdom. The early modern London audience would have been aware of the historical 

assassination of Caesar. With its considerable attention to premonitions, omens, and warnings 

that precede his murder on stage, Julius Caesar does more than present an enactment of history 

for its audience. Caesar’s disregard for the many warnings intended to safeguard his life reflects 

the fatalism that shapes his tragedy and the play’s overarching narrative. This denial has as much, 

if not more, to do with the play’s investment in the theatrical conventions of sacred drama as it 

has with fidelity to Roman history. 

The concept of divine election—that certain individuals are marked by God for extraordinary 

destiny—permeates Christian theology and its dramatic traditions. From Old Testament prophets 

to Christian martyrs, the elect are distinguished not by their own merit but by divine choice, 
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often signaled through miraculous signs, prophetic visions, and bodily suffering that 

authenticates their chosen status. This belief that divine will determines individual significance 

frames the play’s central focus on mythologizing Caesar. Both before and after his death, the 

plot’s investment in elevating him above all others remains constant. Yet divine election in Julius 

Caesar operates not as abstract theology but as embodied theatrical practice. The stage becomes 

the site where extraordinary destiny manifests visibly—through celestial signs, prophetic dreams, 

and most powerfully, through the physical body of Caesar itself. His corpse, perpetually 

bleeding, operates as material proof of his election, transforming political assassination into 

sacred spectacle. Just as the saints cannot be diminished by martyrdom but are elevated through 

it, Shakespeare’s stage demonstrates that Caesar cannot fall from power; even in death, his 

corpse commands authority, compels speech, and dictates Rome’s political future. 

This theological framework finds its most visceral expression in the play’s treatment of 

Caesar’s wounds. The play specifies that Caesar receives “three and thirty” stab wounds (5.1.53), 

a detail that carries profound Christological resonance. Shakespeare’s specification of thirty-

three wounds departs significantly from the historical record. Plutarch records twenty-three 

wounds, noting that the assassins had grown so frenzied that they wounded each other in the 

process, and that “the pedestal was drenched with blood… so that one might have thought that 

Pompey himself was presiding over this act of vengeance against his enemy, who lay there at his 

feet struggling convulsively under so many wounds.”  Appian similarly records twenty-three 26

wounds, describing how Caesar “turned now upon one and now upon another like a wild animal” 

 Plutarch notes that the assassins wounded each other in their frenzy, while Appian records that “several of 26

them while thrusting with their swords wounded each other” (Plutarch, Lives 443; Appian 445). 
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before veiling himself with his robe and falling at the foot of Pompey’s statue. Shakespeare’s 

inflation of the number to thirty-three is not historical error but deliberate theatrical choice, 

producing the Christological resonance that the play’s myth-making requires. 

The number thirty-three, traditionally marking Christ’s age at crucifixion, binds Caesar’s 

assassination to the Christian passion narrative. The Christological echo extends beyond number 

to initials: “Julius Caesar” as “J.C.,” a coincidence that early modern habits of typological 

reading might have found suggestive, even if not determinative. This parallel is not incidental but 

structural: just as Christ’s crucifixion became the foundation of his divinity, Caesar’s multiply-

wounded body becomes the foundation of his political apotheosis. The excessive violence—

thirty-three distinct wounds rather than a single fatal blow—recalls the salvific theology of 

Christ’s bodily suffering. Each wound becomes a stigmata of sovereignty, marking Caesar as one 

chosen not merely for earthly rule but for immortal significance. Where Christ’s wounds proved 

his divine nature through resurrection, Caesar’s wounds prove his mythic status through 

perpetual theatrical revival. The number operates as a theological signature embedded in flesh, 

inviting the audience to read Caesar’s death not as political necessity but as predetermined 

sacrifice—a body marked for martyrdom that the conspirators fulfill rather than initiate. 

The parallel between Caesar’s thirty-three wounds and Christ’s thirty-three years creates a 

typological relationship that would have been legible to Shakespeare’s audience schooled in 

biblical exegesis and familiar with the visual culture of Catholic sacred drama. Just as saints’ 

lives were understood through their relationship to Christ’s passion, Caesar’s body becomes a 

civic type—a secular prefiguration of sacred suffering that authorizes his elevation to quasi-

divine status. The wounds operate as what we might call stigmata of sovereignty: bodily marks 
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that prove election not through miraculous appearance but through excessive violence that 

transforms flesh into sacred text. Where Christ’s wounds authenticated his divinity through 

resurrection, Caesar’s wounds authenticate his myth through theatrical resurrection—the 

perpetual re-performance of his death on stage. 

Yet this Christological parallel is not straightforward imitation but strategic appropriation. 

Christ’s passion was singular, unrepeatable, redemptive; Caesar’s death is infinitely repeatable, 

politically instrumental, and redemptive only in the sense that it redeems his image from 

mortality. The thirty-three wounds transform assassination into a kind of passion play, one that 

borrows the affective and symbolic force of Christ’s suffering yet redeploys it toward political, 

rather than strictly soteriological, ends. Antony does not offer Caesar’s death as spiritual 

salvation but as political justification for vengeance. The blood that flows is not sacramental but 

evidentiary. And yet, by invoking the structural logic of martyrdom—the predetermined suffering 

of one chosen for elevation—Julius Caesar allows Caesar’s death to borrow the emotional and 

symbolic weight of Christian sacrifice without requiring theological belief. The play appropriates 

the visual and theatrical grammar of Catholic sacred drama—passion plays, saint plays, the 

veneration of martyrs’ relics—to construct a secular mythology of kingship. 

This secular appropriation of sacred narrative reflects the play’s broader investment in what 

we might call theatrical sanctification. Just as Catholic tradition holds that martyrs are chosen by 

God and elevated through their suffering, Shakespeare’s stage marks Caesar for mythic 

immortality through his wounds. The thirty-three wounds are not accidental but carry the weight 

of sacred significance, invoking the most potent symbol of sacrificial death in Christian culture. 

They mark Caesar’s body as always already destined for significance, transforming the 

183



contingency of political murder into the inevitability of quasi-divine election. Each wound 

becomes a citation, a repetition, a proof that this death was meant to happen exactly as it did. The 

excessive number—more wounds than necessary to kill—functions as surplus meaning, an 

overflow of signification that insists Caesar’s death exceeds mere mortality. 

Through this numerological echo, Julius Caesar becomes less a narrative of tyranny 

overthrown than a meditation on sovereignty’s capacity for rebirth through the visual logic of 

martyrdom. The physical act of wounding is simultaneously destruction and consecration, 

echoing the paradox of Christ’s passion and the transformation of martyrs’ bodies into sacred 

relics. Caesar’s sanctification on the Elizabethan stage arises not through divine grace but 

through theatrical repetition—each performance re-stages his death, reiterating his immortality 

as political myth. In this way, Caesar’s bleeding corpse fuses the iconography of Catholic 

martyrdom with civic spectacle, creating a distinctly early modern theology of kingship in which 

political suffering, staged through the visual language of sacred drama, becomes one of the 

primary ways sovereigns seek symbolic “salvation”—not of the soul, but of reputation and 

posthumous authority. 

The play draws on Octavian’s titulature and iconography to mythologize Caesar, much as 

Augustus himself would later do. During the funeral games of 44 B.C., Octavian promoted the 

appearance of the sidus Iulium (“Julian Star”)—a bright come that was observed for seven days 

in the northern sky, rising around the eleventh hour and visible from all lands. The crowd 

believed it signified the reception of Caesar’s soul among the immortal god—as proof of his 

adoptive father’s divine status (45). This celestial omen helped secure the Senate’s decree in 42 

B.C., proclaiming him Divus Julius (“Divine Julius”) (Suetonius 88). Octavian, still decades 

184



from receiving the honorific “Augustus” in 27 B.C., capitalized on this moment by adopting the 

style Divi Filius (“Son of the Divine”), a title he retained even when he became emperor. 

Within the play, Calphurnia’s warning to her husband, “When beggars die there are no comets 

seen; / The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes” (2.2.31-32), echoes this 

political-cosmic narrative and aligns with the theological principle of divine choice. Her words 

establish a hierarchy of death: the heavens themselves distinguish between those preordained for 

greatness and those who pass unmarked. This is not merely poetic hyperbole but theological 

assertion rendered as natural law. The cosmos bears witness only to those already elected for 

significance; Caesar’s impending death will be marked by celestial intervention precisely 

because he has been chosen for mythic transformation. While both Caesar and Brutus meet their 

deaths in the play as in history, Caesar’s death is studded with celestial signs; Brutus’s is not. 

This contrast underscores the play as the tragedy of Julius Caesar, despite persistent scholarly 

arguments for Brutus as the true tragic hero.  27

Most Shakespearean tragedies—Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth—revolve around 

protagonists’ inescapability from fate. Hamlet is bound by his father’s revenge; Romeo and Juliet 

are “star-crossed lovers [who] take their life” (Prologue 6–7); Macbeth “shalt be king hereafter” 

yet father none (1.3.53). In each case, the protagonist’s narrative arc ends in death. Chaucer, in 

 There is a longstanding tradition in Shakespeare criticism to view Julius Caesar as “the tragedy of Brutus,” 27

largely due to Brutus’s “divided mind, his self-deception, [and] his final tragic disillusion” (Crewe 32; Schanzer 1). 
William R. Bowden further describes Brutus as a sensitive, introspective figure—Shakespeare’s “first triumph in the 
depiction of a mind’s inner struggle” and a precursor to later tragic heroes such as Hamlet (Bowden 58). Brutus’s 
eloquence and complexity have led some scholars to argue that the play might be misnamed or that Shakespeare 
intentionally elevated Brutus’s stature (Crewe 31). Yet, the debate over the tragic hero also hinges on Caesar’s 
relative lack of depth. R. A. Foakes notes the difficulty of categorizing the play because both Caesar and Brutus are 
portrayed with heroic and villainous traits (Foakes 59). Joan Rees summarizes common scholarly problems with the 
play, including the argument that it is “broken-backed” since its titular hero dies in Act III, and that Caesar’s 
portrayal was deliberately diminished to highlight Brutus (Rees 135).
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“The Monk’s Tale,” defines “tragedy” as a story of one who falls from prosperity into misery. Sir 

Philip Sidney, in The Defence of Poesy, draws on Aristotle’s Poetics, adopting the framework of 

an “imitation of a noble action” that moves the audience through pity and fear to define tragedy. 

While Sidney retains Aristotle’s focus on moral magnitude and emotional effect, he inflects the 

classical model with didactic purpose. For Sidney, tragedy not only enacts the fall of great 

figures under the force of fortune or vice but also functions as moral spectacle that makes “kings 

fear to be tyrants” by opening the greatest wounds to expose the ulcers covered by tissue (Sidney 

45). The longstanding debate in Shakespearean scholarship about Brutus’s role as the play’s 

tragic hero aligns with this genre definition but also complicates it.  28

In her chapter on Julius Caesar, Marjorie Garber claims that Caesar is more than the play’s 

murdered king; he is both the topic and the conundrum of the play. According to her, the entire 

play and its characters seek to answer one main question,“who or what is”Julius Caesar’?” 

(Garber 413). Even if Brutus “stands at the center of this play,” he too grapples with the same 

problem (Garber 12). While Brutus is initially motivated to stop Caesar’s rise to tyranny, he 

struggles to justify his actions as the play progresses. Instead, Caesar’s supernaturally bleeding 

corpse exposes Brutus’s (and the conspirators’) questionable agenda. Even if Brutus is read as 

the play’s tragic hero, his story is eclipsed by Caesar’s enduring presence. Brutus’s tragedy may 

lie in his failure to truly understand Caesar—misjudging him and underestimating the magnitude 

of his presence, which the play itself continually reasserts through his corpse. 

 Twitchin notes that the encounter between Polonius and Hamlet in Hamlet (3.2.101) evokes a playful 28

reference to the actors' earlier roles as Caesar and Brutus, suggesting that Richard Burbage may have played Brutus. 
The scene recalls the murder of Julius Caesar within the company's repertoire, reminding audiences of prior 
performances and linking Hamlet's stage violence to the Globe's repertory practices (104–111).
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Julius Caesar is Caesar’s tragedy precisely because he is predestined to “eternal life” within 

the play. Caesar must die each time the play is performed, not only because he actually died in 

history, but also because his death transforms him into a larger-than-life figure within the play. 

Of course, every tragedy requires its protagonist to “die each time” the play is staged; what 

distinguishes Julius Caesar is that the death is obsessively repeated within the performance itself

—anticipated through omens, dreamt as bleeding statue, staged with thirty-three wounds, and 

then restaged as forensic relic at the funeral—so that the repertoire’s external repetition is 

mirrored by a dense internal repetition of the same death. While alive, Caesar, despite his power, 

remains mortal and acknowledges “death a necessary end” that comes for all (2.2.36–37). He 

refuses to heed the signs directed specifically at him, dismissing them as mere “predictions” no 

different from those that apply to everyone else (2.2.29–30). Consequently, Caesar must ignore 

all warnings because only after his death can he be mythologized. His corpse continues to 

perform, occupying both an active and passive role; he can no longer object to the distinction the 

play bestows upon him, while his incessantly bleeding wounds allude to divine design that 

operates as dramatic device rather than literal agent. In this way, the corpse both enacts and 

submits to the play’s construction of Caesar as mythic figure. The stage blood that flows from his 

wounds does not simply represent violence but manifests election, transforming assassination 

into consecration and the theater into the site of Caesar’s perpetual resurrection. 

Yet before Caesar’s corpse can perform its mythic function, the play must first establish the 

prophetic framework that authorizes his transformation. This framework emerges most 

powerfully through Calphurnia’s dream: a vision that operates not merely as warning but as 

theatrical blueprint, scripting the dual performances by Brutus and Antony that will compete to 
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control the meaning of Caesar’s bleeding body. 

4.3. Calphurnia’s Dream: Staged Prophesy 

Calphurnia’s dream, recounted in Act 2, Scene 2, becomes a crucial moment in the play’s 

investment in mythologizing Caesar. Prophetic in tone, it sets the atmosphere for the events that 

will unfold at the Capitol on the fifteenth of March. The scene opens in the early hours of the 

day, amid thunder and lightning, as Julius Caesar enters in his nightgown (s.d. 2.2). Presumably 

still in his bedroom, he shares: “Nor heaven nor earth have been at peace tonight. / Thrice hath 

Calphurnia in her sleep cried out, / ‘Help ho, they murder Caesar!’” (2.2.1–3). At this moment, 

Caesar seems to be speaking to himself as none of the other characters have entered the stage yet. 

And yet, he sets the tone of the supernatural for the Globe’s audience as both the stage effects 

and his costume, along with his lines, intimate the violent events soon to unfold at the Capitol. 

Even a simple reading of “thunder and lightning” overshadowing an underdressed Caesar creates 

an atmosphere of impending doom. 

In “The Meaning of ‘Thunder and Lightning’: Stage Directions and Audience Expectations” 

Leslie Thomson has argued that early modern audiences were deeply familiar with such 

theatrical cues; between 1580 and 1642, approximately thirty-eight plays contained stage 

directions for “thunder and lightning.” Audiences were almost invariably prompted to expect 

supernatural or extraordinary events whenever such effects appeared on stage. Thunder and 

lightning had, by this time, become conventional stage language signaling supernatural 

disturbance (Thomson 11, 14, 16). This effect relied on shared cultural belief between performers 

and spectators, with the theatre’s reproduction of such phenomena lending them visceral 
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credibility. 

Reginald Scot’s The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584) offers important context into this cultural 

backdrop. In the treatise, Scot criticizes the widespread early modern English belief that storms, 

thunder, and lightning were caused by witches or conjurers rather than divine will. He notes that 

people were “persuaded that neither haile nor snowe, thunder nor lightening, raine nor 

tempestuous winds c[a]me from the heavens at the commandment of God: but [were] raised by 

the cunning and power of witches and conjurers” (Scot 138). These contemporary cultural 

attitudes would have also shaped audience expectations in Shakespeare’s theatre, making any 

disturbance in weather not just a natural occurrence but a significant supernatural sign, and an 

ominous one at that. 

Given this context, the placement of thunder and lightning in the scene functions as 

forewarning, heightened by Calphurnia’s vivid nightmare. The immensity of the scene, where 

even nature seems to warn Caesar, reinforces his image as “mighty”: a figure of monumental 

political and symbolic stature. Thunder, lightning, and comets thus do not simply warn of 

abstract disaster; they prepare the audience to read Caesar’s bleeding body as the chosen site 

where cosmic disturbance will finally become visible. Theatrically, this effect is complicated by 

Caesar’s entrance in a nightgown, a choice Maynard Taylor calls “flagrant violation of 

decorum,” that starkly reminds the audience not only of Caesar’s mortality but also of his 

physical exposure and susceptibility to the dangers looming around him (Taylor 305). The 

contrast between the weather disturbance outside and the quiet bedroom from where Caesar 

emerges underscores his shift from private safety to public danger. 
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This vulnerability becomes visible particularly through Calphurnia’s growing concerns for 

Caesar. Her anxiety reflects acute awareness that these warnings are extraordinary. She advises 

her husband that “When beggars die there are no comets seen; / The heavens themselves blaze 

forth the death of princes” (2.2.30–31), signaling that cosmic disturbances are reserved for those 

of Caesar’s stature, and that he must take these signs into consideration because his death carries 

significance far greater than a personal loss. Calphurnia’s further admission that she “never stood 

on ceremonies” before, “yet now they fright [her]” (2.2.13–14), emphasizes the inescapable force 

of the omens, revealing how even someone previously indifferent to superstitions cannot dismiss 

their unsettling power. This shift may have resonated with early modern audiences—particularly 

those who, like Calphurnia and Caesar, prided themselves on rational restraint—by suggesting 

that fear and foreboding could override even the most grounded skepticism. Despite this, Caesar 

remains impervious to such fears, asserting with tragic resolve: “Of all the wonders that I yet 

have heard, / It seems to me most strange that men should fear, / Seeing that death, a necessary 

end, / Will come when it will come” (2.2.34–37). His fatalistic courage, framed by his imperial 

role as well as his blind trust in the senate, only deepens the dramatic tension, ensuring his path 

toward inevitable demise; a conviction he shares with Decius Brutus even as Calphurnia pleads 

for caution: 

CAESAR 

Calphurnia here, my wife, stays me at home. 

She dreamt tonight she saw my statue, 

Which, like a fountain with an hundred spouts, 

Did run pure blood; and many lusty Romans 
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Came smiling and did bathe their hands in it: 

And these does she apply for warnings and portents 

And evils imminent, and on her knee 

Hath begged that I will stay at home today (2.2.76–83). 

The bleeding statue in Calphurnia’s dream functions as dual emblem: it monumentalizes Caesar, 

equating him with the marble effigies of Roman triumph, and yet, the very sight of that 

monument running “pure blood” destabilizes its promise of permanence. Her dream of a statue 

“like a fountain with an hundred spouts” running “pure blood” already imagines the corpse that 

will later lie at Pompey’s statue, so that prophecy and body converge in the same torrent of 

staged blood. As Cynthia Marshall observes, the torrent of blood “betray[s] the instability 

beneath the monumental art’s fixity,” revealing Caesar’s public identity as contingent construct 

rather than immutable truth (486–487). According to Marshall, Calphurnia alone comprehends 

the full implications of the situation: in her nightmare, the spouts on the statue, like wounds, 

insist that Caesar’s bodily vulnerability cannot be separated from his political image. Her terror 

arises precisely because she perceives that the human Caesar and the mythic Caesar coexist 

within the same political body; if one bleeds, the other collapses. 

The dichotomy of Caesar’s existence within the play allows Decius to immediately offer a 

competing interpretation aligned with the assassination plot: 

DECIUS 

This dream is all amiss interpreted; 

It was a vision fair and fortunate: 
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Your statue spouting blood in many pipes, 

In which so many smiling Romans bathed, 

Signifies that from you great Rome shall suck 

Reviving blood, and that great men shall press 

For tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance (2.2.84–90). 

Decius’s invalidation of the dream relies on Caesar’s own disregard for it. In intentionally 

misinterpreting Calphurnia’s vision, he furthers the mythologizing narrative. He refashions the 

image of the smiling, lusty Romans bathing their hands in Caesar’s blood as pious pilgrims who 

would visit Caesar’s monument to commemorate him. This misreading, however, does not 

negate the dream’s power; instead, it contributes to the play’s fatalism, where signs and omens 

accumulate yet remain ignored; Caesar must die. In her chapter “Dream and Interpretation: 

Julius Caesar,” Marjorie Garber argues that by the time Calphurnia shares her dream, the play 

has already established a strong internal convention surrounding omens and prophecy. “Dreams 

and omens are uniformly reliable,” she notes, “and it is dangerous to ignore them” (Garber 53). 

Garber adds that “the audience would certainly have been familiar with the story of Julius 

Caesar, and such a collection of portents and premonitions would have seemed to them, as it 

does to us, to be infallibly leading to the moment of [his] murder” (53). 

Calphurnia’s dream, however, does more than propel the plot toward Caesar’s death; it scripts 

the theatrical logic of what follows. The dream establishes a template: a statue that bleeds, 

Romans who bathe in that blood, and competing interpretations of what such imagery signifies. 

In the scenes to come, this prophetic template will be enacted twice on the Globe stage: first by 

Brutus, who literalizes Calphurnia’s fear, and then by Antony, who dramatizes Decius’s 
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misreading. The dream thus operates as both prophecy and stage direction, prefiguring not only 

Caesar’s murder but the ritual performances that will transform his corpse into myth. What 

Calphurnia envisions in sleep, Brutus will perform in blood; and what Decius misreads as 

renewal, Antony will restage as martyrdom. As the statue becomes corpse, the prophecy becomes 

spectacle. 

4.4. “And Let Us Bathe Our Hands in Caesar’s Blood”: Brutus’s Failed Ritual 

The prophetic script written in Calphurnia’s dream finds its first, horrifying realization in the 

moments immediately following Caesar’s assassination. As Caesar’s corpse lies bleeding at the 

foot of Pompey’s statue, surrounded by the conspirators, Brutus commands: 

BRUTUS 

Stoop, Romans, stoop, 

And let us bathe our hands in Caesar’s blood 

Up to the elbows and besmear our swords. 

Then walk we forth, even to the marketplace, 

And, waving our red weapons o’er our heads, 

Let’s all cry ‘Peace, freedom, and liberty!’” (3.1.117–122). 

Through the classical Latin hortatory subjunctive “let us,” Brutus instructs his co-conspirators to 

perform a ritual that will besmear both their arms and weapons in Caesar’s blood. By addressing 

them as “Romans” rather than senators or friends, he appeals to their civic identity, framing the 
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blood ritual as patriotism and collective responsibility.  The assassination alone is insufficient; it 29

must become visible—a public rite proclaimed in the marketplace as Rome’s republican 

restoration. Brutus thus realizes the segment of Calphurnia’s dream in which “many lusty 

Romans came smiling and did bathe their hands in [Caesar’s blood]” (2.2.83-84). The dream’s 

prophecy finds its first, literal enactment: Caesar’s statue becomes his corpse, the fountain of 

blood flows from his flesh, and the smiling Romans—Brutus, Cassius, Casca, 

Decius, Metellus, Trebonius, and Cinna—perform precisely the act Calphurnia foresaw with 

dread. 

Notably, the play omits any discussion between Decius and Brutus regarding Calphurnia’s 

dream, allowing Brutus’s framing of the assassination as a solemn ritual to stand unchallenged. 

The conspirators justified Caesar’s assassination as a preemptive strike against tyranny, fearing 

that his ambition would threaten the lives and liberties of Roman citizens.Yet, the conspirators’ 

brutal violence and the disfigurement of Caesar’s body reveal a frantic intensity that surpasses 

mere political motives. This violence becomes even more reprehensible because the 

assassination, initially framed as prevention, ultimately becomes retribution, especially since 

Caesar had not harmed any Roman citizen while alive. 

Historically, the conspirators’ decision to carry their bloody swords on their way to the senate, 

 Appian notes that the republic had been deteriorating long before Caesar's assassination, with political disorder 29

so severe that Rome went without consuls for eight months, and that Caesar's rivals favored Pompey not out of 
republican principle but because Caesar had shown the Senate insufficient deference during his consulship (263, 
272, 285). Caesar himself had predicted the consequences of his death: "should anything happen to me, Rome will 
enjoy no peace. A new Civil War will break out under far worse conditions than the last" (Suetonius I, 86). As both 
history and the play confirm, civil war continued for another thirteen years.
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where Brutus intended to give a speech, reflected their desperate need to command attention.  30

The play, however, denies us the historical portrayal of the conspirators’ desperation and failure 

to immediately garner support. Instead, it highlights their desire to “perform” in front of the 

plebeians—dramatically waving their bloody swords to attract attention, as Brutus prepares to 

speak. This shift in emphasis maintains an air of nobility and purpose in the conspirators’ actions, 

bolstering Brutus’ image as patriot and defender of the republic. Yet this theatrical nobility is 

undercut by the sheer physicality of what they have done. Brutus attempts to frame the killing as 

sacred sacrifice, but the blood ritual he commands exposes the violence he seeks to sanitize. 

Brutus had earlier insisted to his co-conspirators that they must “be sacrificers, but not 

butchers” and “carve [Caesar] as a dish fit for the gods, / Not hew him as a carcass fit for 

hounds” (2.1.179-187). His vision rested on a distinction between ritual killing and brutal 

murder, between controlled ceremony and frenzied violence. Yet the command to bathe in 

Caesar’s blood, to smear themselves and their weapons up to the elbows, betrays that distinction. 

Sacrifice implies restraint, precision, and sacred purpose. What Brutus orders, and what the 

conspirators perform, becomes carnage rather than ceremony. The very excessiveness of thirty-

three wounds, the drenching of hands and swords, and the public parade of crimson weapons 

undermine Brutus’s attempt to control the narrative of Caesar’s death. He seeks to transform 

political murder into civic sacrament, but the blood refuses such easy sanctification. 

Marjorie Garber notes that Brutus’s rendering of the assassination and its accompanying ritual 

is a “cosmetic error” of interpretation. By casting the conspirators as “sacrificers, not butchers,” 

 Appian further records that the assassins, their swords still bloody, ran through the Senate crying that they had 30

slain a king and tyrant, but found no crowd rallying to them. Disconcerted, they fled to the Capitol with their 
gladiators, where they resolved to bribe the populace, hoping that praise for the deed would spread "from love of 
liberty and longing for the republic" (449).
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Brutus interprets violent political action through the lens of ceremonial order, as if such formal 

construction could mitigate or reverse its moral implications (Garber 55; Julius Caesar 2.1.179). 

Brutus’s blood ritual performs Decius’s reinterpretation of earlier portents as promises of 

national renewal: “From [it] great Rome shall suck reviving blood; And great men shall press for 

relics and cognizance” (2.2.85–87). Through the enactment of the ritual, Brutus converts the 

prophetic omen into public act that cements Caesar’s emerging myth. Yet what Brutus intends as 

consecration, Antony will reframe as desecration—it is Antony, not Brutus, who will ultimately 

control how Caesar’s corpse signifies. 

Antony’s return to stage at that moment of blood ritual marks a crucial turning point in how 

Caesar’s corpse, and by extension, Calphurnia’s dream, is reinterpreted and politicized. Although 

Antony, like Brutus, did not witness Caesar’s account of the dream, his actions unmistakably 

echo its imagery. Where Brutus literalized Calphurnia’s nightmare—enacting her fear of smiling 

Romans bathing in blood—Antony will now stage Decius’s counter-interpretation. He will 

transform those blood-soaked hands into evidence not of liberation but of sacrilege; he will 

recast Caesar’s bleeding corpse as relic rather than casualty. The dream’s dual meanings, 

contested in Act 2 Scene 2 through words alone, will now be performed and re-performed before 

the Roman crowd, with Caesar’s corpse as the site of interpretive struggle. 

When Antony sees Caesar’s corpse lying prostrate at the base of Pompey’s erect statue, he 

immediately exclaims,“O mighty Caesar, dost thou lie so low?/Are all thy conquests, glories, 

triumphs, spoils/Shrunk to this little measure?” (3.1.162). He addresses Caesar before any living 

Roman present on stage, foregrounding the corpse as the primary focus of attention, as if the 

sight itself demands recognition. Caesar is “mighty” even after death, a pronouncement that 
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affirms his posthumous authority and treats it as active presence on stage. Antony’s words begin 

to raise Caesar rhetorically while registering the pitiable state of his corpse. At the same time that 

Antony elevates Caesar, he diminishes the conspirators and their professed ideals. 

ANTONY 

Had I as many eyes as thou hast wounds, 

Weeping as fast as they stream forth thy blood, 

It would become me better than to close 

In terms of friendship with thine enemies. 

Pardon me, Julius! Here wast thou bayed, brave hart, 

Here didst thou fall, and here thy hunters stand 

Signed in thy spoil and crimsoned in thy Lethe. 

O world, thou wast the forest to this hart, 

And this indeed, O world, the heart of thee! 

How like a deer strucken by many princes 

Dost thou here lie! (3.1.219-229) 

Antony had called the senate members “butchers” with “purpled hands [that] reek and smoke”

of blood and whose “swords [are] made rich with the most noble blood of all this world” 

(3.1.148-149, 167-175). Linking their “bloody fingers” directly to Caesar’s corpse (3.1.201-218), 

he contrasts their betrayal with Caesar’s enduring dignity. His repeated spatial markers: “here 

wast thou bayed,” “here didst thou fall,” “here thy hunters stand” reconstruct the geography of 

the murder on stage and frame Caesar as prey (3.1.219-225). The conspirators are “hunters” and 
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“butchers” who showed their “⌜teeth⌝ like apes and fawned like hounds” before they “bay[ed]” 

at [Caesar] (5.1.44-45; 3.1.224). While the conspirators stand proudly “signed” by their violent 

act, Antony sees them instead stained by their sin, inseparably linking the corpse’s profuse 

bleeding to their guilt. However, unlike the river Lethe, which symbolizes forgetfulness and 

oblivion, Antony refuses to let the conspirators escape or forget the enormity of their crime. 

Following Antony’s speech, Brutus tries to defend the conspirators’ actions even if they 

appear “bloody and cruel,” urging Antony to see past the “bleeding business” to their “pitiful” 

hearts (3.1.185). He frames the killing as an act of civic duty, not malice, yet in doing so draws 

further attention to the savageness of the assassination when he acknowledges that it looks like a 

“savage spectacle”. Caesar’s corpse and the sheer visual weight of uncontrollable bleeding 

wounds become silent witnesses against Brutus’s moral claims, exposing the gulf between 

intention and actions. The repetition of the word “blood” within this scene amplifies the staging, 

ensuring that the audience’s focus remains fixated on the blood spilled on stage long after the 

assassination itself has taken place. 

The word “blood” appears sixteen times within this scene, with the majority of these mentions 

in reference to Caesar’s blood spilled on stage. This recurrence of blood imagery, coupled with 

Antony’s references to the conspirators’ “purpled hands” and lingering stench of blood, evokes 

the visceral aspects of Caesar’s murder and its lasting consequences. The shift in the blood’s 

color from red to purple also invites commentary—suggesting the coagulation of stage blood or, 

symbolically, the nobility of Caesar’s blood that has been spilled. Antony’s lines draw attention 

to the theater’s ability to stage bleeding effectively, while also demonstrating awareness of the 
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process of coagulation necessary for realistic staging. The multiple stabbings likely required an 

ample amount of stage blood, a theatrical emphasis that Antony amplifies by invoking “blood” 

sixteen times in this scene. 

Whereas the conspirators’ bloodied hands and weapons serve as reminders of guilt, 

confronting both characters and audience with the murder’s physicality, Caesar’s corpse, visibly 

placed throughout the scene, anchors the scene’s major speeches—Brutus’s justification and 

Antony’s rebuttal—within its constant presence. Even when the others leave, Antony remains 

with the corpse (presumably still bleeding or in a larger pool of blood) speaking to it as if it still 

commands the stage, underscoring how Caesar continues to shape the drama’s narrative. 

ANTONY: 

[…]thou bleeding piece of earth, 

That I am meek and gentle with these butchers. 

[…] 

Over thy wounds now do I prophesy 

(Which like dumb mouths do ope their ruby lips 

To beg the voice and utterance of my tongue) 

A curse shall light upon the limbs of men; 

Domestic fury and fierce civil strife 

Shall cumber all the parts of Italy (3.1.280-290). 

Antony recognizes the significant power still vested in Caesar’s bleeding corpse, aware that 

its mutilated condition can effectively mobilize the crowd and shift their allegiance away from 
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Brutus and the other conspirators. Without the physical presence of Caesar’s butchered corpse, 

Antony’s rhetoric would likely lack the visceral impact required to sway the people. When 

Antony asks to “produce [Caesar’s] body to the marketplace, and in the pulpit,” he uses the 

language of legal exhibition; the open coffin turns the forum into a courtroom and Caesar’s 

wounds into primary evidence against the conspirators (3.1.247-252). This request underlines 

Antony’s tactical understanding that the physical presence of Caesar’s corpse is indispensable to 

the emotional and political effectiveness of his speech. Where Brutus’s blood ritual sought to 

enact Decius’s promise of renewal, Antony will stage that same promise, but with crucial 

inversion: The “tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance” Decius foretold will indeed materialize, 

but not as symbols of republican restoration. Instead, Antony will transform Caesar’s corpse into 

sacred relic, his blood into proof of martyrdom, and the conspirators’ ritual into evidence of 

sacrilege. 

4.5. Antony’s Counter-Ritual: A Production of Caesar’s Corpse 

Caesar’s corpse is formally “prepared” and placed in a coffin only just before it is carried to 

the marketplace, a detail that emerges through Antony’s later statement that “his heart is there in 

the coffin with Caesar” (3.2.116). Until the end of Act 3, Scene 1, Caesar’s body remains 

prominently on stage—exposed and bleeding—sustaining its symbolic and emotional impact. 

Only after this period of display is the corpse removed and prepared for its public presentation in 

Act 3, Scene 2. Antony’s subsequent oration, accompanied by the dramatic veiling and unveiling 

of the wound-riddled body, signals the transformation from a private spectacle of assassination to 

a collective ritual of mourning and political mobilization. 
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The word “produce” holds multiple meanings that resonate in the staging of Caesar’s cadaver. 

It can refer to “extend or develop in a longitudinal direction” (OED 1.a); “bring forward or out, 

present to view… provide for consideration, inspection, or use… exhibit, especially in a court of 

law” (OED 2.a.); and “bring a performer or performance before the public” (OED 2.b, d). In 

Antony’s hands, Caesar’s corpse is stretched out visibly in the coffin, with its open casket 

serving to display the wounds and exhibit the body for the Roman people’s inspection. This 

production turns the forum into a courtroom, the funeral into a prosecution, and Caesar’s wounds 

into primary evidence. 

The open coffin heightens the visual drama of Caesar’s bleeding wounds. The tableau does 

not advance the usual funerary function; instead, it operates as a theatrical prop, revealing 

Caesar’s bloodied form to incite both sympathy and outrage. Antony’s strategy depends entirely 

on such exposure: he uses what the crowd sees—and does not see—to reorient their emotion, 

shifting loyalty from the state, as Brutus proposes, to the person of Caesar. Within this charged 

visual field, the corpse itself becomes a stage, and the coffin stands as both physical container 

and discursive platform—a podium and visible indictment against the conspirators. 

After gaining the confidence of the crowd by divulging that Caesar has left a legacy for every 

Roman in his will, Antony instructs them to “make a ring about the corpse of Caesar” as he 

“descends” from the pulpit to read them the will (3.2.170). The spatial choreography here is 

crucial: Antony moves from elevation—the pulpit, position of oratorical authority previously 

occupied by Brutus—to the ground level where Caesar’s body lies. As he does that, he brings the 

crowd in with him, physically encircling the corpse and transforming passive auditors into active 

participants. The “ring” they form echoes the ring of conspirators who encircled Caesar when 
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murdering him; but whereas that earlier circle closed in to kill, this circle gathers to witness, 

mourn, and ultimately, to judge. Antony then diverts their gaze to Caesar’s corpse, scrutinizing 

every act of violence done to it (3.2.170–80). 

Antony’s funeral speech marks a rhetorical and theatrical turning point in Julius Caesar, 

skillfully redirecting the crowd’s allegiance and framing Caesar’s death as a personal and 

political tragedy rather than a necessary act of statecraft. Antony opens with an emotional call to 

the crowd: 

ANTONY 

If you have tears, prepare to shed them now. 

You all do know this mantle. I remember 

The first time ever Caesar put it on. 

’Twas on a summer’s evening in his tent, 

That day he overcame the Nervii (Shakespeare 3.2.181–85). 

At the Battle of Sabis in 57 B.C., Caesar’s forces defeated a coalition of Belgic tribes, most 

devastatingly the Nervii, whose numbers were reduced from an estimated 60,000 warriors to 

fewer than 500 surviving elders. Five further Gallic tribes—the Veneti, the Unelli, the Osismii, 

the Curiosolitae, and the Sesuvii—were brought under Roman control in the same campaign, and 

53,000 Aduatuci were sold into slavery following their defeat [Caesar, ed. Hammond]. The 

mantle Antony holds is not merely imperial costume but a garment worn at one of Rome’s most 

decisive military expansions. When Antony invokes it, he invokes the full weight of that history
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—and the blood now soaking it renders that history irrecoverable. The mantle becomes more 

than fabric; it becomes a narrative device, a temporal bridge connecting past glory to present 

tragedy, and a material witness to Caesar’s service to Rome (3.2.181–94). 

Antony provides a detailed description of Caesar’s blood-drenched mantle, pierced with the 

conspirators’ daggers, transforming a symbol of imperial power into one of betrayal and loss. As 

he narrates the brutal wounds, Antony shifts from abstract political ideals to the tangible, 

embodied suffering of their fallen leader, intensifying the crowd’s emotional response (3.2.186–

207) 

ANTONY 

Look, in this place ran Cassius’ dagger through. 

See what a rent the envious Casca made. 

Through this the well-belovèd Brutus stabbed, 

And, as he plucked his cursèd steel away, 

Mark how the blood of Caesar followed it, 

As rushing out of doors to be resolved. (3.2.186–91) 

Antony’s almost forensic recounting of the wounds, mapping each assassin’s strike upon the 

mantle, provides tangible evidence of treachery that compels the crowd’s sympathy. He 

choreographs the revelation systematically: first the mantle as memorial object, then the mantle 

as crime scene, and finally—in a moment of great theatrical control—he lifts the mantle to reveal 

Caesar’s wounds beneath, placing the visceral reality of the murder at the heart of his oration. 

This progression mirrors the movement from Calphurnia’s prophetic dream (the statue that 
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bleeds) to its material realization (the corpse that bleeds). Where the dream offered symbolic 

warning, Antony’s staging offers undeniable proof. 

This shift from Brutus’s reasoned appeal to Antony’s narrative storytelling engages the crowd 

emotionally, transforming them from passive listeners to active participants in the investigation 

of the crime. Antony embodies both witness and coroner as he dissects the “proof” of the 

assassination, seeking not to identify the killers but to ensure justice by swaying the people to 

reject Brutus’s justification in favor of vengeance. His strategy fundamentally relies on appealing 

to the plebeians’ emotions, who are portrayed as impressionable and easily influenced by 

authoritative voices. By repeatedly evoking Caesar’s military successes and his generosity 

towards the people, Antony undermines the conspirators’ credibility, establishing Caesar as 

benevolent and heroic deserving of mourning, justice, and revenge. 

Antony contrasts his own portrayal of Caesar’s humanity with Brutus’s rationalizations, 

highlighting the profound betrayal committed by the “well-belovèd Brutus” who delivered the 

fatal blow. This poignant moment casts doubt on Brutus’s assertion of honorable motives and 

calls into question the legitimacy of the assassination. As Antony reminds the crowd, “You all 

did love him once, not without cause,” he urges them to grieve collectively, invoking a shared 

past affection that contrasts starkly with Brutus’s abandonment of the love [for] 

Caesar when [he] struck him”(3.1.195). Antony’s speech is masterful blend all three Aristotelian 

modes of persuasion—ethos, pathos, and logos—referring to Brutus and the conspirators as 

“honourable men” while methodically dismantling this claim. He uses vivid imagery that brings 

the political and physical wounds of Rome’s leader to the forefront. The strategic use of Caesar’s 

will as evidence of his benevolence further cements Antony’s argument, promising material and 
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symbolic reparations to the people. Through this oration, Antony not only redefines Caesar’s 

legacy but also incites a profound shift in Roman public opinion, setting the stage for civil unrest 

and the eventual downfall of the conspirators. 

What Brutus attempted to stage as republican liberation, Antony re-stages as martyrdom. 

Where Brutus enacted Calphurnia’s nightmare, Antony fulfills Decius’s prophecy: “great men 

shall press / For tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance” (2.2.88-90). But Antony inverts the 

meaning Decius intended: The “tinctures and stains” are not marks of renewal but evidence of 

murder. The “relics” are not tokens of civic virtue but sacred objects of a man unjustly killed. 

The “cognizance” is not of Rome’s liberation but of the conspirators’ crime. Through his 

choreographed revelation of Caesar’s corpse, Antony transforms the assassination from political 

necessity into sacred violation, and Caesar’s body from casualty into relic. 

4.6. The Corporeal and Mythic Power: Bier, Relic, and Resurrection 

Antony’s masterful manipulation of Caesar’s corpse and the bloodied mantle in his funeral 

oration is not simply a rhetorical flourish but deliberate theatrical strategy that foregrounds the 

profound symbolic power vested in Caesar’s mutilated body. Through vivid and meticulous 

description, combined with the carefully staged presentation of the wound-riddled body, Caesar’s 

corpse transcends its role as political casualty and emerges as a mythic spectacle. Antony’s use of 

corporeal spectacle converts the site of assassination into a scene of revelation, galvanizing 

collective emotion and shaping subsequent political action. The interplay between death’s 

symbolism and its theatrical presentation is central to Julius Caesar, revealing how political 

power is performed and contested through spectacle. 
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Far from focusing solely on Brutus’s internal conflict, which has traditionally dominated 

criticism, the play directs its primary dramatic energy toward the tangible and visceral presence 

of Caesar’s bloodied corpse. This persistent presence on stage, long after the assassination, 

dominates both the physical and rhetorical space of the performance. Its corporeal reality, 

reiterated through speech and gesture, demands confrontation with themes of sacrifice, divinity, 

and legitimacy. The play’s sustained attention to the corpse’s material condition—its bleeding, 

display, and eventual reverence—reflects early modern England’s fascination with ritual 

spectacle and the politics of visibility, especially in the affirmation or contestation of sovereign 

authority through bodily symbolism.  31

At the heart of this political and theatrical spectacle stands Caesar’s mutilated, still-bleeding 

corpse, initially unattended until Antony breathes symbolic life into it through his oration. 

Antony’s repeated invocation of “blood” animates the corpse not as a passive victim but as a 

potent emblem of sacred injustice. His gestures toward the mantle, the wounds, and the bleeding 

body transform the stage from a site of murder into a place of ritual. When Antony describes the 

wounds as “dumb mouths” that “beg the voice and utterance of [his] tongue” (3.2.226–27), his 

words enact a profound inversion: speech becomes secondary to spectacle. The stage, strewn 

with Caesar’s “spoils” and a river of blood, renders rhetoric both literal and corporeal. Once the 

corpse is fully revealed in its bleeding presence, Antony’s oration shifts from mourning to 

prophecy, as though Caesar’s body itself dictates Rome’s moral and political trajectory. 

The continuing bleeding of Caesar’s corpse exceeds a mere literal extension of violence; it 

 For related discussions of sovereign display in early modern England, see the use of Elizabeth's funeral effigy 31

and James's renovations of the royal tombs at Westminster as part of the political culture of death and legacy (Intro. 
0.1–0.2).
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functions as a semiotic and theological act. By reworking the ordeal of the bier, the play fuses 

theological ordeal with emergent forensic ways of reading bodies as evidence, so that Caesar’s 

bleeding corpse becomes both relic and proof. The play recasts the traditional ordeal of the bier

—a ritual common in medieval and early modern drama, where a bleeding corpse revealed guilt 

before the murderer—transforming it into a prolonged public ordeal of myth creation rather than 

straightforward moral revelation. The tableau of Caesar’s bleeding corpse at his killers’ feet 

replaces private detection with collective recognition. The ritual no longer identifies individual 

guilt; it declares Caesar’s divine or mythic stature before the populace. 

What begins as apparent revelation evolves into spectacular transformation. The sustained 

bleeding insists on Caesar’s persistent presence as an active force within the play. The theatrical 

body absorbs and redirects the sacred logic of the bier ordeal toward myth-making: the blood 

that should accuse the killers instead consecrates Caesar. The conspirators, close to the bleeding 

corpse, are recast not just as murderers but as unwilling participants in a ritual beyond their 

control. The bleeding becomes the visual core of grief and outrage, transforming political 

assassination into ceremonial revelation. Shakespeare’s reimagining makes the bier rite a 

theology of power enacted through performance—a fusion of the sacred and the civic that 

renders the stage the site of Caesar’s apotheosis. 

The mantle Antony displays to the plebeians extends this fusion of corpse and relic. Having 

already mapped each conspirator’s blade upon the fabric—transforming it from symbol of 

imperial triumph to evidence of betrayal—Antony completes the garment’s transformation 

through a decisive shift in terminology. Where he initially invoked “this mantle” to ground the 

garment in Caesar’s political and military identity by associating it to the 
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“day he overcame the Nervii” (3.2.182;185), he concludes by asking the crowd: “what, weep you 

when you but behold / Our Caesar’s vesture wounded?” (3.2.198-199). This lexical shift from 

“mantle” to “vesture” performs the sacralization he enacts. “Vesture” carries profound 

theological resonance, deliberately invoking the language of Passion iconography: the term used 

in Psalm 22:18 to describe Christ’s garments at the crucifixion: “upon my vesture did they cast 

lots.” Through this linguistic recoding, Antony converts Caesar’s imperial cloak into 

martyrological relic, transforming the political into the sacred before the crowd’s eyes. 

The bloodstained garment thus serves as corporeal supplement to the Caesar’s corpse, 

simultaneously concealing and revealing violence. As a “second skin,” it materializes the 

intimacy between ruler and representation, skin and sovereignty. According to records from 

Martin Wiggin’s British Drama 1533–1642, the mantle appears twice in the play’s list of 

properties: first, in Act 3, Scene 1, as a symbol of Caesar’s authority. Later, in Act 3, Scene 2, it 

reappears in Antony’s possession, visibly pierced by holes and drenched in blood, serving as a 

shroud over Caesar’s corpse. The garment evolves from a sign of imperial order to a relic of 

martyrdom, yet this evolution is not merely visual but linguistic, enacted through Antony’s 

deliberate terminological shift that recodes the political as the sacred. 

Theatrically, Antony’s lifting of the mantle to reveal the corpse’s wounds echoes gestures of 

unveiling associated with religious ritual and relic exhibition. The blood-soaked vesture assumes 

quasi-religious status, recalling the Shroud of Turin, believed to bear the imprint of Christ’s 

crucified body. This comparison would have resonated with Shakespeare’s audience: the Shroud 

remained a subject of fierce theological debate in late sixteenth-century England, contested 
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between Catholic veneration and Protestant repudiation.  Through this visual echo, the play 32

transforms political tragedy into an act of ritual revelation: Caesar’s mantle becomes both proof 

of mortal suffering and instrument of sanctification. The audience, drawn to gaze upon the relic, 

participates in an act of secular worship. The damaged mantle, like the Shroud, carries the 

paradox of presence and absence—it displays a wound even as it suggests resurrection. Just as 

the Shroud preserves the image of Christ’s passion, transforming cloth into sacred text, Caesar’s 

mantle preserves the narrative of his assassination, transforming garment into proof of 

martyrdom. The torn fabric becomes a map of violence, each rent corresponding to a 

conspirator’s blade, each bloodstain marking a betrayal. When Antony points to these wounds,

“Look, in this place ran Cassius’ dagger through” (3.2.186) he performs the role of religious 

expositor, interpreting sacred signs for the faithful. The mantle mediates between the divine (or 

in Caesar’s case, the mythic) and the mortal viewer, making visible what must be believed. 

Beyond ritual and symbol, Caesar’s corpse remains both inert and generative, a paradoxical 

emblem that commands the stage even in death and after it. Brutus and Antony alike are 

animated by its power; one framing it as a sacrifice to liberty, the other exalting it as martyrdom 

to loyalty. The corpse thus mediates between their ideologies, revealing how sovereignty persists 

through corporeal dramatization. Its visual endurance affirms the play’s central paradox: that 

 The Shroud of Turin remained an active subject of religious and political debate in sixteenth-century England. 32

Pope Julius II officially venerated it as authentic in 1506, but John Calvin systematically refuted its legitimacy in his 
Treatise on Relics (1543), noting that multiple churches claimed to possess Christ's burial shroud, rendering all 
suspect. The Shroud had sustained fire damage at the chapel of Chambéry in 1538, resulting in a distinctive pattern 
of holes later mended by nuns—a detail that resonates with the pierced mantle Antony displays in 3.2, whose holes 
similarly testify to violence inflicted upon the sacred body it once covered. Chemical analysis of the Shroud's 
bloodstains has identified not only hemoglobin but also bilirubin in significant quantities (Heller and Adler 110), 
which Goldoni attributes to the severe traumatic injuries sustained by the man wrapped in the Shroud prior to death 
(qtd. in Fanti/Goldoni 443). Whether genuine or fabricated, the Shroud's ongoing presence in early modern religious 
discourse demonstrates how relics derived their authority not from verifiable authenticity but from performative 
display and collective belief—precisely the dynamic Antony exploits when staging Caesar's mantle as 
martyrological proof.

209



death, made visible, becomes the strongest assertion of power. 

By transforming Caesar’s body into a site of ritualization—dreamed of, bled, displayed, and 

mourned—Shakespeare exposes the mechanisms through which political authority survives its 

own destruction. The republic believes it has slain a tyrant; the theater reveals it has birthed a 

saint. Through the interwoven triad of bier ordeal, mantle relic, and Christological wounding, 

Julius Caesar dramatizes the secular theology of rule in which the body politic is sustained by 

spectacle of ritual. The tragedy charts not the extinction of a leader but the sanctification of his 

image, initiating a mythic continuum in which Caesar’s corpse, sustained by theater’s artifice, 

refuses to die. Each performance renews the covenant between Caesar and immortality—a bond 

written not in divine decree but in stage blood, not in scripture but in the perpetual repetition of 

his assassination. The play thus offers its most radical insight: that myth is not what survives 

despite death, but what is produced through death’s endless, theatrical reenactment. 
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Coda 

In The Revenger’s Tragedy, Gloriana’s skull begins as a conventional memento mori, like 

Yorick’s,  until Vindice dresses it up as the seductive “bony lady.” Poisoned lipstick substitutes 33

for her lost lips; dim lighting and perfume mask her decay; she lies posed in the bed of the 

unsunned lodge, enlisted as a co-revenger to seduce and kill the Duke. When the Duke kisses her 

mouth, poison courses through him even as perceptual rupture seizes hold: who did he kiss? 

Neither person nor object, Gloriana’s corpse effigy is both the mortal remains of the woman he 

murdered and the materials Vindice used to construct her (Ch. 1.1). 

At the close of this dissertation, the staged-to-perform corpse (performing corpse) continues 

to evade the categories brought to bear upon it. It refuses to resolve into a prop, for it retains the 

afterlife of a character. It does not resolve into character, as death has materially transformed it. It 

cannot resolve into a symbol, since it is obstinately flesh, or at least theater’s insistence on flesh. 

The performing corpse is arranged on stage and handled by others, made capable of bleeding, 

seducing, of being mistaken for the living. The preceding chapters have argued that this 

irreducible liminality is not merely a theoretical condition but a theatrical phenomenon, one that 

playwrights from the late Elizabethan through the Jacobean period exploited with striking 

consistency, self-consciousness, and ingenuity. To conclude is therefore not to fix its category, 

but to reflect on how the early modern English theater makes its dead work. 

 The same prop likely played both skulls, as the King's Men (formerly Lord Chamberlain's Men) staged both 33

plays, and the meaning accrued during the performance of Hamlet likely remained in the memory of the audience 
(Chovanec 23).
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Existing scholarship on early modern stage corpses has consistently vaulted past the corpse 

itself rather than grappling with its theatrical materiality first. To only ask what these bodies 

signify—what philosophical, social, theological uncertainties, or cultural anxieties they 

crystallize—is to treat them as static signs rather than theatrical presences capable of material 

force. In choosing to focus particularly on theatrical corpses that are made to participate in 

dramatic action, each chapter in this dissertation has insisted on pausing to ask how these 

performing cadavers are maneuvered on stage so as to make it possible. As a scene meant to be 

performed, when Arden’s congealed wounds bleed afresh before Alice, the staging that produces 

this effect precedes any interpretation of its significance and should be acknowledged (Ch. 3.4). 

The playwright’s script, mechanisms that make the corpse bleed, characters’ responses, and 

audience vantage create the theatrical reality within which signification becomes possible. 

The staging of a performing corpse, in every case, is built around the corpse’s material and 

physiological characteristics. My foundational training as a biologist has allowed me to prioritize 

the stage corpse, attending to these characteristics, and how the early modern English theater 

identifies, utilizes, and at times deliberately violates them for theatrical ends. The Lady can be 

seated upright because rigor mortis allows posturing after death, Caesar’s blood changes colors 

from red to purple as it coagulates, and Arden’s testimony is supernatural because his congealed 

wounds defy hematology. Every time a performing corpse is placed onstage, it reactivates a 

paradox at the heart of its performance: theater takes a body that is supposed to appear dead, 

motionless, inert, and compels it to act anyway. 
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Early modern London theater found in the real corpse’s complete surrender its most potent 

theatrical knowledge. When transposed onto the stage corpse, this inability to resist meant it 

could be manipulated into doing what no real corpse can, allowing theater to transform it into a 

performing corpse. What makes performing corpse so theatrically powerful is its ambiguous 

position as a character that is physically malleable: it cannot equivocate, refuse, or dilute effect 

through consciousness. In The Duke of Milan, Marcelia’s corpse is first staged as unconscious to 

sustain the fiction of her continued life for Sforza’s sake. Later, Francisco is granted access to her 

body under the guise of reviving her with his artistic skills, lacing the paint on her lips with 

poison for his own revenge against Sforza. As Marcelia cannot consent or reject what happens to 

her after her death, it allows the other characters to make her corpse perform sleep and then 

seduction on stage (Ch. 2.2). 

Such distributed stagecraft constitutes what I term shared agency—a form of dramatic action 

emerging not from any single source but from the orchestrated interplay between the dead 

character’s corpse, its onstage embodiment (body or effigy), the living characters who maneuver 

it, and the theatrical apparatus (stage directions, spatial framing, costume, props) that renders it 

dramatically active (Intro 0.3.2). This model resists the temptation to locate agency in any single 

locus, whether in the playwright’s intention, an actor’s body, the audience’s imagination, or the 

character’s posthumous will. The performing corpse is always a collaboration, and its dramatic 

action always the product of that collaboration. The plays examined in this dissertation 

understand this dynamic with precision, staging corpses whose agency cannot be attributed to 

any single origin because it arises precisely from their distributed, collaborative, materially 

mediated condition. 

213



As the chapters of this dissertation have shown, this shared agency and the performance of 

stage corpses express through genre-filtered effects. The three analytic modes of seduction, 

testimony, and mythmaking are not exhaustive categories but orientations that clarify how staged 

corpses operate within different generic registers (Intro 0.3.3). The seductive female corpse of 

Jacobean tragedy kills through desire, turning the very apparatus of her display into the 

mechanism of exacting/extracting revenge; the testifying corpse of domestic tragedy speaks a 

providential justice that living witnesses cannot manufacture or contain; the mythmaking corpse 

of historical tragedy absorbs and redirects political violence into the idiom of the sacred. These 

distinctions have held across the archive while remaining porous at their edges, offering a 

grammar and a set of distinguishable moves through which staged corpses generate their 

performative power. 

This dissertation has itself enacted the dramaturgy it analyzes: classifying performing corpses, 

assigning them to modes, and framing them within cultural contexts—replicating the constitutive 

arrangement that every stage corpse requires to perform. Such ordering renders these bodies 

legible in specific ways, their meanings inseparable from the structures imposed upon them.  

What this study insists is that such classification proves indispensable for apprehending the 

precise theatrical work corpses perform, rather than subsuming their differentiated agencies 

beneath a totalizing narrative of death on the early modern stage. 

This precision is not incidental but grounded in history, shaped by the particular theatrical 

culture in which these stage corpses appeared. Spanning late Elizabethan and Jacobean reign, the 

temporal boundaries of this study trace an arc where the staged corpse intensifies across genres, 
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proliferates, and then recedes under Charles I as the court masque ascends and the theatrical 

ecology shifts. The theater recognized in these conditions a theatrical opportunity, responding not 

to any single cause but to a particular conjunction: the crisis of royal succession, reformed burial 

rites, the expansion of anatomical spectacle, the proliferation of crime print, and the theological 

transformations that Protestant culture imposed upon the commemoration of the dead. The 

playhouses of London found in it a space to stage death—its spectacle, its management, and its 

exploitation—in ways the world outside could not. In an England where Masses for the dead had 

been abolished, Purgatory rejected, and the old apparatus for relating the living to the dead 

dismantled, the theater offered a secular alternative, a space where the dead could act, speak, 

persist, demand something of the living. What could not be prayed for could, at least, be 

watched. What could not be interceded with could, at least, be witnessed. 

The performing corpse of early modern London theater exceeds its moment. It survives in the 

questions it continues to ask: What do the living owe the dead? Who has the right to arrange a 

corpse, to costume it, and to make it speak? And when the dead act, when they bleed before their 

killers, when their wounds testify, when the staged spectacle of their dying generates myth, who 

is truly responsible for what follows? What makes these corpses theatrically consequential is not 

any property they possess on their own but what theater does with them: how they are dressed 

and positioned, what other bodies are arranged around them, what mechanisms are deployed to 

make them act. These corpses do not resolve into stillness when the play ends. Arranged into 

consequence once, they remain capable of it—every time the plays are read, every time they are 

staged. 
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Appendix A 

Chronological List of Performing Stage Corpses 

1591 – Arden of Faversham  

Thomas Arden’s corpse (cruentation / ever-bleeding wounds as supernatural testimony). 
 

1594 – Two Lamentable Tragedies  

Master Beech’s dismembered body (discovery and reassembly as providential evidence). 

Thomas Winchester’s prolonged dying body (suspended between life and death as 
testimony). 
 

1599 – A Warning for Fair Women 

John Beane’s reanimated, bleeding body (prolonged dying plus renewed bleeding to testify). 
 

1599 – Julius Caesar 

Julius Caesar’s corpse (thirty-three wounds, bleeding body and mantle as martyr-making, 
mythic sovereign). 
 

1603 – Elizabeth I at Westminster 

Elizabeth I’s funeral effigy and coffin-contained corpse (effigy performing continued 
sovereignty; later exhumation and reburial under the joint monument with Mary Stuart 
between 1606-1612). 
 

1606 – The Revenger’s Tragedy 

Gloriana’s skull / corpse (costumed effigy; poisoned lips that kill the Duke). 
 
Antonio’s Wife’s corpse (self-staged monument with prayer books and Latin motto). 
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The Duke’s corpse (kept, disguised as Piato, and “twice killed” onstage). 

1611 – The Second Maiden’s Tragedy 

The Lady’s exhumed corpse (seated, costumed in black velvet, cosmetically painted, used for 
necrophilic display and then to kill the Tyrant via poisoned lips). 
 

c. 1621 – The Duke of Milan 

Marcelia’s embalmed corpse (preserved, perfumed, dressed, surveilled, and later manipulated 
with “seeming breath” as seductive relic). 
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