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PROLOGUE AND THEMES: 
 

• Prologue makes clear the classical (from Italian, as opposed to French philosophers) 
unities Jonson used in writing it, as well as his attempts to “heighten” his craft at this 
point (Central concepts of neoclassicism—JONSON was ahead of his time!) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

(Farley-Hills RES 46.182) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 1. Verisimilitude: "truth seeming" – what is truth? 
In drama – One could represent only what could be reasonably 
expected in real life 

2. Decorum: characters were expected to display traits normally held by 
members of their class, or to suffer ridicule or punishment if not. 
Good was to be rewarded, and evil punished – there was an eternal truth. 
 3. Purity of Genres: Comedy and tragedy were not to be mixed – NO 
element of one should be in the other. 

Tragedy:  characters of high station, deal with affairs of state, 
have elevated language, have an unhappy ending. 
Comedy: lower and middle-class characters, deal with domestic 
affairs, use less elevated language, have a happy ending. 

Therefore: the prose tragedy or domestic tragedy was unacceptable. 
 4. The Three Unities: -- for verisimilitude. 

Unity of Time: --required a reasonable time – no more than 24 
hours – or actual time (This was to cause some disagreement: did 
this mean that the play had to occur in actual time [just as 
Oedipus Rex takes place in only an hour and a half – the actual 
length of the play], or could it be extended to a full day [daylight, 
or a 24-hour day?]). 
Unity of Place: --no more than one room, place [as Oedipus took 
place in front of the palace], or a town [or country, etc.] 
Unity of Action: --no sub-plots, counter-plots, secondary plots--
not as important an influence as the other two unities 

   5. Five act form: --probably derived form Horace and Seneca 
   6. Two-fold purpose: --to teach and to please.. Moral precepts: a 
justification for theatre – partly in order to mollify those who still 
thought theatre was immoral [such as the Church], theatre took on an 
very important societal function—to teach as well. Not just an art form. 
Perhaps Plato would have approved.  
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(Noyes MLN 52.3) 
 

 
• The play is explicitly concerned with reproduction—entirely male heirs.  Volpone doesn’t 

have any (except his “children:” Nano,  Castrano, and Andrygano).  He is vastly more 
concerned with his reputation for virility than for any report Celia might publish 
concerning his moral virtue.   

 
• It also considers the theme of domination: Volpone over Mosca (or is it Mosca over 

Volpone?);  Corvino over Celia (or is it vice versa?), and certainly Jonson over his 
audience 

 
• Throughout the play there is a theme of the disconnect between words and meaning.  See 

for instance Volpone’s convincing arguments to Celia, that the audience realizes are bunk 
from the get-go. (Chan 90) 

 
 

• Note, too: The theme of “Sport” and “Game” Mosca and Volpone emphasize throughout.   
 
 
 
 

Prologue from a Restoration version, just for 
fun 
Did Ben now live, how would he fret, and rage,  
 To see the Musick-room outvye the stage?  
 To see French Haut-boyes charm the listning Pitt  
 More than the Raptures of his God-like wit!  
 Yet 'tis too true that most who now are here,  
 Come not to feast their Judgment, but their Ear.  
 Musick, which was by Intervals design'd  
 To ease the weary'd Actore voice and mind,  
 You to the Play judiciously prefer,  
 Tis now the bus'ness of the Theatre:  
 They Act, and if O're spent, for breath they stay,  
 We serve but as the Chorus to their Play;  
 In vain we chuse the best Poetick strain,  
 The teeming head's choice labours cull in vain,  
 Whilst plyant fingers quite putt down the brain.  
 The Fox above our boasting Play-bills shew,  
 Variety of musick stands below.  
 This fills the Pitt cio full, and solid sense  
 Ie clear outweigh'd by empty circumstance.  
 So to charm beasts Orpheus in vain did use  
 The lofty Transports of his heav'nly Muse,  
 Till waving those, all Fidler he appear'd,  
 And Drew with Musick the unthinking Herd. 
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SOURCES: 
 
Beast fables: In John Weever's Mirror of Martyrs (London, 1601), sig. B 8 v, the same 
collocation of animals that appears in Volpone-fox, bird of prey, stinging insect-appears in a 
passage describing old age: "Old age within her hart a Fox doth hold, I A Kyte in hand; a Bee 
within her brest. . . ."(Hawkins SEL 8.2) 
In the medieval bestieries (natural-history books which described animals and attached moral 
judgements to their behavior) the story is told of a fox who “plays dead” and gets prey by 
waiting for the carrion birds to come sit on him and then eating them up.(Chan 77).  Also, the 
story of Reynard the Fox would have been immediately accessible to Jonson’s audience as it 
appears in English from the 12th century, through to Chaucer and Caxton.   
Classical satire from Lucian’s Dialogues of the Dead  
A wealthy, childless old man is besieged by legacy-hunters. To increase his already large fortune, 
he slyly urges them on in their gifts: (1)by pretending to be older than he really is; (2)  
by coughing a great deal, and, whenever one of the suitors comes into his presence, seeming to be 
just ready to embark on Charon's boat; and (3) by declaring to each in succession that he has just  
made the will in his favor. Three suitors, in particular, are brought out and mentioned by name, One 
wears himself to death with sheer anxiety; the second tries to bribe the old man's  
faithful servant to administer poison, and so hasten matters; thethird thinks it a fine stroke of policy 
to register in public his will, in which he makes the old man his heir. hoping that the old gentleman, 
moved by such a mark of affection, would emulate his example and do the same. Each in the end is 
brought to distress. Finally, when the old man himself comes to die, he has the laugh on all his 
plotting suitors by making a true will, leaving all his property to a favorite young slave, who at once  
rides out and is received by the authorities as "more nobly born than Kodrus, handsomer than 
Nireus, and more prudent than Odysseus." (Adams MP 2.2) 
Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly: The Praise of Folly is the best known work of the greatest of the 
renaissance humanists, Erasmus of Rotterdam. It is a fantasy which starts off as a learned 
frivolity but turns into a full-scale ironic encomium, a full text that expresses high praise for 
someone. This is the first and, in its way, the finest example of a new form of renaissance satire. 
It ends with a straightforward and touching statement of the Christian ideals which Erasmus 
shared notably with his English friends, John Colet and Thomas More (and, apparently, Ben 
Jonson). (http://www.stupidity.com/erasmus/eraintr.htm) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Blind Beggar of Alexandria: Evidently inspired by George Chapman’s popular play, Jonson 
also uses disguise and misleading widely throughout his play (Ben Jonson and Elizabethan 
Dramatic Convention W. David Kay, Modern Philology).  
 

Who is ERASMUS?  
Desiderius Erasmus was a classical scholar who wrote in a "pure" Latin style. Although 
he remained a Roman Catholic throughout his lifetime, he was critical of what he 
considered the excesses of the Catholic Church.  
Using humanist techniques he prepared important new Latin and Greek editions of the 
New Testament which raised questions that would be influential in the Reformation. 
And, why should I care? 
Every little boy in grammar school in England would have studied Erasmus closely.  
That means audiences probably recognized Jonson’s conceit in Volpone. 
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THE MOUNTEBANK SCENE 
o Could be a Commedia del arte piece.  With Volpone casting himself as the lover, 

Celia’s handkerchief throw is the perfect commedia response and Corvino is the 
jealous husband. 

 
The Scenario shares much with the  popular commedia scenario, published in 1611, of Le 
Fortuna de Flavio.  Jonson conflated this scenario with one from Il Pedante.  In one Celia is a 
comic servant9See description in Nano’s character note, below), in the other, the romantic 
Isabella.  In one, Volpone is the romantic hero, in the other, the dottering Capitan.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Flavio (Volpone, in his own mind), Bonario in reality) 
and Isabella (Celia): 
*  The lovers are of high status in their town  The lovers' 
status is slightly lowered because of their infatuation. 

  It must be noted that the lovers are not only 
infatuated with each other, they are VERY infatuated with 
themselves.  More often than not, they are only with each 
other because the other person makes them look better.  They 
bicker often, making a big dramatic show out of their crying 
and trying to top each others' grief, but they immediately 
make up when they hear a compliment about their 
appearance.  They speak in grand, pretentious, flowery 
language: "My love for you makes all the diamonds on the 
earth look like grains of sand, and your beauty makes them 
all dull." 
    *     The lovers are costumed in the latest Italian fashions 
Since they are rich, they wear obviously expensive clothes 
and jewelry, made of lush fabrics.  Sometimes, the male 
lover will dress as a soldier.  The women sometimes change 
outfits several times during a show, to show off the newest 
clothing styles. 

 Both of the lovers usually hold some kind of prop 
in their hand, most likely a letter to swoon over, or a 
handkerchief.  There is always a mirror somewhere on their 
body, be it in a purse or pocket, or hanging as a necklace 
around her throat.  This is useful for primping, or for looking 
over your shoulder at the other character, with whom you are 
having a lover's spat. 
    *     The lovers do not wear masks.  Rather, they wear 
makeup. 
    *     Keep the term "airhead," in mind when thinking about 
the lovers' movement.  Their feet are firmly on the ground, in 
a position like the balletic fourth or fifth, but their head and 
torso could probably float away at any minute.  Their arms 
are held out to their sides and curved.  Their whole manner is 
very graceful and balletic, as they do not walk so much as 
glide.  They never touch; to do so would cause them both to 
faint or run away.  It is titillating for them to get very close 
without touching.  They are always primping, fixing their 
hair, clothes, and makeup. 
 
 

The Captain (Voplone in Corvino’s mind) 
* The "Captain" is the most macho of the macho men.  He 
is extremely arrogant, with a huge ego, and he constantly 
brags about his many accomplishments.  Of course, all of 
this is a lie.  Behind this front of courage, Capitano is, in 
fact, a coward who is afraid of anything and everything.  
He wouldn't hurt a fly.  He is able to pretend he is the 
captain of an army simply because he owns the uniform.  
    *     Capitano's costume.  It is similar to the uniform, but 
much bigger.  Capitano wears huge boots that may cover 
part of his leg, and a fancy hat with a colorful military-
type jacket.  This costume can really be anything military-
like, as long as it is obviously making fun of the armed 
forces.  Capitano does wear a sword in a scabbard on his 
belt, but he never draws it.  If, for some reason, the sword 
winds up out of his belt, Capitano is terrified and may run 
away. 
    *     Capitano's mask has large eyes to show how big the 
eyes can widen in fear, and a long phallic nose. 
    *     This character's movement is always big and bold 
to make himself look more important and strong.  His feet 
are far apart (like a ballet second position), and his chest 
sticks out with his shoulders drawn back.  His back is very 
straight.  Capitano walks with large steps, picking his 
knees up like an exaggerated military march.  Since the 
steps are so large and showy, Capitano winds up walking 
rather slowly--unless, of course, he is running away from 
something. 
 
          Capitano runs at any loud sound, scary item, or if he 
is simply taken aback by something.  Of course, almost 
anything can overwhelm him.  When this happens, 
Capitano will drop anything that is in his hands, throw his 
head back and scream.  His run is similar to his walk, but 
instead of taking large, slow steps, these steps are small 
and quick. 
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Pantalone (Corvnio in Volpone’s thoughts, Volpone in Celia’s) 
*  Pantalone is a rich, old, lecherous man whose whole reason for being is money.  He is very high on the social ladder of 
his town, and losing his money would make him drop in status, something that he fears more than anything.  His servants, 
the Zanni, are working for him day and night. 

 Pantalone also lusts after women, but is incapable of fulfilling his fantasies.  Because of this, he makes 
unending catcalls and innuendoes towards them.  If a woman does happen to respond to him (unlikely as that is), he is 
forced to retreat, since he can't act on anything.  He believes that anything can be bought, and, while he is incredibly 
stingy, Pantalone will offer money to get whatever he wants.  He will not, however, pay for anything, insisting that he's 
already paid. 
        For a modern equivalent, think of Mr. Burns from "The Simpsons."  He walks in the same manner as Pantalone, and 
his face even looks like the mask. 
    *     Pantalone's costume consists of tight red trousers or stockings, a jacket, a loose black cloak with long, free-flowing 
sleeves, a red cap and slippers.  He always carries a money purse on his belt. 
    * His mask features a long, pointed nose that curves downward.  He also has small eyes, and usually a mustache. 
    *     This character walks with his back hunched over, serving two purposes--to show how old he is, and so he can 
protect his money purse.  His age is also shown in his walk; his knees are bent and his feet shuffle quickly along the 
ground.  His hands also move quickly, gesturing wildly to elaborate on every thought he has, while his arms stay very 
close to his body.  At bad news, or the slightest touch, Pantalone falls on his back and curls up like a beetle, unable to get 
up unless someone helps him. 
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NOTES ON CHARACTERS: 
 
Volpone: According to John Florio's Worlde of Wordes (London, 1598),"Volpone" means "an 
old fox, an old reinard, an old craftie, slie, subtle companion, sneaking lurking wily deceiuer."  
Dependent on Mosca for success of plotting, tries to “Direct” the plays he casts himself in but 
fails in act V. He is lustful, lecherous, and greedy for pleasure. He is also energetic and has an 
unusual gift for rhetoric, mixing the sacred and the profane to enunciate a passionate 
commitment to self-gratification. He worships his money, all of which he has acquired through 
cons, such as the one he now plays on Voltore, Corbaccio, and Corvino. Volpone has no 
children, but he has something of a family: his parasite, Mosca, his dwarf, Nano, his eunuch, 
Castrone, and his hermaphrodite, Androgyno. Mosca is his only true confidante, and he begins to 
lust feverishly after Celia upon first setting eyes on her. 
Sexual potency (and its importance to him) represented in his pursuit of Celia 
Only projects himself through playing something else. 
As Mountebank, he chooses a role which requires him to be the ultimate entertainer  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mosca: Volpone's parasite, a combination of his slave, his servant, his lackey, and his surrogate 
child. Though initially (and for most of the play) he behaves in a servile manner towards 
Volpone, Mosca conceals a growing independence he gains as a result of the incredible 
resourcefulness he shows in aiding and abetting Volpone's confidence game. Mosca's growing 
confidence, and awareness that the others in the play are just as much "parasites" as he—in that 
they too would rather live off the wealth of others than do honest work—eventually bring him 
into conflict with Volpone, a conflict that destroys them both. 
By Act 3: recognizes Volpone’s dependence on him 
Trades off “Directing” with Volpone (Act 4 belongs to Mosca, for instance) (Redwine SEL 34.2) 
 
Celia: The voice of goodness and religiosity in the play, Celia is the wife of Corvino. Extremely 
beautiful, she drives both Volpone and Corvino to distraction. She is absolutely committed to her 
husband, even though he treats her horribly, and has a faith in God and sense of honor, traits 
which seem to be lacking in both Corvino and Volpone. These traits guide her toward self- 
restraint and self-denial. Her self-restraint makes her a foil for Volpone, who suffers a complete 
absence of that quality. (See notes on Mountebank scene above) 
 

 
 
 

"Mountebank" comes from the Italian montambanco or montimbanco based on the 
phrase monta in banco - literally referring to the action of a seller of dubious 
medicines getting up on a bench to address his audience of potential customers. 
Etymologists trace "charlatan" from either the Italian ciarlare, to prattle; or from 
Cerretano, a resident of Cerreto, a town that was apparently notorious for 
producing quacks.  The most well known of the Parisian charlatans was Tabarin 
who set up a stage in the Place Dauphin, Paris in 1618, and whose commedia 
dell'arte inspired skits and whose farces inspired Molière. --wikipedia 
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Voltore  -  One of the three legacy hunters or carrion-birds—the legacy hunters continually 
circle around Volpone, giving him gifts in the hope that he will choose them as his heir. Voltore 
is a lawyer by profession, and, as a result, he is adept in the use of words and, by implication, 
adept in deceit, something he proves during the course of the play. He is also something of a 
social climber, conscious of his position in his society and resentful at being overtaken by others 
on the way up. 
 
Lady Would be Portrayed as a would-be courtesan. She was the impetus for the Would-bes 
move to Venice, because of her desire to learn the ways of the sophisticated Venetians. She is 
very well read and very inclined to let anyone know this, or anything else about her. She is 
extremely vain.  Her autonomous-ness makes her unattractive.  English women were viewed as 
exceptionally independent by the rest of Europe. 
 
Peregrine: The “Jonson” in the play.  (Chan 80) Peregrine is a young English traveler who 
meets and befriends Sir Politic Would- be upon arriving in Venice. Peregrine is amused by the 
gullible Would-be, but is also easily offended, as demonstrated by his adverse reaction to Lady 
Politic Would-be's suggestive comments. 
 
 
Corvino: Corvino is Celia's jealous husband. He frequently threatens to do disgusting acts of 
physical violence to her and her family in order to gain control over her. Yet he is more 
concerned with financial gain than with her faithfulness, seeing her, in essence, as a piece of 
property. Corvino is another one of the "carrion-birds" circling Volpone. His rage against family 
similar to Othello.  Handkerchief throwing tied as well.  Scared of losing place in male 
dominated society if Celia cuckolds him, then more frightened of losing out on Volpone’s 
money. (See notes o the Mountebank scene above.)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shakespeare's Othello Compared to Jonson's Volpone 
 
Both Othello and Volpone are set in Venice, well known for its wealth, power, and justice. Shakespeare called Venice 
the Whore of the Adriatic, for many different reasons: it is a port city, with many ships coming and going; it is also a 
corrupt city , with much pollution--not only of the actual enviornment but the soul as well. 
 
In Volpone the corruption that is planned between Volpone and Mosca is evident from the beginning. The two are 
taking advantage of their kinsmen's weaknesses--gullibility and an all-out lust for money. This is similar to Iago taking 
advantage of Othe llo's gullibility and jealousy in order to gain Desdemona. In Volpone, Mosca and Volpone are 
swindling people out of money while making them believe they are to become the sole heir of Volpone's vast riches 
when he dies. The situation is the same in Oth ello, but Iago longs for leadership capabilities and a title. Iago longs to 
be in charge of the Mercenaries as he believes he is more qualified for the position than Othello. Much of this is 
brought on by Othello's race and his love for Desdemona; he i s a Moor who loves a white woman. Both plays, being 
filled with bribery, deceit, lies and hate, are best set in Venice which shares many of the same traits. 
 
Another trait that is shared is the theme of prostituting women. Venice was known for its courtesan class, a group of 
well-dressed prostitutes. In both plays the virtue of a young woman is compromised by men seeking to increase their 
own fortunes. I n Volpone, Corvino makes a whore out of his wife Celia by offering her to the men around town, and in 
the play's climactic scene, to Volpone himself. In either instance, Corvino is thinking of his own financial gain and not 
of the injustice he brings to his wife. In Othello the prostituting of Desdemona is not as base; all of it is Iago's lies. Iago 
tells Desdemona's father that Othello is taking advantage of Desdemona. The statement is a total lie, however, as 
Othello and Desdemona are very much in love and very much married. In both of these scenes, exactly who the Whore 
of the Adriatic is is brought to life on stage, but is still hard to define. 
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Corbaccio -  The third "carrion-bird" circling Volpone, Corbaccio is actually extremely old and 
ill himself and is much more likely to die before Volpone even has a chance to bequeath him his 
wealth. He has a hearing problem and betrays no sign of concern for Volpone, delighting openly 
in (fake) reports of Volpone's worsening symptoms. 
 
Sir Politic Would-be  -  An English knight who resides in Venice. Sir Politic represents the 
danger of moral corruption that English travelers face when they go abroad to the continent, 
especially to Italy. He occupies the central role in the subplot, which centers on the relationship 
between himself and Peregrine, another English traveler much less gullible than the good knight. 
Sir Politic is also imaginative, coming up with ideas for moneymaking schemes such as using 
onions to detect the plague, as well as the idea of making a detailed note of every single action he 
performs in his diary, including his urinations.(See attached article: “The second plot in 
Volpone.”) 
 
Bonario  The son of Corbaccio. Bonario is an upright youth who remains loyal to his father even 
when his father perjures against him in court. He heroically rescues Celia from Volpone and 
represents bravery and honor, qualities which the other characters seem to lack. (See notes on 
Flavio in Mountebank Scene above.) 
 
Nano, Castrano, Andrygano: 
Nano  -  Nano, as his name in Italian indicates is a dwarf. He is also Volpone's fool, or jester, 

keeping Volpone amused with songs and jokes written by Mosca. 
Castrone  - Castrone’s name means eunuch in Italian. 
Androgyno  -  "Androgyno" means "hermaphrodite" in Italian, and as in the case of Nano and 
Castrone, the name rings true. Androgyno apparently possesses the soul of Pythagoras, according 
to Nano, which has been in gradual decline ever since it left the ancient mathematician's body. 
 
*Volpone addresses the dwarf as “Zan Fritada” which comes from the “Zanni” of Commedia Del 
‘Arte. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*  Zanni is a servant character.  He never does well at his job, since all he thinks about is food or sleep.  
Often, he is distracted while on a mission, after hearing the name of a fruit--or after falling asleep.  Zanni 
is stupid, poor, and slow, and therefore is the lowest character on the social scale.  For a modern 
equivalent, think of Homer Simpson and his preoccupation with food. 
    *     Zanni's costume usually consists of a baggy white jumpsuit or shirt-and-pants outfit, since he is too 
poor to afford anything else. 
    *     His mask has a wrinkled forehead with low eyebrows, giving him a stupid appearance.  He also has 
a very big, wide nose with nose hair.  The larger the nose, the stupider the Zanni. 
    *     Zanni's movements are very big, broad, and exaggerated.  He leads his body with his head and nose 
(his nose sticks out way in front of the rest of his body, and wherever his head goes, his body follows).  
Because Zanni is used to carrying heavy sacks and such on his back, his back is arched, and he stands with 
one leg in front of himself for balance.  When listening to his master or other characters, his feet and legs 
are constantly moving, even though the rest of his body is still.  When he does go somewhere, he is very 
quick, always changing directions.  When Zanni sleeps (which he does very often, and onstage), he does 
so standing on one leg, with his other leg crossed over his knee.  He props his elbow on his knee, and 
holds his chin in the supported hand.  While sleeping, Zanni makes lots of noise snoring, belching, 
snorting, and farting. 
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SONGS in Volpone 
 
For the setting to Come my Celia, let us prove, see Music in the Theatre of Ben Jonson, by Mary 
Chan.  This google book has a ton of information, but is not printable due to copyright.  Thie 
setting on page 91 is from a 1609 publication.   Chan says that if Volpone was accompanied, he 
would have done it himself. 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=N4qWd9NgaXkC&pg=PA73&lpg=PA73&dq=nano+in+volpone&source=web&ots=gyrb__iyg-
&sig=Lz0PRMzTixWAMnKDHwgAkyDPjWs#PPA91,M1) 
 
 
 
ITALY: 
Why is Volpone set in Venice? (from http://www.english.uga.edu/cdesmet/jason/set.htm) 
 
The city of Venice during the Renaissance was the wealthiest city in Europe, but it was also a 
city of high immorality and decadence. Venice and its citizens were condemned as being 
materialistic and publicly extravagant. Condemned for being cynical, atheistic pragmatics in 
spiritual matters, and for having a government by oligarchy, Venice was ruled by an aristocracy 
that was proud, mean, lazy and vindictive. The justice system was an arbitrary and secretive 
political machine that often hid the nasty secrets of the private sexual tyranny of the upper class. 
 
These characteristics of Venice provided Jonson with the perfect backdrop to Volpone. The main 
character, Volpone, is himself the ideal corrupt Venetian, surrounding himself with material 
goods and delighting in perverse sexual activities. The proud and l azy Volpone finds his 
entertainment in his dwarf, eunuch and hermaphrodite, who put on plays and sing songs for his 
amusement. They are also in a sense his family. 
 
Another example of why Venice is a great setting for the play occurs when Celia is locked up by 
her jealous husband; the Venetians were very jealous people who would lock their wives and 
daughters away to protect them. Of course the husband's Venetian immorality shines through 
later on when he prostitutes Celia in order to become Volpone's heir. 
 
Corrupt, abnormal and immoral, Venice is the perfect setting for Jonson's Volpone. 
 
Courtesans in Venice 
 
One of the most prominent features of Venice in 1606 (when Volpone was written) was the 
courtesan. A courtesan is a type of upper-class prostitute, renowned for her extreme beauty and 
lavish clothing. Now, Venetian courtesans of this period weren't yo ur average prostitutes--many 
were wealthy members of society. Some were kept by nobles, and thus had extravagant homes 
and clothing fit for royalty. Others were shrewd business women, having a different client every 
night of the week and making more mon ey than an average merchant. According to Georgina 
Masson, the author of Courtesans of the Italian Renaissance, courtesans became so wealthy and 
dressed so nicely that it became difficult to distinguish them from the nobility. This identity 
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crisis becam e such a problem in Venice that the authorities found it necessary to issue 
sumptuary laws. Masson writes that these laws: 
 

    specifically stated that it was a public shame that prostitutes were to be seen 
in the streets and churches, and elsewhere, so much bejewelled and well-
dressed, that very often noble ladies and women citizens [of Venice], because 
there is no difference in their attire from that of the above-said women, are 
confused with them; not only by foreigners, but by the inhabitants [of Venice], 
who are unable to tell the good from the bad...therefore it is proclaimed that no 
prostitute may wear, nor have on any part of her person, gold, silver or silk, nor 
wear necklaces, pearls or jeweled or plain rings, either in their ears or on their 
hands .(152) 

 
As you can see, courtesans were not too bad off--some of them had so much wealth that they 
were the equivalent to royalty. 
 
Because of the lavish stylings of the courtesans, it is easy to see how Lady Would-be, an English 
tourist who strives to be something she is not, finds them fascinating. Jonson writes that while 
she is in Venice, she aligns herself chiefly with the courtesans, hoping to gain some useful 
information on the latest gossip and the trendiest styles. Early on in the play, Peregrine is 
perplexed that a woman such as Lady Would-be would associate herself with prostitutes, and he 
seeks to verify this shocking rumor with Sir Politic Would-be. "Your Lady," he inquires, "lies 
here in Venice for intelligence/ of tires, and fashions, and behaviour,/ Among the courtesans? 
The fine Lady Would-be?" (2.1.26-29). 
 
Political Climate 
 
In Venice's beginning, the clergy played a major role in government and politics. Over time, 
however, the church's involvment diminished dramatically. The theory that authority in 
government must be unchallengable and supreme to all in its domain was what kept the Venetian 
system of government together. The Pope declared "that the first loyalty of [his] messengers and 
servants...shall be to [him] and not to [the government], they shall be above and not amenable to 
[Venetian] laws" (170-171). 
 
In the seventeenth century this decree was put to the test as two churchmen were jailed and 
charged with serious crimes. Venice was able to achieve victory over the church and the papal 
censures were revoked. 
 
Fra Paolo Sarpi, also known as Father Paul, served as a Friar of the Servite Order and was a 
supporter of the Venetian doctrine of state supremacy. Acting as the Theological Advisor to 
Signony, Father Paul became a sort of anti-Pope figure, while rema ining loyal to the Catholic 
Church. Father Paul is reportedly the author of The Maxims of Government. These were rules 
for government during the Renaissance, to which many cities adhered. Here are five examples of 
those rules: 
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   1. "The Prince has no greater justice than to preserve to himself the quality of the Prince, and to 
keep his subjects in a dutiful subjection to his authority." 
   2. "Justice includes everything that may contribute to the preservation of the State." 
   3. "The abuses committed by the Common People, one against another, may be judged in an 
ordinary way; and here Justice may be administered impartially, there being no political 
consideration to it." 
   4. "When an offence is committed by a Nobleman against a Subject, let all ways be tried to 
justify him....If it is a Subject that has affronted a Nobleman, let him be punished with the utmost 
severity." 
   5. "If there are any members of the Councils (in the Provinces) who are known to be of a very 
resolute temper, it is fit either to ruin them entirely or purchase their goodwill."  
 
These rules allow for the antics in Volpone, as it abolishes all punishment for the actions and 
words of the upper-class. And since all of Volpone's victims were noblemen, his deception was 
not as punishable by law as there was no strict code on noble men offending noblemen. This 
melancholy of the law where the rich were concerned created a political climate where many 
upper-class people were bound to support the state, since it worked in their best interests. 
 
Ben’s relationship to Venice 
 

Ben Jonson was aware of many travels, and the Venetians presented an extremely 
exciting prospect for characterization because they were the richest city in the world, due to their 
location in the realm of Travel and Trade.   
A brief summary of Coryat’s adventures, which Jonson (and members of his audience, 
undoubtedly knew).  The play appeared in 1605, this tome in 1611, but knowledge from other 
world travelers would have been available to Jonson before he wrote his play (according to 
Ralph). 
 "Grazie per tutto l'aiuto che date alla mia conoscenza" — Anon.      
Coryat's Crudities: Hastily gobled up in Five Moneth's Travels was a gastronomic travelogue 
published in 1611 by Thomas Coryat of Odcombe, an English traveller and mild eccentric. The 
book is an account of a long journey undertaken, much of it on foot, in 1608 through France, 
Italy, Germany, and other European countries. Among other things, it is credited with beginning 
the craze of the Grand Tour, and introducing the use of the fork to England.  Coryat conceived of 
the 1,975-mile (3,175 km) voyage to Venice and back in order to write the subsequent travelogue 
dedicated to Henry, Prince of Wales, at whose court he was regarded as somewhat of a buffoon 
and jester, rather than the wit and intellectual he considered himself. The manuscript was 
jokingly mocked by a panel of contemporary wits and poets and, at the behest of the teenage 
prince, a series of mock panegyric verses was commissioned and appended to it for publication. 
The authors of these verses, which included John Donne, Ben Jonson, Inigo Jones, and Sir 
Thomas Roe, among others, took especial liberties with the personal anecdotes, finding Coryat's 
self-importance a ripe source of humor.Despite the ridicule (to an extent, some of it invited) he 
endured in his own lifetime, the model he set in Coryat's Crudities (for a self-improving journey 
to view the arts and culture of Europe) had a real and profound influence on subsequent British 
history, encouraging an openness to Continental ideas over the next two centuries to a frequently 
isolated Britain. 
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From Ralph’s article (The Setting in Volpone) 

The text specifically locates all the scenes except Sir Politic Would-be's quarters and Volpone's 
house itself. Ten of the play's scenes take place in the Piazza of St. Mark's, which Sir Politic calls 
"this height of Venice." Three more--the three at Corvino's house--take place in "an obscure 
nooke of the piazza" for which it is likely that Jonson envisioned no movement at all, but 
intended that the scenes be played on the upper stage, while the main stage continues to represent 
the piazza. Nine scenes are set in the scrutineo or senate house that makes up one side of the 
Piazetta adjacent to the main piazza. Thus Jonson sets twenty-two of Volpone's thirty-nine 
scenes in the most renowned section of Venice, the magnificent Piazza of St. Mark's and its 
adjoining Piazetta. Of the seventeen unlocated pieces in the puzzle, one is Sir Politic's house, for 
which there simply is no evidence, and sixteen are Volpone's house. Having so scrupulously 
conceived the other parts of the setting, Jonson would hardly have been indifferent to the 
location of Volpone's house in his imaginary Venice. The care, moreover, with which Jonson has 
placed the majority of the scenes around the center of Venice strongly suggests that he 
envisioned all of the play within a narrow scope of the city, namely in close proximity to the 
piazza. 
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WORDS, WORDS, WORDS 
 
Definition and pronunciation  
 
(These are from Ralph’s article:  “The Setting of Volpone, RP) 
 
sforzati,: gallie-slaves 
scartoccios: a coffin of paper for spice 
canaglia: raskalitie, base people, the skum of the earth 
gondole; saffi: a catchpole, or sergeant 
clarissimo: a grandee 
strappado: Venetian torture:  
Pomagnia, a popular wine in Venice. 
 
These are ones I noted in the first reading: 
 
Character word Pronunciation  

(if available) 
Meaning 

Nano Quater  Equilateral triangle, the 
sides of which are evenly 
divided by 4 

Volpone  phthisic  Consumption, asthma 
Volpone Catarrhs  mucus 
Mosca “St. Mark”  Goldsmiths were located in 

the area of St. Mark’s 
Basilica 

Mosca Flay  skin 
Corbaccio Apoplex  stroke 
Mosca Resolved  Watery eyes 
Corbaccio, 
volpone 

Cecchines cec|chì|nays Sniper 

Volpone Ciarlitani ciar|la|tà|ni Charletan 
Volpone Dissenteria dis|sen|te|rì|a illness 
Volpone Melancholia   
Volpone Hypocondriaca   
Volpone Sanita sa|ni|tà sanitation 
Volpone In fumo fù|mo full 
Volpone, 
Peregrine 

Moccinigo   

Politic, 
Mosca 

Commandatore 
Commandadori 

 commentator 

Peregrine Notandum   
Peregrine Ragion del 

stato 
ra|gió|ne dél 1stà|to Reason of the stay 

Volpone Clarissimo ca|rìs|si|mo Dearest, darling 
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Politic Gazetti gaz|zét|ti chronicle 
Avocatori Saffi   
Avocatori Incurabli in|cu|rà|bi|le incurable 
Avocatori Berlino ber|lì|na flagship 
Corvino  Aretine ahr-teen A licentious French poet 
 
Italian Pronunciation Tips: 
1. Usually, Italian words are stressed on the next-to-the-last syllable. 
2. When the final -e is dropped from a word, as happens with some masculine titles when they 
are directly followed by a proper name, the position of the stress remains unchanged. 
3. Following the above rule, dottore/doctor becomes dottor Nardi/Doctor Nardi and 
professore/professor becomes professor Pace/Professor Pace. 
4. When words are stressed on the last vowel, they always have a written accent over that vowel. 
For instance, cioè (namely) and città (city). 
 5. It is useful to remember that open e and o occur only in stressed syllables. 
 6. The written accent is used with a few monosyllables in order to distinguish them from others 
that have the same spelling but a different meaning. 
 
STILL CONSIDERING: 
MASTERS AND SERVANTS in EARLY MODERN ENGLAND; CUCKHOLDING; 
LAWYERS 
 


