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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The belief in witchcraft and the harm which its adher

ents can inflict upon man and beast was very strong in 

medieval England. The popular or folk belief was that the 

Devil entered into a formal pact with a wizard or a witch 

and through their combined powers they inflicted suffering 

and death upon man and beast. The person in league with 

Satan or evil spirits was usually a woman, and she was known 

as "a compounder of philters and poisons, a caster of spells, 

a wicked woman, and a hideous hag." 

The belief in witchcraft, however, was limited neither 

to the medieval period in England's history nor to the imag

inations of the "folk." Some of the most learned men in the 

country believed in it no less fervently than the folk. The 

witch mania grew like a weed, strengthened by ignorance, 

fear, and imagination until it reached its zenith in the 

1650's and then gradually subsided until the repeal of the 

witchcraft laws in 1736: ^ 

Much has been said with regard to witchcraft in England 

during and after the reign of Elizabeth. Too often, this 

information is misleading or incorrect. In order to under

stand the influence which witchcraft had upon England during 

\ 



this period in her history, it is necessary to understand 

something other than the "dogmas of theologians, the tenets 
3 

of the physicians, the rules of the law"; this basic some

thing is the beliefs and the feelings of the folk, the 

general populace. Witchcraft and witchhunting cannot exist 

unless they are supported by the beliefs of the folk. The 

ruling or "governing classes" cannot and will not prosecute 

unless the general populace supports it. This condition was 

the case in Renaissance England. Witchhunting flourished 

because the people were eager for it, and this eagerness 

sprang from what they considered to be valid reasons. 

These reasons are expressed very well by George Lyman 

Kittredge in the following statement from Witchcraft in 

Old and New England; 
. . . in the last analysis, every witch is prose
cuted, not because she amuses herself with riding 
a broomstick or because she has taken a fiend for 
a lover; she is hunted down like a wolf because 
she is an enemy to mankind. Her heart is full of 
malignity. For a harsh word, or the refusal of a 
bit of bread, she becomes your mortal foe. And 
her revenge is out of all proportion to the af
front, for she is in league with spirits of evil 
who are almost infinite in strength. She sends 
blight upon your crops, the rot upon your sheep, 
the murrain on your cattle; your house takes fire; 
your ship is cast away. She visits you and your 
family with strange wasting diseases--with palsy, 
with consumption, with raging fever, with madness, 
with death. Witch-trials are not prompted by the 
theological hair-splitting, by systems of devil-
lore, by the text "Thou shalt not suffer a witch to 
live." These all come after the fact. It is self-
protection that incites the accuser. His cause is 
fear--and fear of bodily harm. The witch is a 



murderer on the slightest provocation. She cannot 
be spared, for there is no safety for life, body, 
or estate until she is sent out of the world.'̂  

In any consideration of witchcraft, the doctrine of 

maleficium is essential because it is the basis for the 

popular belief in the powers of darkness. "The essence of 

witchcraft is maleficium." The terror which a witch causes 

and the hatred which her deeds reciprocate all stem from 

maleficium, injury to one's person or goods. Violation of 

graves, calling forth the powers of wind and weather, vene-

fica, compacts with the devil, and the celebration of the 

perverse Witches' Sabbath are decorative devices which may 

implicate the guilty party and may possibly send her to 

the stake; but the basic motivation of the populace against 

the witch is due to maleficium, the essence of witchcraft. 

The witch creed--the doctrine of maleficium--was not 

indigenous to Renaissance England. The belief that witches 

exist and that through an alliance with the supernatural 

powers of darkness they can inflict injury and destruction 

upon body and property is as old as man himself. Every 

unexplained phenomena was attributed to a supernatural power. 

It was only natural that the Englishman of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries blamed "mysterious" harmful oc

currences upon the evil powers which inhabited the realm 

7 
of the supernatural co-existent with the beneficient powers. 



Possibly the worst theory which was inherited, along 

with maleficium, was the dogma that all diseases were of 

supernatural origin. Every unexplainable malady, death, 

or wasting disease was ascribed to the workings of witch

craft. The accusations did not just stem only from the folk, 

but often were issued from the learned doctors themselves. 

To look to natural causes rather than supernatural causes 

was the exception rather than the rule in that age of learn-
o 

ing and enlightenment. 

The doctrine of maleficium and its application to 

sudden deaths and to disease was the impetus behind the be

lief in witchcraft in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

England; moreover, it was what made the witch creed terrible. 

There were always unexplained illnesses and deaths; some

times a child or adult went into hysterics. Moreover, there 

were always old women in the villages who were senile, foul-

mouthed, and who claimed to possess supernatural power. If 

these women were particularly imaginative, they may have 

claimed to have had intercourse with the devil. One must 

realize that these women were not usually of sound mind and 

that they claimed these supernatural powers, the belief of 

which were part of the folk tradition, for self-protection, 

for the terror which they could inspire, and finally, because 

they had deluded themselves into believing that they really 

possessed these occult powers. Once an accusing finger was 



pointed at one of their old beldames, the neighbor started 

tying together seemingly unrelated deaths and sicknesses 

of people and animals in addition to the failure of crops. 

After the trial began, one often heard "of compacts with 

Satan, of flights through the air, of sordid and hideous 
9 

revels at the Witches Sabbath." The poor creature more 

than likely affirmed questions put to her by learned scholars 

concerning elaborate systems of demonology. But these trap

pings of demonology only came out after the folk cried out 

against her. She was originally brought to trial and 

charged with crimes pertaining to maleficiimi, not for the 

confirmatory details such as calling forth a storm or fly

ing through the air. She might have accomplices in the 

black art, but "she was not supposed to belong to a hereti

cal sect." She was always tried as an individual of

fender, and the basis for the trial, indeed, the motivating 

and condemning force, was always that of maleficium, "injury 

to goods or body or life through supernatural means." In 

short, she had supposedly aligned herself with the powers 

of evil. 

The predominance of women in the lore of witchcraft is 

a mystery. Maximilian Rudwin maintains that it is "easily 

explained by the fact that women are more conservative than 

men and hold more firmly to ancient beliefs and tradi-

12 tions." This conclusion is not very reliable since the 



accusing fingers belonged as much to men as to women. Also, 

it is interesting that among the "learned" there was a pre

ponderance of men who dabbled in the black art and who ulti

mately had to come to some sort of accounting. 

The witchcraft laws of Renaissance England are generally 

thought to have been rather harsh, but considering the large 

number of hanging offenses this assumption is not a realistic 

judgment. When the break with Rome came and the king, his 

advisors, and the civil authorities decided that witchcraft 

and sorcery needed to be quelled, the Act of 1542 was passed 

in Parliament. It punished divination, conjuring, "witch

craft that kills or wastes or maims a person or destroys or 

impairs his goods and chattels, and other offenses of kindred 

13 
nature." Elizabeth's Law of 1563 is more precise and re
quires stiffer penalties, and the law of James I is almost 

14 
a copy of Elizabeth's. First, let us look at the Eliza
bethan Law of 1563: 

It fixes the death penalty (1) for all who "use, 
practise or exercise invocations or conjurations of 
evil and wicked spirits to or for any intent or pur
pose, " quite irrespective of the result of such in
vocations or conjurations and (2) for all who prac
tise witchcraft that causes a person's death. 

Furthermore, the Elizabethan statute provided 
that "witchcraft, enchantment, charm, or sorcery" 
which caused bodily injury to human beings or dam
age to goods or chattels should be punished with a 
year's imprisonment (with quarterly exposure in the 
pillory) for the first offence, and with death for 
the second offence. And finally, the statute pro
vided imprisonment and the pillory, with life 



imprisonment for the second offence, for all who 
should "take upon" themselves to reveal the 
whereabouts of hidden treasure or of lost or 
stolen goods, or should practise witchcraft with 
intent to provoke unlawful love or to "hurt or 
destroy any person in his or her body, member, or 
goods."15 

James's Statute of 1604 is largely the same as Elizabeth's 

even down to its phrasing. Like the old law of 1563, this 

new statute provided the death penalty for any conjuring or 

invoking of evil spirits for any reason. However, it in

serts "two clauses making it also felony to 'consult, 

convenant with, entertain, employ, feed, or reward' any such 

spirit for any purpose or to dig up any dead body or part 

T 6 
thereof, for use in sorcery." The statute provided the 

death penalty, as in Elizabeth's law, for witchcraft which 

killed. Contrary to the Elizabethan law, however, the new 

and more stern law imposed the death penalty for first of

fenders who had used witchcraft which caused bodily injury, 

but which did not kill. Finally, "death is substituted for 

life imprisonment" as the-penalty for the second offence 

17 for the lesser varieties of sorcery and witchcraft. 

Before we go on to the revelation of the purpose of 

this study, let us look further into the "art" of the witches 

and wizards. The great fathers of the Catholic church, such 

as St. Augustine and St. Jerome, generally supported the idea 

18 
of a formal pact with the Devil. The belief continued 

on in England after the Reformation, but does not enter into 
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any of the witch trials until the reign of James I. The 

idea is significant because it was part of the folk tradi

tion. The compact itself, however, need not involve the 

signing of any document because when a man knowingly com

mits a sin, he is aligning himself with the powers of evil 

19 and is in effect, in an unwritten pact with Satan. But 

it is the formal pact which captured men's imaginations and 

with which much literature has been concerned. Common be

lief was that the Devil, in order to assure himself of a 

man's soul, would enter into a compact by which the man 

obtained whatever he desired from hell for a certain period 

of time--usually twenty-four years. At the conclusion of 

this term of high and riotous living, the Devil claimed his 

. 20 due. 

The significance of signing a formal contract with 

one's blood has more than one explanation, each of which 

has a certain degree of validity. In ancient days, it was 

thought that a "bond by blood-transfusion could be formed 

21 

with spiritual as well as with human beings." The sign

ing of the compact with the signee's own blood is certainly 

symbolic of future and binding earnest payment, but it is 

a misconception of the "covenant with the trusted divin

ity." Moreover, the use of blood in the devil-compact 

to symbolize the binding nature of the contract can be ex

plained by the Old Testament belief that blood was not just 



the source of strength and feeling, but was the "seat of all 

23 
life." The price for the pact, man's soul, was considered 

high, but with the powers of the prince of this world behind 

him, the contracted-man could satisfy his thirsts for riches, 

knowledge, power, and sensual delights. In addition to con

signing his soul to the devil, the man was subjected to a 

violent death in which the Devil tore his victim's flesh with 

his sharp teeth and claws. The Devil, however, had no inter

est in the man's body; he destroyed life in order to gain 

the soul. 

The Witches' Sabbath probably spawned in the wild imag

ination of demented and ignorant defendants who responded 

to leading questions by their inquisitors. The actual Sab

bath in its most developed form was "an elaborate profana

tion of Christian ceremonies" and included both a religious 

service and a business meeting which was immediately fol-

24 lowed by "feasting, dancing, and wild lust." Satan, in 

the form of man, beast, or demonic goat was supposedly 

present, and his followers paid homage to him as their lord 

and master. 

The Witches' Sabbath does not appear as part of the 

witches' testimonies at any time during the reign of Eliza

beth. The beldames were brought before the civil authori

ties because the common people blamed them for injury and 

destruction to life and property. Of course, the "witches" 
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confirmed that they had familiar spirits in the form of in

sects, toads, dogs, and cats, but neither the defendants nor 

their accusers admitted any knowledge of the Witches' Sab

bath. ̂ ^ 

The Witches' Sabbath first appeared in English history 

during the Lancashire Witch trials in 1612. The guilty par

ties admitted engaging in a Witches' Sabbath in which the 

devil and certain familiars were present. This, however, 

was not the condemning evidence. A second meeting or "re

trial banquet" was brought to light where some twenty per

sons were in attendance, only two of whom were men. The 

meeting had three objects: first, to christen a familiar; 

second, to release certain witches confined in Lancashire 

Castle, to murder the jailer, and to blow up the castle; 

2 6 third, to plot the death of a Master Thomas Lister. The 

execution of the concerned parties followed soon after the 

trial. Their crime was not attendance at the respective 

27 Witches' Sabbaths, but murder or injury by witchcraft. 

Thus, even when the Sabbath was introduced as evidence, it 

was the doctrine of maleficium which actually convicted the 

witches. The belief in witchcraft is primeval and rests 

in the folk tradition; in keeping with this tradition, the 

folk hated, feared, and prosecuted the witches as individ

uals. The Witches' Sabbath, on the other hand, was not part 

of the folk tradition, but was imposed upon the minds of 
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the people by leading questions of the clergy and the civil 

authorities who were themselves influenced by the demented 

practices of the Inquisition on the continent.^^ 

Another power ascribed to the Devil and his servants 

was the power to control wind and weather. This belief came 

from the folk, and the rational theologians who regarded it 

as sinful eventually had to swing into line. The belief 

of the folk with regard to this aspect of witchcraft is ex

cellently demonstrated by an incident which happened in 

London: "in 1626 the 'vulgar' of the city ascribed a great 

storm to the conjuring of Dr. John Lambe, who happened to 

be on the river at the time, and in 1628 Dr. Lambe, the 

witch, was beaten to death in London streets by the boys 

J ^- «30 and apprentices." 

An integral part of the witch creed was the ability of 

demons to take animal form, and in this guise they would 

serve the witch as familiar or attendant spirits to carry 

out her designs. The witch would also sometimes take the 

form of an animal herself; the dog, cat, and hare were 

31 familiar shapes for the physical tergiversation in England. 

The question of white magic and its influence on six

teenth- and seventeenth-century England must also be dealt 

with. The basic distinction between white and black magic 

was that black magic was allied with the powers of evil. 

Although the church continuously classified all magical 
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practices, along with some folk medicine, as witchcraft, 

popular belief and opinion was more tolerant of the white 

witch, and "literature followed popular opinions."^^ The 

white witch, however, played a conspicuous part in the 

witch persecutions in England. Unable to offer a remedy 

for a particular ailment, the white witch was all too often 

33 eager to ascribe the cause to black magic. Moreover, the 

white witch was looked upon with a wary eye by many people 

because she might at any time ally her powers with those of 

the Devil. 

Perhaps the distinction between theurgy and goety will 

further clarify the issue between white and black magic. 

Theurgy, as distinguished from goety or the black art, is 

as ancient as the ceremonial religions of paganism. Wher

ever men have conceived of communication with a divinity, 

students of life's mysteries have practiced the science of 

theurgy. Walter Curry states the following in Shakespeare's 

Philosophical Patterns: 

It may be called a science or system of philosophy 
according to which an especially initiated priest is 
enabled, by means of incantations or other cere
monial business, to energize in the gods or to con
trol other beneficient spiritual intelligences in 
the working of miraculous effects. Goety, on the 
other hand, is a black art, sometimes called the 
lowest manifestation of the sacerdotal science; its 
evil practitioner produces magic results by dis
ordering the sympathetic relationships of nature or 
by employing to wicked ends the powers of irrational 
spirits.^^ 
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Another facet of magic that must be dealt with is 

prophecy. Prophecy was not considered a "department of 

witchcraft," but the connection was very close. A primary 

function of magic in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

England was to read the future; the witch or wizard, there

fore, could claim to see into the future and in so doing 

would assume a "prophetic role." Kittredge states the 

following with regard to prophecy: 

. . . the English government was about equally con
cerned with sorcerers and with prophets--with sor
cerers because they might attempt to kill the King, 
with prophets (including astrologers) because they 
might forecast the hour of his death. Prophecy was 
always a strong influence with the populace and was 
regularly invoked in support of every treasonable 
plot or attempted revolution.^^ 

Because of this dread of prophecy by the English government, 

acts against conjuration and prophecy proceeded side by side 

36 during the reign of Elizabeth. 

Before we conclude with the preparatory background 

information on witchcraft, it is necessary to mention two 

significant publications. First, the importance of King 

James's Daemonologie has been exaggerated by people who 

would emphasize its importance on popular English sentiment 

and by others who would emphasize its lack of significance 

on popular attitudes toward witchcraft. Perhaps Kittredge 

said it best when he stated that the "book is a confession 

37 of faith, not on autobiography." Second, The Discoverie 
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of Witchcraft by Reginald Scot was written because of his 

impatience with the nonsense and the unreason regarding 

many common beliefs concerning witchcraft. More impor

tantly, he was concerned for the safety of the demented 

beldames who were ignorantly accused of witchcraft. Although 

Scot had a noble intention for having his work published, it 

must have influenced a good number of the populace and 

writers who used "the material and neglected the argu

ment. ""̂ ^ 

From the preceding background information, it should 

be clear that sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England 

regarded Satan and his servants of evil as part of this 

world. Indeed, his name was synonymous with Evil and what 

they considered the trappings of evil such as privation, 

lust, disease, sudden unexplainable illnesses—in short, 

the unexplainable. The Devil, as well as the doctrine of 

maleficium, was of the folk and continues in this tradition. 

In The Devil in Legend and Literature, Maximilian Rud

win contends that the existence of the Devil or evil is 

absolutely necessary for the existence of good and for prog

ress. He goes on to correctly state the old truism that 

"conflict is the father of all things." Thus, we can only 

know and strive toward good because of the existence of evil 

39 
(Devil) . Mr. Rudwin goes on to say that with the elimina
tion of evil there would be no literature because plot. 
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complication, hence, story, would be non-existent without 

evil. He reduces this idea to a syllogism as follows: "All 

real stories depend upon plots; all plots depend upon the 

intervention of the Devil; consequently, all real stories 

depend upon the Devil." ° This theory is a little far

fetched, but not entirely without merit. The intervention 

of evil, the Devil, plays a significant part in the drama 

which we call life. This belief was no less true for the 

chroniclers of the English Renaissance,dramatists. 

The subject of witchcraft and the evil which it pre

supposed was prominent in the mind of the sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century Englishman. The witch trials, which 

were largely publicized, provided fuel both for the folk 

beliefs and for the beliefs of the learned. Add to this 

"witch-mania" the desire by certain dramatists to include 

witchcraft in their plays because it was a reflection of 

the times, and you have a well-spring of information about 

evil in Renaissance England. Moreover, the obvious fascina

tion with evil and the desire of dramatists to please James I 

because of his obvious interest in the subject also promoted 

the inclusion of witchcraft in English Renaissance drama. 

The purpose of this study is to show, in the following 

chapters, how witchcraft had a definite impact and influence 

on English drama of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

More specifically, the impact of witchcraft is traceable in 
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the following areas of the dramas to be discussed: (1) 

dramatic action, (2) characterization, (3) mood, and 

(4) comic effects. 



CHAPTER II 

DRAMATIC ACTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the influence 

which witchcraft has upon dramatic action in representative 

works of Renaissance dramas. Before we can explore this 

impact, however, we must arrive at a suitable definition or 

understanding of dramatic action. 

In its simplest form, dramatic action is something done 

by someone to someone else which effects his condition or 

fortune. A. C. Bradley states the following concerning 

dramatic action: 

We see a number of human beings placed in certain 
circumstances; and we see, arising from the co
operation of their characters in these circum- ^'' 
stances, certain actions. These actions beget 
actions, and these others beget others again, 
until this series of interconnected deeds leads 
by an apparently inevitable sequence to a catas
trophe.-^ 

Bradley is talking about tragedy, but if we substitute 

denouement for catastrophe, the same principle applies to 

romance or comedy. 

Walter Curry, however, objects to the view "that any 

logical sequence of external actions constitutes dramatic 

action." Curry feels that dramatic action is closer to 

the following: 

The unity of dramatic action, in a modern drama 
especially, is apt to depend upon the spiritual 

17 
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integrity, the continuity of emotional processes, 
and the logical ordering and steeling of the will 
of the chief character or characters. Since the 
age of Shakespeare we have come to recognize that 
the act as represented in the bare fable is of 
importance only as it reveals or further affects 
the underlying spiritual, mental, and emotional 
processes. •̂  

Bradley echoes this same attitude when he states, "The 

center of the tragedy, therefore, may be said with equal 

truth to be in action issuing from character, or in char-

4 
acter issuing in action." Simply stated, they are refer
ring to internal action,which is a form of characterization. 

For the sake of simplicity, we will entertain the fol

lowing explanation of dramatic action. Action furthers 

action; action must sustain the movement of the play (ex

position, complication or rising action, climax or turning 

point, resolution or falling action, catastrophe—denoue

ment) . Moreover, drama is essentially a structure of action. 

Dramatic action is thus necessary to the development and the 

structure of the drama. For the purposes of this study, we 

shall see that witchcraft motivates and influences the dra

matic action of the plays which are considered. We will 

consider the following plays: The Tragical History of the 

Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, Macbeth, The Witch of 

Edmonton, and The Tempest. 

The story of Doctor Faustus is probably the most famous 

example of the devil-compact. Christopher Marlowe took the 
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Faust legend and created a magnificent play of sin, damna

tion, and culpable ignorance. Maximilian Rudwin echoes this 

view when he says that the play is "pregnant with the old 

warning: 'For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain 

the whole world, and lose his own soul?' (Mark viii:36)."^ 

If the five-act structure of Doctor Faustus were ever 

clear-cut, it has been obscured and debated upon by continu

ous revisions and'interpretations. The play, however, re

gardless of the act structure, falls naturally into three 

parts, dealing with (1) the making of the bond, (2) Faustus's 

enjoyment of supernatural power, and (3) the fulfillment of 

the bond. We shall see that witchcraft both motivates and 

structures the action of this drama. 

Given that motivation is the key to action, the motiva

tion of Doctor Faustus in turning to sorcery or witchcraft 

is power, riches, godhead. After Faustus bids adieu to the 

areas of learning which in his ignorance he thinks he has 

mastered, he turns to witchcraft: 

These metaphysics of magicians 
And necromantic books are heavenly. 
Lines, circles, scenes, letters, and characters--
Ay, these are those that Faustus most desires. 
O, what a world of profit and delight. 
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence 
Is promised to the studious artizan! 
All things that move between the quiet poles 
Shall be at my command. Emperors and kings 
Are but obeyed in their several provinces. 
Nor can they raise the wind or rend the clouds, 
But his dominion that exceeds in this 
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Stretcheth as far as doth the mind of man. 
A sound magician is a demi-god. 
Here try thy brains to get a deity!6 

(I, i, 50-64) 

The lure of black magic is so strong that even after the 

Good Angel warns Faustus "to lay that damned book [necro

mantic] aside" (I, i, 71), Faustus allows himself to be 

tempted by the Evil Angel, who says: 

Go forward, Faustus, in that famous art. 
Wherein all nature's treasury is contained. 
Be thou on earth as Jove is in the sky. 
Lord and commander of these elements. 

(I, i, 75-78) 

With the promise of unlimited power, Faustus instructs 

Valdes and Cornelius to begin their instruction concerning 

black magic. 

Faustus initiates the link with evil spirits, appro

priately, at night when he draws a magic circle in a gloomy 

grove and begins his incantations. A devil, Mephistophilis, 

soon arrives, but he is so ugly that Faustus bids him to de

part and to return in the vestments of a Franciscan friar. 

Faustus soon learns that it is not his conjuring which has 

brought the devil to him, but the abjuring of the Scriptures 

and the Trinity and the praying to the Prince of Hell. 

Devils come, of course, in hope of gaining a man's soul. 

At the end of the interview, Faustus sends Mephistophilis 

to tell Lucifer that he is willing to surrender up his soul 

on condition that he be spared for twenty-four years, be 
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permitted to live a life of sensuous pleasure, and, finally, 

be permitted to have Mephistophilis as a constant servant to 

Faus tus's desires. 

At midnight, in Faustus's study, the Good and the Evil 

Angels again contend for Faustus's soul. When the Good Angel 

tells Faustus to "think of heaven, and heavenly things" 

(II, i, 21), the Evil Angel counters with the following: "No, 

Faustus; think of honor and wealth" (II, i, 22). The lure 

of what sorcery can bring, even for a limited time, is too 

great a motivating force for the unseeing Faustus; he is 

infatuated with the prospects of this when he says the 

following: 

Wealth? Why, the signiory of Emden shall be mine. 
When Mephistophilis shall stand by me,-
What power can hurt me? Faustus thou art safe. 
Cast no more doubts. 

(II, i, 23-26) 

Faustus then confidently conjures Mephistophilis so that the 

compact can be completed. 

When Mephistophilis arrives, Faustus draws up a deed of 

gift of his soul with his own blood. As he writes, his 

blood congeals rather than be used for this purpose, and the 

devil's agent must dissolve the blood with heated coals. To 

seal the bargain, devils bring gifts of rich apparel and 

crowns and bestows them upon Faustus. An ugly hag is even 

offered to the learned doctor, but he rejects her as too 

foul. 
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At this point the promise of sensual desires, power, 

and wealth gained through the medium of witchcraft has moved 

the action of the play through the making of the bond and up 

to the enjoyment of supernatural power. 

Faustus now enters upon his promised years of power, 

traveling about the world on winged dragons and seeing all 

of the mighty cities and empires. But he squanders his 

precious time on trivialities. Faustus does everything from 

boxing the Pope's ears, to putting horns on a knight's head, 

to clowning with a horsecourser. 

Faustus's years of power have slipped by and his dis

integration is almost complete. But not before "Hell strives 

with grace for conquest of [his] breast" once again (V, i, 

72) . A virtuous Old Man begs Faustus to repent and seek 

God's mercy. The Old Man almost succeeds; but, just as 

Faustus is about to repent, Mephistophilis threatens Faustus 

with bodily death after having unsuccessfully tempted him 

to commit suicide, a damning sin. Afraid that this devil 

will actually follow through on his threat to "piecemeal" 

tear his flesh, Faustus allows himself to be duped by fear 

of bodily death. To atone for his defection, Faustus re

affirms in blood the pact wliich he had years before made to 

Lucifer. Finally, after stating that heaven is in Helen of 

Troy's lips, Faustus sets the devils upon the old man. 
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The purpose of cataloging the second stage in the play 

is to emphasize, first, that its movement is definitely 

furthered by the use of sorcery or witchcraft: Faustus's 

enjoyment of his twenty-four years has been through his use 

of the powers bestowed upon him and those enacted through 

Mephistophilis; and second, that he squanders his time on 

trivialities. He has paid for his power by a compact with 

the forces of evil. Although he must surrender his most 

supreme possession at the end of the appointed period, 

Faustus recklessly utilizes his time. The movement of the 

play, which has been motivated and sustained by witchcraft, 

has now brought Faustus to the fulfillment of the bond. 

After rejecting the help which is offered him from his 

friends, Faustus waits for midnight and his appointment with 

his self-appointed destiny. When the clock strikes twelve, 

the devils carry a screaming Doctor Faustus to Hell. Ironi

cally, in order to obtain Faustus's soul, the devils tear 

his body "asunder" with their teeth and claws. This piece

meal tearing of the flesh parallels the threat that prompted 

Faustus earlier in the play to hie back to the fold of the 

Devil and reaffirm his faith in blood. 

We can thus see that the dramatic action has been 

structured and has been moved by the use of witchcraft. It 

is the lure of witchcraft and what it can do for Faustus in 

the fields of power, riches, and lust that prompts him to 



24 

complete the pact; and it is the fear of what the powers 

of darkness will do to him if he recants that keeps Faustus 

from turning to God. 

The next Renaissance drama which demonstrates the im

pact of witchcraft on its dramatic action is William Shake

speare's Macbeth. The influence of witchcraft in Macbeth 

is promptly initiated in the first scene of the first act 

when the three witches announce that they will meet upon the 

heath after the battle is "lost and won." After stating that 

the purpose of the heath meeting will be to meet with Mac

beth, they answer to the call of their familiars and state 

one of the themes of the play: "Fair is foul, and foul is 

fair: / Hover through the fog and filthy air" (I, i, 11-
7 

12).' 

Once at the heath, the First Witch, by telling her com

panions what she will do to a sailor whose wife cursed her, 

foreshadows the future condition of Macbeth. The old bel

dame states the following: 

I will drain him dry as hay: 
Sleep shall neither night nor day 
Hang upon his pent-house lid; 
He shall live like a man forbid. 

(I, iii, 18-21) 

The exciting force, the factor responsible for an immi

nent upsetting of balance, is soon provided when the witches 

proclaim the first prophecy in which Macbeth is hailed as 

thane of Glamis, thane of Cawdor, and "king hereafter." At 
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this point the theme of fear begins because the prophecy 

compliments a corresponding desire in Macbeth. A. C. Brad

ley states the following concerning this lack of innocence: 

But when Macbeth heard them he was not an inno
cent man. Precisely how far his mind was guilty 
may be a question; but no innocent man would have 
started, as he did, with a start of fear at the 
mere prophecy of a crown, or have conceived there
upon the thought of murder. Either this thought 
was not new to him, or he had cherished at least 
some vague dishonorable dream, the instantaneous 
recurrence of which, at the moment of his hearing 
the prophecy, revealed to him an inward and ter
rifying guilt.^ 

Thus, Macbeth is free to resist or accept the temptation 

which the prophecy springs upon him; but, regardless, the 

temptation to align himself with the forces of evil is 

already present. 

When Ross and Angus enter and tell Macbeth that he is 

now thane of Cawdor, Banquo exclaims, "What, can the devil 

speak true?" (I, iv, 10 7). He now apparently believes that 

the old beldames are truly witches who can prophesy the 

future. Macbeth regards the prophecy in a somewhat differ

ent light when he stages the following: 

This supernatural soliciting 
Cannot be ill, cannot be good: if ill. 
Why hath it given me earnest of success. 
Commencing in a truth? I am thane of Cawdor: 
If good, why do I yield to that suggestion 
Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair 
And make my seated heart knock at my ribs. 
Against the use of nature? Present fears 
Are less than horrible imaginings: 
My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical. 
Shakes so my single state of man that function 

/^ 
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Is smother'd in surmise, and nothing is 
But what is not. 

(I, iii, 130-142) 

Macbeth, apparently, is thinking of king killing; but he 

shifts suddenly to a different train of thought and puts the 

vileness of his innermost thoughts momentarily aside when he 

states, "If chance will have me king, why / chance may crown 

me, / Without my stir" (I, iii, 144-146) . At this point in 

the drama we must realize that witchcraft has provided us 

with the inciting moment, the moment the exciting force comes 

to focus in action. True, the action at this point is in

ternal, but the play has moved from balance to imbalance 

because of the motivation which the powers of evil have 

provided. Moreover, this motivation is enough to initiate 

actions which in turn initiate actions until the catastrophe 

is reached with the death of Macbeth. 

The prophecy, however, is not strong enough to motivate 

Macbeth to king killing, but it definitely provides Lady Mac

beth with the motivation needed to brow-beat her husband 

into committing the vile deed. Lady Macbeth reveals the 

extent which the evil prophecy has influenced her thoughts 

when she states the following: 
Hie thee hither. 

That I may pour my spirits in thine ear; 
And chastise with the valour of my tongue 
All that impedes thee from the golden round. 
Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem 
To have thee crown'd withal. 

(I, V, 23-31) 
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Moreover, it is Lady Macbeth, regardless of her husband's 

prophecy-fed ambition, who ultimately motivates Macbeth to 

murder Duncan. But the influence of witchcraft is neces

sary to bring the play to this point. 

The question of the bloody dagger and the voice which 

cries out that Macbeth shall sleep no more because he has 

murdered sleep, and their relationship to witchcraft is a 

difficult one. Are they merely hallucinations of Macbeth's 

heat-oppressed brain, or are they caused by the direct inter

vention of the evil forces in the play? The death of sleep 

corresponds to the foreshadowing mentioned earlier in this 

chapter; its inclusion surely goes byond mere coincidence, 

for Macbeth is unable to sleep after this point in the play. 

The bloody dagger, directly or indirectly, is produced by 

the powers of evil. It is academic as to whether this evil 

is the inherent evil within Macbeth and all men or evil 

represented by the witches. Regardless, the bloody dagger 

does not significantly influence Macbeth to murder Duncan. 

The murder of Banquo and the subsequent banquet scene 

attended by Banquo's ghost represent the turning point of the 

drama. More importantly, this turning point is brought about 

by the indirect influence of witchcraft on Macbeth. Macbeth 

fears that Banquo will, like himself, act to fulfill his half 

of the prophecy. Macbeth remembers that Banquo is a bold man 

who chided the witches when they first put the name of king 
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upon him. This fear of Banquo, motivated by a knowledge of 

the character of Banquo and the part of the prophecy apply

ing to Banquo, motivates Macbeth to have his friend killed. 

The appearance of Banquo's ghost at the banquet, imagined 

or real, is nonetheless very real for Macbeth. Its appear

ance is not only linked with the forces of darkness, but 

prompts a character revelation of Macbeth which turns the 

remaining forces of good against him. 

The witch scene involving the apparitions is signifi

cant because it gives Macbeth a false sense of security with 

which to fortify himself. Macbeth's whole course of action 

following this scene is built upon the belief that he has 

nothing to fear for he will be harmed by none of woman born 

and will never be vanquished till Birnam Wood shall come 

against him. When these two "impossibilities" come to pass, 

Macbeth learns that the witches are juggling fiends who have 

purposefully deceived him. The apparitions thus lend them

selves to the action of the catastrophe, which is a causal 

consequence of a chain of actions beginning with the inciting 

action. 

When we come to The Witch of Edmonton, we have a drama 

whose dramatic action is first motivated by the ancient folk 

belief of maleficium and then is sustained by an alliance 

with the powers of evil. The play has two plots, and each 

plot is moved to its ultimate catastrophe through the in

fluence of witchcraft. 
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Elizabeth Sawyer is representative of the village hag 

who is ultimately driven to witchcraft because of the in

human actions of her neighbors. The folk, of course, base 

their beliefs and thus their actions upon maleficium. 

After Elizabeth Sawyer is reviled and beaten by her 

tormentor. Old Banks, for gathering a few small sticks from 

his land for firewood, she curses him violently: 

Strike, do, and wither'd may that hand and arm 
Whose blows have lam'd me, drop from the rotten trunk. 
Abuse mel beat mel call me Hag and Witch! 
What is the name? where and by what Art learn'd? 
What spells, what charms, or invocations 
May the thing call'd Familiar be purchas'd?^ 

(II, i, 31-36) 

At this point in the drama she is ready to make liaison with 

evil spirits for protection and revenge. The motivation is 

maleficium, the belief in witchcraft. 

The inciting moment of the play, which has been prompted 

by Old Banks and the folk, is seen in the following speech 

by Dame Sawyer in which she reveals her destitute and reviled 

condition and in which she again speaks of the desire to 

have a familiar and be a witch: 

Still vex'd? still tortured? That Curmudgeon Banks, 
Is ground of all my scandal. I am shunn'd 
And hated like a sickness: made a scorn 
To all degrees and sexes. I have heard Old Beldames 
Talk of Familiars in the shape of Mice, 
Rats, Ferrets, Weasels, and I wot not what. 
That have appear'd, and suck'd, some say, their blood. 
But by what means they came acquainted with them, 
I'm now ignorant: would some power good or bad 
Instruct me which way I might be reveng'd 
Upon this churl, I'd go out of my self. 
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And give this Fury leave to dwell within 
This ruin'd cottage, ready to fall with age: 
Abjure all goodness: be at hate with prayer; 
And study Curses, Imprecations, 
Blasphemous speeches. Oaths, detested Oaths, 
Or any thing that's ill; so I might work 
Revenge upon this Miser, this black Cur, 
That barks and bites, and sucks the very blood 
Of me, and of my credit. 'Tis all one. 
To be a Witch, as to be counted one. 
Vengence, shame, ruine, light upon that Canker. 

(II, 1, 94-115) 

By cursing and uttering blasphemous speeches. Mother Sawyer 

has put herself under the power of Tom, the familiar or 

devil, who initially states that he comes to her out of love, 

and because he pities the wrongs committed against her, and 

because he seeks to enact a just revenge against her foes. 

His payment, of course, is a formal compact with her soul as 

payment for his services. His true nature is revealed when 

he threatens to tear her body in "a thousand pieces" if she 

refuses. After the compact, which is merely a sucking of 

Mother Sawyer's blood by the dog, she immediately seeks to 

put her familiar to work by ordering him to kill Old Banks. 

The devil, however, cannot kill unless the intended victim 

is found cursing and swearing. He can, however, mildew corn 

and kill cattle, and the old beldame immediately sets her 

evil force into action. This development, of course, height

ens the complication of this plot by further inciting the 

folk. 
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The turning point of the second plot, which is bound up 

with the story of Elizabeth Sawyer, takes place in the third 

act and is prompted by witchcraft. The misery of enforced 

marriage has resulted in Frank Thorney's adulterous and 

bigamous marriage to Susan Carter. Unable to endure the 

situation, Frank decides to leave with Winnifride and his 

"ill gotten coyn" and journey to some other country. Here, 

we have the question of the inherent evil which is allowed 

a free rein: Frank has sold his soul for a dowry. He 

realizes this fact when he states the following: 

When I was sold, I sold myself again 
(Some knaves have done't in Lands, and I in Body) 
For money, and I have the hire. 

(Ill, ii, 27-29) 

Later, as Frank is saying goodbye to Susan, under false 

pretences of course, the malefic dog enters and rubs up 

against Frank. This occurrence has a demonic effect on 

Frank; for, after confessing all to Susan, he promptly kills 

her. Finally, after Frank wounds himself, the demon-dog 

helps Frank tie himself up. The significance of all this 

action is that the demon has fed or influenced Frank's 

thought, thereby producing a killing, and has further compli

cated and furthered the dramatic action by helping Frank to 

appear innocent. Frank's fortunes are now on the decline be

cause of this murder which was motivated by witchcraft. 

Moreover, there will be another complication in the false 

arrests of Warbeck and Somerton. 
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The fourth act of the drama moves back to the witch 

plot and a witch hunt directed against Dame Sawyer. The 

reason, valid this time, is injury to their goods and their 

persons—maleficium. One of the folk aptly states their 

plight when he says: 

Our cattle fall, our Wives fall, our Daughters 
fall, and Maid-servants fall; and we ourselves 
shall not be able to stand, if this Beast be suf
fered to graze amongst us. 

(IV, ii, 12-14) 

After successfully escaping the wrath of the mob because of 

the intervention of a justice of the peace, the impenitent 

old woman calls her familiar spirit to her, and sets him on 

her old enemy Anne Ratcliff, "Who for a little Soap lick'd 

by [Her] Sow, / Struck, and almost had lam'd it" (IV, i, 

169-170). Ratcliff runs mad and beats out her brains. 

Finally, when Old Banks and his followers again attack her. 

Mother Sawyer is able to rout them with the aid of her 

familiar. The killing of Anne Ratcliff is the climax or 

turning point of the witch plot, and the death of Anne Rat

cliff will eventually result in the folk's coming back, 

regardless of Sawyer's familiar. 

The dog is ultimately the cause of the final reversals 

and catastrophes of both Frank Thorney and Elizabeth Sawyer. 

The dog or evil spirit enables the bloody dagger to be found 

that Frank used to kill Susan and betrays Elizabeth Sawyer by 

allowing her to be taken by the folk for practicing black 

magic. 
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The final Renaissance drama which we shall look at is 

William Shakespeare's The Tempest. The magic of Prospero, 

however, is not aligned with the powers of darkness, but is 

derived from a superior intellect. 

John Baptista Porta in Natural Magic makes the distinc

tion between the infamous practice of sorcery and natural 

magic, which is simply the miracle of nature. Man, through 

observation, study, and reason can see into the workings of 

nature and utilize this knowledge or "magic" for his own 

benefit. Moreover, this white magician is allied with a 

benign spirit, not a familiar, whom he controls because of 

his power of reason. Prospero uses his magic in the play 

to bring about penance, reconciliation, and marriage. To 

these ends, this magic sustains and furthers the dramatic 

action. 

Able to foresee coming events, Prospero raises a tem

pest which separates the king of Naples's ship from the 

remainder of the fleet and creates an illusion of the ship's 

sinking and the king's perishing. The ship is then brought 

safely to a harbour on the island with the crew stowed below 

in a forced slumber. The antagonists are also transported 

to the island "kingdom" of Prospero. Although all of this 

action is effected by Ariel, he is acting according to Pros

pero 's command. 
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Ferdinand is brought to Prospero and Miranda by the 

music of Ariel, which apparently has an effect on one's will 

The object of the meeting is to bring the two young people 

together so that love can spawn and result in the eventual 

sanctified wedding of nature and civilization. 

The action is further sustained by magic when Prospero, 

suspecting mischief from Sebastian and Antonio, sends Ariel 

to find them. Fortunately, Ariel arrives in time to sing 

the following message in Gonzalo's ear: 

While you here do snoring lie. 
Open-eyed conspiracy 

His time doth take 
If of life you keep a care. 
Shake off slumber, and beware: 

Awake, awake!l^ 

(II, i, 300-305) 

Without the intervention of magic, Gonzalo and Alonso would 

have been killed. 

The theme of repentance is initiated by magic when 

Ariel comes upon the banquet scene, causes it to vanish, and 

proceeds to tell Alonso, Sebastian, and Antonio that they 

are three men of sin whom Destiny has placed upon the island 

for their vile treatment, years before, of Prospero and 

Miranda. Prospero, unseen because of his invisibility, is 

the director of their actions upon the island. 

Prospero also uses his magic to prevent the ideal wed

ding from being marred. The masque in the fourth act is 

more than a celebration of the forthcoming marriage between 
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Ferdinand and Miranda. The masque, enacted by Spirits rep

resenting Greek deities, is a reminder to the couple to be 

chaste until after the formal marriage ceremony. 

In the fifth act we find the King of Naples, Sebastian, 

and Antonio imprisoned in the line-grove—their minds dis-

tracted--and Gonzalo, Adrian, and Francisco mourning over 

their companions' plight. Prospero finally abjures his 

rough magic, frees the enchanted prisoners, and allows the 

penitent attitudes of his former antagonists to take effect. 

Thus, through the use of magic, the dramatic action of the 

play is allowed to accomplish the themes of penance and rec

onciliation, and the stage is set for the wedding of nature 

with civilization. This point in the play, of course, is 

the denouement. 



CHAPTER III 

CHARACTERIZATION 

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the influence 

that witchcraft has upon characterization in representative 

Renaissance dramas. The basic method of disclosing char

acter is always through action and dialogue. Action, it 

must be understood, embraces far more than physical movement, 

Real action springs from the deep wells of purpose, of will, 

of character. But it is something behind actions and words 

which convinces us of a character's reality. We need to 

know why he acts as he does; we need to know his motivation. 

Motivation is the inner compulsion that determines choice 

and impels action, and an individual's actions are seen in 

their full significance only when we know his motivation. 

Witchcraft or magic provides the motivation in the following 

plays: The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor 

Faustus, Macbeth, The Witch of Edmonton, and The Tempest. 

For the purpose of this study, we shall see not only 

that witchcraft draws out what is latent in a character, but 

that a character also reveals himself by responding to the 

lures and temptations of witchcraft. The influence of witch

craft on character, however, is not limited to those char

acters who respond to what the devil offers through the 

36 
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black arts because of forces that arise within themselves. 

In The Witch of Edmonton, Mother Sawyer is driven to witch

craft because of external pressures, namely the folk belief 

in maleficium. It is her response to maleficium through an 

alliance with evil by which her character is revealed. 

Marlowe's Doctor Faustus is a powerful and compelling 

figure. Moreover, he is complex in that he is involved in 

a serious question for humanity: the eternal fate of one's 

soul. Faustus is cast by Marlowe as a man ranging between 

the two positions of pride and despair. Pride is the chief 

of the deadly sins; presumption is part of pride and can be 

pride at its most destructive level. One problem Faustus 

faces is falsely presuming on what he knows. Faustus strays 

from the guiding principle of "knowing thyself" coupled with 

knowledge and fear of the Lord. Faustus fails to realize 

that there is no end to the process of knowing one's weak

nesses and strengths. Faustus also suffers from despair. 

Now despair is a dreadful state of affairs because the vic

tim of despair questions God. If man despairs of God's help, 

he has cut off his main source of aid. Faustus does not 

realize that the vast gap between man and God is basically 

bridged by faith. This concept is the fundamental philo

sophical development lying behind Renaissance creativity. 

If man must largely depend on himself, he must have faith 

in order to align himself with God. Refusing to do anything 
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halfway, Faustus incorporates sloth into his life. Sloth 

is not a question of being occupied, but rather one of fail

ing to devote one's time to issues of paramount importance: 

the salvation of one's soul and the spiritual welfare of 

others. Faustus puts himself in the hazardous condition of 

spiritual sloth by remaining willfully impenitent and in a 

state of despair until the end. 

Faustus's embracing of witchcraft, as well as the sub

sequent rhythm of swaying between presumption and despair, 

is a self-motivated embrace of the route to destruction. 

Part of his basic ignorance is that he lacks the steadying 

knowledge of himself as well as of learning fundamental to 

Renaissance humanists. The objectives of learning in the 

Renaissance are fourfold. First: knowledge is pursued in 

order to know thyself. The English inherited this concept 

from the ancient Greeks; a fundamental tenet of this princi

ple is that one must seek out true knowledge of one's self 

before seeking other things. Of course, there is no end to 

the process of knowing oneself. Second: learning is closely 

allied with religion. In short, knowledge and fear of God 

are both the beginning and the end of all legitimate learn

ing. Third: social responsibility is emphasized in that 

learning should provide one with an understanding of one's 

relationship to and one's responsibility toward his fellow 

man. Fourth and last: an objective of knowledge is an 
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awareness that the soundness of one's wisdom will be proved 

in his conduct. Actions must thus testify to knowledge or 

learning. 

Marlowe devotes his first scene to a careful presenta

tion of Faustus's decision to take up magic. He examines 

the branches of higher learning as they are organized in 

the universities: philosophy, medicine, law, and theology. 

One by one the fields of learning are rejected because their 

ends do not satisfy his desire for power over life and death. 

His primary grievance is that he is still just a man. Dis

satisfied with his creature status, Faustus would like to 

possess the power of a god by making men live eternally or 

by raising the dead. 

Faustus's rejection of the fields of learning by quot

ing half-truths as if they are some kind of wisdom merely 

illustrates his presumption and culpable ignorance in sup

posing that he has mastered all legitimate learning. Faustus 

bids goodbye to divinity by joining together two premises 

which are glaring half-truths, for each of the propositions 

he cites from the Bible is drawn from contexts and passages 

that unite the helplessness of the sinner with the redeeming 

grace of God. Faustus states, "The reward of sin is death" 

(I, i, 40), but he suppresses "but the gift of God is eternal 

life through Jesus Christ our Lord" (Rom. vi:23). Faustus 

goes on to say that "If we say that we have no sin / We 
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deceive ourselves, and there's no truth in us" (I, i, 43-44), 

but he omits the clause which follows: "If we confess our 

sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness" (I John i. 8-9). Faus

tus 's error of stopping halfway in this text could not easily 

have gone unnoticed by the Elizabethan audience.^ 

Faustus's rapid sifting of his ill-digested learning 

only serves to illustrate his ignorance, his disinterest in 

truth, and his interest in power. To further his desire for 

power, riches, and godhead, Faustus turns to sorcery and il

lustrates his lack of intellectual power. Faustus thus 

finds all ordinary learning hollow and unsatisfying when 

compared to the black art and the metaphysics of magicians. 

The rejection of legitimate learning and the effect which 

sorcery has upon Faustus are seen in the following statement: 

Valdes, sweet Valdes, and Cornelius, 
Know that your words have won me at the last 
To practise magic and concealed arts; 
Yet not your words only, but mine own fantasy 
That will receive no object, for my head 
But ruminates on necromantic skill. 
Philosophy is odious and obscure; 
Both law and physic are for petty wits; 
Divinity is basest of the three. 
Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible and vile. 
'Tis magic, magic, that hath ravished me. 

(I, i, 101-111) 

Faustus is seeking a way of escape from the apparent insig

nificance of the human situation, but he falsely assumes 

that it can be accomplished outside of legitimate knowledge 

and without God as the focal point. 
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Faustus performs the ritual by which, he believes, the 

spirits of evil are forced to rise. When Mephistophilis 

arrives, Faustus naturally regards this as proof that his 

conjurings have brought the devil, but Mephistophilis dis

illusions him. Faustus's claims, he explains, did not compel 

him to come nor do they render him to be Faustus's servant. 

The following speech by Mephistophilis illustrates Faustus's 

foolish belief that he must get in touch with evil through 

the metaphysics of magicians: 

That was the cause, but yet per accidens, 
For when we hear one rack the name of God, 
Abjure the Scriptures and his Savior Christ, 
We fly in hope to get his glorious soul; 
Nor will we come unless he use such means 
Whereby he is in dnager to be damned. 
Therefore the shortest cut for conjuring 
Is stoutly to abjure the Trinity 
And pray devoutly to the prince of hell. 

(I, iii, 46-54) 

Faustus almost has to push himself off on the devil. 

Mephistophilis holds up Lucifer as a mirror in which Faustus 

can see himself, but Faustus is so blind and so enamoured 

of the idea of sorcery that he cannot see. When Faustus 

asks Mephistophilis why Lucifer is prince of Devils, 

Mephistophilis replies, "0, by aspiring pride and insolence, / 

For which God threw him from the face of heaven" (I, iii, 

68-69) . Mephistophilis again almost forgets his devilish 

mission and tells Faustus the truth about himself and hell 

in the following statement: 
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Why this is hell, nor am I out of it. 
Think'St thou that I who saw the face of God 
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven 
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 
In being deprived of everlasting bliss? 
O Faustus, leave these frivolous demands 
Which strike a terror to my fainting soul. 

(I, iii, 76-83) 

But Faustus, forever the fool, wants to be an all-powerful 

person or demi-god in the strictest material sense. His 

last concern is for his most precious possession as he 

states the following: 

Had I as many souls as there be stars, 
I'd give them all for Mephistophilis. 
By him I'll be great emperor of the world. 
And make a bridge through the morning air. 
To pass the ocean with a band of men. 
I'll join the hills that bind the Afric shore. 
And make that country continent to Spain, 
And both contributoiry to my crown. 
The Emperor shall not live but by my leave. 
Nor any potentate of Germany. 
Now that I have obtained what I desire, 
I'll live in speculation of this art 
Till Mephistophilis return again. 

(I, iii, 102-114) 

Mephistophilis thus gives Faustus adequate warning, but 

Faustus fails to realize the significance of the warning be

cause of his culpable ignorance and his self-motivated dreams 

of power and godhead through an alliance with evil. He 

should recognize in the agony of Mephistophilis the greatness 

of the Lord, but the lure of black magic obscures his vision. 

At this point we should remember that although witchcraft 

is a motivating force for Faustus, the basic motivation 

comes from Faustus himself. 
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Faustus ignores the arguments against the devil-compact, 

which are presented to him by his conscience and by the Good 

Angel, and chooses the honor, wealth, and power promised by 

Mephistophilis and the Evil Angel. However, Faustus wishes 

to reject the compact after viewing heaven and seeing the 

joys which he has denied himself; but he will not repent and 

thus despairs of God's help: "My heart is so hardened; I 

cannot repent" (II, ii, 18). His unpardonable sin is not 

the devil-compact, but rather his impenitent state of de

spair concerning the mercy and forgiveness of God. It is 

precisely this despair allied with presumption which casts 

Faustus as the agent of his own destruction. The lure of 

the black arts results in Faustus's aligning himself with 

the powers of evil; but Faustus's presumption, his culpable 

ignorance, and his continuous refusal to repent because of 

a despair of God's help will ultimately result in his catas

trophe. 

Part of Faustus's bargain with Lucifer is that Mephis

tophilis supply him with knowledge and power when requested. 

If Faustus were bright, he could discard Mephistophilis for 

not granting his demands in accord with the contract. An 

opportune time to do so occurs when Mephistophilis refuses 

to answer questions concerning heaven, hell, and the suprem

acy of God. Faustus does not even obtain the wife he re

quests, for the Devil is opposed to marriage because it is 

a sacred ritual sanctified by God. 
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Ironically enough, Faustus displays his lack of mastery 

concerning legitimate knowledge: he is unable to muster 

enough logic and courage to dispute the devil. If Faustus 

were a man of sound learning, the effect of the pageant of 

the seven deadly sins would be an admonition against sin. 

For Faustus, who is forever the fool, the parade is a diver

sion that allows him temporarily to avoid his spiritual 

agony. 

The apparitions give us an insight into the character 

of Faustus. Chief among these characteristics are Pride 

and Sloth. In his pride and ambition, Faustus denies God 

and attempts to gain the power of a god on earth. His false 

pride allows him to undergo the self-delusion that he has 

mastered legitimate knowledge. Faustus is slothful because 

he has not devoted himself to the issue of paramount im

portance: the salvation of his soul and the spiritual wel

fare of others; he uses his powers for evil or to make 

people laugh. This indifference or squandering of time and 

his lack of moderation lead us to the realization that he 

will probably squander all his chances for repentance. 

Although Faustus waivers between hope and despair 

throughout the play, especially as the twenty-four years 

draws to an end, he refuses to repent and save his soul be

cause he despairs of God's ability to save him, or because 

he fears bodily harm from Mephistophilis. An acceptance of 
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God's grace presupposes a faith in the power and forgiveness 

of God, but the "learned doctor" remains willfully impeni

tent and in a state of despair until the devils drag him 

screaming into the pit that is hell. 

Faustus thus reveals himself by what he does and does 

not do. He has an ambitious craze for power, wealth, and 

godhead; and witchcraft offers him an avenue by which it ap

pears that he may achieve these ends for a limited time. 

But his eventual damnation is a direct result of his self-

motivated pride, sloth, despair, and his failure to repent 

and accept the mercy of God. Faustus's fall is prompted by 

the lure of Black Magic, but the initial motivation lies 

within himself. He forgets that he must rise above sin for 

a desirable immortality. Ultimately, by despairing of God's 

mercy and by refusing contrition, Faustus gives up all the 

joys he could have known as an ordinary man and achieves a 

state of condemned immortality rather than divine immor

tality. 

The next Renaissance drama which demonstrates the im

pact of witchcraft on its characterization is William Shake

speare's Macbeth. Before we proceed with an analysis, 

perhaps it will again be helpful to emphasize that action 

must come from character, and it is character that lends 

itself to further the action. A. C. Bradley states the 

following: 
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The story or action of a Shakespearean tragedy 
does not consist, of course, solely of human ac
tions or deeds; but the deeds are the predominant 
factor. And these deeds are, for the most part, 
actions in the full sense of the word; not things 
done 'tween sleep and wake," but acts or omissions 
thoroughly expressive of the doer—characteristic 
deeds. The center of the tragedy, therefore, may 
be said with equal truth to lie in action issuing 
from character, or in character issuing in action."* 

The deeds of men thus result in the action of the play, but 

the main source of these deeds is character. Moreover, this 

study proposes that witchcraft influences character. A. C. 

Bradley supports this tenet in the following statement: 

But the supernatural is always placed in the clos
est relation with character. It gives a confirma
tion and a distinct form to inward movements already 
present and exerting an influence . . . . 

Yet, the ultimate responsibility must lie within the char

acter of the individual and not with external forces. 

Witchcraft in Macbeth prompts an already existing in

ternal condition within both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 

motivates them toward their respective catastrophe through 

actions which are representative of their character. Mac

beth is initially cast as the more sensitive and imaginative 

character, but he ultimately develops into a ruthless tyrant 

who is devoid of a restraining conscience. In contrast to 

the character of Macbeth is that of his wife. Lady Macbeth 

is initially cast as the more realistic and frank character 

in the beginning, but she ultimately evolves into a tormented 

soul who retreats into sleepwalking, hallucinations, and 



47 

madness. Witchcraft thus draws out and puts into action 

what is latent in these characters, but later produces a 

reversal in their personalities. 

The prophecy of the witches has a deep psychological 

and motivating influence on Macbeth. This prophecy, which 

promises Macbeth the kingship, motivates a latent ambition 

in him, and he reveals its impact by his external reaction 

to it. Banquo sees Macbeth's expression and states the 

following: "Good sir, why do you start; and seem to fear / 

Things that do sound so fair?" (I, iii, 51-52) . Now the 

witches perhaps lack an ability to read a person's thoughts 

outright, but they can do so by interpreting external re

actions. Walter Clyde Curry supports this in the following 

statement: 

The external causes upon which these predictions 
are based may to a certain extent be manipulated 
by these demonic forces; but the internal causes, 
i.e., the forces which move the will of Macbeth 
to action, are imperfectly known and only indi
rectly subject to their influence. They cannot 
read his inmost thoughts--only God can do that— 
but from observation of facial expression and 
other bodily manifestations, they surmise with 
comparative accuracy what passions drive him and 
what dark desires of his await their fostering. 
Realizing that he desires the kingdom, they 
prophesy that he shall be king, thus arousing his 
passions and inflaming his imagination to the ex
tent that nothing is but what is not.^ 

We do not, however, know exactly what Macbeth's thoughts are 

until he finds out that the prophecy has some truth as Ross 

hails him as thane of Cawdor. Macbeth thinks of murder 
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when he says to himself, "Two truths are told. As happy pro

logues to the swelling act / Of the imperial theme" (I, iii, 

128-129). But the "horrid image doth unfix [his] hair" 

(I, iii, 135) so much that Macbeth finally resolves to let 

chance crown him. However, when Duncan announces that Mal

colm will be the next king, the announcement has a deep 

psychological impact upon Macbeth, and he starts taking the 

witches' prophecy seriously. Macbeth calls night upon him

self as he states the following: 

The Prince of Cumberland! that is a step 
On which I must fall down, or else o'erleap. 
For in my way it lies. Stars, hide your fires; 
Let not light see my black and deep desires: 
The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be. 
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. 

(I, iv, 48-53) 

Yet, Macbeth still lacks the initial resolve of his wife. 

His vivid imagination and indicting conscience unite to pro

duce an inner turmoil which devastates his fledging resolve. 

After stating that Duncan is in his house under the double 

trust of both kinsman and guest, Macbeth says: 

And pity, like a naked new-born babe. 
Striding the blast, or heavens cherubim, horsed 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air. 
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye. 
That tears shall drown the wind. I have no spur 
To prick the sides of my intent, but only 
Vaulting ambition, which overleaps itself 
And falls on the other. 

(I, vii, 21-28) 

Macbeth never loses the awareness that ambition is leading 

him on a path against which he is powerless to resist; 
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this ambition is, of course, motivated and fed by the prom

ises of the witches. 

The prophecy and the self-motivated ambition, however, 

are not enough to prompt Macbeth to king killing. They lead 

him to the edge of a cliff where he is able to look down 

upon the horrible consequences and implications, but it is 

up to the prophecy-strengthened will of Lady Macbeth to 

force Macbeth over the edge and on to his catastrophe. 

The question of the bloody dagger, the voice that cries 

out that Macbeth shall sleep no more because he has murdered 

sleep, Banquo's ghost, and their relationship to witchcraft 

is complex. Are they caused by the direct intervention of 

the evil forces in the play, or are they merely hallucina

tions of Macbeth's heat-oppressed brain? Regardless of the 

source, these hallucinations, real or imagined, are very 

real for Macbeth. They represent his anxiety, his remorse, 

his conscience; they illustrate that Macbeth is highly sen

sitive and imaginative up to the murder of Banquo and the 

subsequent banquet scene attended by Banquo's ghost. 

After the murder of Banquo, Macbeth decides to go to 

the weird sisters and seek knowledge of the future. Macbeth 

is at the turning point in his character when he says, "I 

am in blood / Stepp'd in so far that, should I wade no more, 

/ Returning were as tedious as go o'er" (III, iv, 136-138). 

Now we must remember that this is the same man who 
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underwent such a psychological upheaval after the murder of 

Duncan that he raved that all the oceans in the world could 

not wash the blood from his hands. Macbeth rids himself of 

his conscience and completely dedicates himself to evil after 

listening to the half-truths of the apparitions. His pur

poseless butchery of Macduff's family signals this death

blow to his conscience; Macbeth*s evil nature is now beyond 

control, and he becomes an open tyrant who is feared by 

everyone. Macbeth, as Macduff states, is a true "hell-hound" 

who is eventually con^letely dedicated to evil and blood-

lust; he does not make a formal pact with the Devil, but 

Macbeth puts himself in harmony with all the forces of evil 

around him through his own will. Perhaps the only factor 

that keeps Macbeth from being utterly contemptible in our 

eyes is the fortitude which he displays after Birnam Wood 

comes to Duns inane. But even this display of courage is 

short-lived when, upon encountering Macduff on the battle

field, he refuses to fight Macduff upon learning that "Mac

duff was from his mother's womb / Untimely ripp'd" (V, viii, 

16) . The coming true of the prophecy cows his "better part 

of man" (V, viii, 18) , and Macbeth refuses to fight any 

further with Macduff. It is only when Macduff baits him 

with the promise of ridicule in captivity that Macbeth sheds 

his fear, fights, and is killed. 
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Macbeth's catastrophe is ultimately of his own doing. 

However, it takes the influence of witchcraft to draw out 

his true character, which is initially hampered by the 

drawstrings of conscience and imagination. 

Lady Macbeth's character, like Macbeth's, evolves out 

of her response and reaction to evil. But the progression 

of her character contrasts sharply to her husband's char

acter development. Lady Macbeth moves from an inflexible, 

firm-willed, realistic individual to a remorseful, sleep

walking, suicidal shadow of her former self. 

She is completely distinguished from Macbeth at the 

outset of the play; she possesses a strong and determined 

will which initially holds her own conscience, feelings, 

and imagination in check; she illustrates her complete de

votion and dedication to the fulfillment of the prophecy 

when she chastises her weak-willed husband after he balks 

before the deed of king-killing: 

What beast was't, then. 
That made you break this enterprise to me? 
When you durst do it, then you were a man; 
And, to be more than what you were, you would 
Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place 
Did then adhere, and yet you would make both: 
They have made themselves, and that their fitness 

now 
Does unmake you. I have given suck, and know 
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me: 
I would, while it was smiling in my face. 
Have pluck'd my nipple from his boneless gums. 
And dash'd the brains out, had I so sworn as you 
Have done to this. 

(I, vii, 47-58) 
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Lady Macbeth knows full well the character of her husband 

even before he balks at the ghastly enterprise. As she is 

musing over Macbeth's letter she states the following: 

Glamis thou art, and Cawdor; and shalt be 
What thou are promised: yet do I fear thy nature; 
It is too full o' the milk of human kindness 
To catch the nearest way: thou wouldst be great; 
Art not without ambition, but without 
The illness should attend it . . . . 

(I, iv, 16-21) 

Knowing full well what she must do to prompt her husband 

to king-killing. Lady Macbeth illustrates her determination 

and plan of attack by saying that she must pour her goading 

arguments into his ear. Moreover, she will "chastise with 

the valour of [her] tongue / All that impedes [him] from 

the golden round" (I, iv, 28-29). 

We have the impression, however, that Lady Macbeth's 

force of will and determination to fulfill the prophecy by 

king killing encounter a certain amount of inner resistance. 

Her latent ambition is strong enough to initially motivate 

her to action, but the following speech reveals a faulty 
fortitude: 

The raven himself is hoarse 
That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan 
Under my battlements. Come, you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here 
And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full 
Of direst cruelty! make thick my blood; 
Stop up the access and passage to remorse. 
That no compunctious visitings of nature 
Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 
The effect and it! Come to my woman's breasts. 
And take my milk for gall, you murdering ministers. 
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Wherever in your sightless substances 
You wait on nature's mischief! Come, thick night. 
And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell. 
That my keen knife see not the wound it makes. 
Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark, 
To cry "hold, hold!" 

(I, V, 39-54) 

This appalling invocation to the spirits of evil to unsex 

her and fill her from the "crown to the toe topfull of direst 

cruelty" aptly illustrates her determination to crush an in

ward protest that will eventually win out after Duncan is 

killed. 

During and soon after the murder scene. Lady Macbeth 

supports Macbeth through her strong will, courage, and real

ism. Although she must nerve herself with wine, she nonethe

less chastises Macbeth for his wild imaginings immediately 

after the murder of Duncan by reducing the voices to Macbeth's 

imagination. When Macbeth refuses to smear the grooms with 

blood, she again steels herself to action as she states: 

Infirm of purpose! 
Give me the daggers; the sleeping and the dead 
Are but as pictures: 'tis the eye of childhood 
That fears a painted devil. If he do bleed, 
I'll gild the faces of the grooms withal; 
For it must seem their guilt. 

(II, ii, 53-58) 

The want of imagination, though it helps to make Lady Mac

beth strong for immediate action, is fatal to her in the end. 

If she does not feel beforehand the cruelty of Duncan's 

murder, her response arises mainly because she hardly imagines 

the act. Nor does she foresee the inward consequences which 
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reveal themselves immediately in her husband, and less 

quickly in herself. 

The development of her character is in marked contrast 

to that of Macbeth. After the death of Duncan, the dis

covery of its hideousness comes to Lady Macbeth with the 

same shock with which her guests greet it. When we see her 

again, the glory of her dream has faded. She is now disil

lusioned and without sleep. The enterprise which was to 

have brought glory and a closer relationship between her 

and Macbeth has only served to keep them apart. Macbeth 

has come into his own and now acts on his own initiative; 

he plans the murder of Banquo and Macduff's family without 

consulting her. Although Lady Macbeth does come forward 

and keep Macbeth from completely revealing himself at the 

banquet scene, her will and strength are on the wane, and 

her imagination and conscience are on the rise. When we 

see her next in the sleepwalking scene, she is overcome 

with disillusionment and despair. Completely separated from 

her husband, she must depend upon herself for support, but 

this crutch is not enough. Lady Macbeth's conscience and 

imagination are aptly reflected as she says, "Here's the 

smell of the blood still: All the / perfumes of Arabia will 

not sweeten this little hand" (V, iii, 55-56). Her later 

suicide, of course, represents the ultimate death of will 

and the triumph of despair, but it is at least a release 

from the sleepwalking and madness which plague her. 
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Macbeth thus provides us with a vivid characterization 

of both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. They are awe-inspiring 

tragic figures who demonstrate the depth of their cognitive 

beings with characteristic grandeur and terror. Their ambi

tion and latent evil natures are motivated and drawn out by 

witchcraft, but the ultimate responsibility for their ac

tions must rest with their respective characters. Moreover, 

the reversal of the initial dominant traits in each char

acter illustrates that these characters are not static, but 

evolving throughout the play under the influence of witch

craft. 

The Witch of Edmonton presents us with not only a real

istic characterization of a witch, Elizabeth Sawyer, but a 

commentary on evil through the contrasting characterization 

of Frank Thorney. Both characters represent two different 

approaches and motivations toward evil. 

Elizabeth Sawyer has no inherent desire to make a com

pact with the Devil for the purposes of malice or material 

gain, but her circumstances force her to meet hate with hate 

and physical abuse with physical abuse. Because she is old, 

deformed, and ignorant, Elizabeth Sawyer is suspected of 

being a witch; the folk heap their malice upon the old 

beldame and blame her for their crop failures, their sick

nesses, and their sudden unexplained deaths. The following 

statement by the old hag reveals her condition: 
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And why on me? why should the envious world 
Throw all their scandalous malice upon me? 
^Cause I am poor, deform'd and ignorant. 
And like a Bow buckl'd and bent together. 
By some more strong in mischiefs then my self? 
Must I for that be made a common sink. 
For all the filth and rubbish of Men's tongues 
To fall and run into? Some call me Witch; 
And being ignorant of my self, they go 
About to teach me how to be one: urging. 
That my bad tongue (by their bad usage made so) 
Forespeaks their Cattle, doth bewitch their Corn, 
Themselves, their Servants, and their Babes at nurse. 
This they enforce upon me: and in part 
Make me credit to it. 

(II, i, 1-15) 

There is thus a gradual influence upon Dame Sawyer by the 

ill treatment meted out to her by the folk, especially Old 

Banks. 

Out of desperation and a natural desire to revenge her

self upon her tormentors, Elizabeth makes contact with the 

forces of evil through Tom, the familiar in the form of a 

black dog. Elizabeth, however, is ignorant of the price she 

must pay for the powers of evil as she responds to the dev

il's statement that she must surrender her soul and body to 

him: "Out, alas! My Soul and Body?" (II, i, 129). The 

devil, seeing her will falter, acts quickly and tells her, 

"And that instantly, / And seal it with thy blood: if thou 

deniest, / I'll tear thy body in a thousand pieces" (II, i, 

131-132). Elizabeth Sawyer replies that she does not know 

where to seek relief and asks the devil again whether she 

will have revenge upon those who have wronged her. This 



57 

desire for revenge is foremost in her mind and melts her 

resolve to forego the compact. 

After the compact, the devil tells her he is ready to 

do any mischief, but Elizabeth simply wants to be revenged 

upon her oppressors; chief among these is Old Banks, who has 

repeatedly persecuted her. Old Banks has even beaten the 

old woman to the extent that she is lame. Again, Elizabeth 

Sawyer is motivated by the natural desire for revenge and 

self-protection; witchcraft is a means to these ends. The 

idea of forfeiting her soul is abhorrent to her, but she 

has little choice between the actions of the folk and the 

threats of the devil. 

But the powers of evil do not bring Elizabeth Sawyer 

any respite from the hatred of the folk. The injuries in

flicted upon them by her familiar only serve to feed their 

maleficium-based hatred. The witch states the following in 

a moment of reflection and revelation: 

Still wrong'd by every Slave? and not a Dog 
Bark in his Dames defence? I cam call'd Witch, 
Yet am my self bewitched from doing harm. 
Have I given up my self to thy black lust 
Thus to be scorn'd? not see me in three days? 
I'm lost without my Tomalin: prithee come. 
Revenge to me is sweeter far than life; 
Thou art my Raven, on shose cole-black wings 
Revenge comes flying to me: 0 my best love! 

(V, i, 1-9) 

This lonely, reviled old woman lives for revenge, but it is 

a hollow victory because her "familiar" eventually deserts 
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her and leaves her to the mercy of the folk. Having no 

malefic power of her own, she is soon taken to the gallows. 

Before her death she undergoes the proper enlightenment by 

repenting and saying that there is "no damned Conjurer like 

the Devil" (V, iii, 51). 

The second plot of the play presents a situation in

volving a forced marriage and an entirely different motiva

tion for aligning one's self with evil. Frank Thorney does 

not align himself with evil for revenge, but for material 

gain; moreover, the initial motivating force is not witch

craft, but the latent evil which resides in his character. 

Frank's father. Old Thorney, has negotiated an advan

tageous marriage for Frank with Susan Carter, daughter of a 

well-to-do yeoman of Hertfordshire, near Edmonton. Susan 

Carter's dowery, as Old Thorney tells Frank, is absolutely 

necessary to save the father from ruin; the Thorney lands 

are mortgaged disastrously. Furthermore, Susan has already 

fallen in love with Frank. She is quick to reject Master 

Warbeck, who has come a-wooing along with Somerton, the lover 

of Susan's sister Katherine. And Old Carter dislikes War

beck, but likes Frank. Under all this pressure, Frank agrees 

to and goes through with a marriage he knows is bigamous, 

since he is already married to Winnifride. Frank's decision 

to criminally deceive Susan, her father, and his own father 

is prompted by the need for money so that he may flee with 
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Winnifride. Frank's decision is ironic because he states 

early in the play that if he is untrue to Winnifride, "let 

Heaven / Inflict upon [his] life some fearful ruine" (I, 

i/ 6) . Although Frank does not have a formal compact with 

Satan, he aligns himself with the arch-demon by thought and 

action. Old Thorney does not know how close to the truth he 

really is when, upon suspecting Frank is already married to 

Winnifride, he calls his son a monster and a devil: 

O thou art a Villain! 
A Devil like a Man. Wherein have I 
Offended all the Powers so much, to be 
Father to such a graceless godless Son? 

(I, ii, 155-158) 

Frank soon reveals the truth of his father's accusation when 

he marries Susan for her dowry, committing bigamy in the 

process, and then siabsequently kills her. 

The murder is prompted by Mother Sawyer's familiar, 

but the hideous deed first originates in Frank's warped 

mind. After the demon-dog rubs against Frank, he states: 

"Thank you for that. Then I'll ease all at once. / 'Tis 

done now: what I ne'er thought on. You shall not go back" 

(III, iii, 15-16). The second plot aptly illustrates the 

fact that the capacity for evil is in all people. The 

familiar reinforces this tenet when he states the following: 

I'll thus much tell thee: Thou never art so distant 
From an evil Spirit, but that thy Oaths, 
Curses and Blasphemies pull him to thine Elbow: 
Thou never telst a lie, but that a Devil 
Is within hearing it; they evil purposes 
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Are ever haunted; but when they come to act. 
As they Tongue slaundering, bearing false witness. 
Thy hand stabbing, stealing, cozening, cheating. 
He's then within thee: thou play'st, he bets upon 

thy part; 
Although thou lose, yet he will gaine by thee. 

(V, i, 127-136) 

This passage is basic to an understanding of evil in rela

tion to character. Evil, which is inherent in man, once 

initiated into thought and action, draws the devil and puts 

one in an unwritten compact with him. The responsibility, 

however, always lies with the individual. 

Mother Sawyer reveals herself as reluctant to acquiesce 

to the demands of the devil; but her desire for revenge, 

coupled with the devil's threats, prompts her to make the 

compact. She does not make the compact because of any am

bitious desire or out of a perverted sense of malice against 

humanity. The initial motivation is the continual maleficium-

based hatred of the folk. Once she has made the compact, her 

only wish is for protection and revenge. Frank Thorney, on 

the other hand, is prompted to evil and thus an informal 

compact with the Devil by his avaricious desire for money. 

Not content with bigamy and theft by false pretences, he 

must salve his perverted conscience and guarantee his escape 

by killing Susan. But this choice only serves to further 

his ensnarement in evil. His is by far the worst sin, but 

both characters are equally damned because they have exer

cised free choice in the matter. 
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The final Renaissance drama to be considered in rela

tion to characterization is The Tempest. Prospero's magic 

or powers represent something entirely alien to black magic; 

his magic must be regarded as resulting from a superior in

tellect in tune with the laws of nature. In short, Pros

pero ' s natural magic, which is devoted to the accomplishment 

of good, represents the dawn of science. Prospero's use of 

this magic and his final abjuration of it provide us with 

insight into this ideal man of the Renaissance. 

In the pre-play, Prospero had neglected his duties as a 

ruler, and given his brother Antonio the responsibility and 

power of rule while Prospero "to [his] state grew stranger, 

being transported / And rapt in secret studies" (I, ii, 76-

77) . Antonio had obligated the dukedom to bow and to pay 

tribute for an alliance with the King of Naples; not content 

with this, Antonio successfully conspired with the King of 

Naples to displace and banish Prospero and his daughter from 

the kingdom. Prospero's neglect of the dukedom is thus due 

to his studies of magic, and this negligence has prompted 

disorder in the dukedom. 

Prospero's magic does, however, ultimately lend itself 

to there-establishment of order; moreover, Prospero, with 

the use of his natural magic, brings about reconciliation, 

repentance, and the ideal marriage of society with nature. 

Magic enables Prospero to re-establish contact with his 
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enemies and with his old friend, Gonzalo. This renewed con

tact with humanity produces or allows a situation to unfold 

in which there can be a supreme test of both Prospero's and 

his enemies' characters. Allied with this influence of 

magic, of course, is the test of chastity regarding Ferdinand 

and Miranda. The kind and benevolent nature of Prospero is 

initially seen in the play when he calms Miranda's fears con

cerning the people aboard the tempest-tossed ship: 

Wipe thou thine eyes; have comfort. 
The direful spectacle of the wreck, which touch'd 
The very virtue of compassion in thee, 
I have with such provision in mine art. 
So safely ordered that there is no soul--
No, not so much perdition as an hair 
Betid to any creature in the vessel 
Which thou heard'st cry, which thou saw'st sink. 

(I, ii, 26-30) 

Prospero has commanded his benign spirit, Ariel, to protect 

all those aboard the ship. 

Prospero embodies the objectives of learning in the 

Renaissance. He has profited from the past and couples this 

knowledge with the present into knowledge of himself. Al

lied with this principle is his responsibility toward and 

his relationship to his fellow man. Prospero realizes that 

his rightful place as ruler of Milan must be regained, but 

equally important is his method of educating Antonio, Alonso, 

and Sebastian to the principles of right conduct. Prospero 

also realizes that the soundness of one's wisdom must be 

proved in one's conduct. Prospero's abjuring of magic 



63 

symbolizes this ultimate test of wisdom; magic has been a 

tool to ultimate knowledge, and now that he has arrived at 

the great potential which the Renaissance humanists see in 

learning, in addition to the attainment of his desired goals 

of penance, reconciliation, and marriage, he does not need 

it any more. Prospero is thus approaching the perfection of 

the ideal Renaissance man. 

During the brief span of this chapter we have seen the 

impact which witchcraft or magic has upon characterization 

in representative Renaissance dramas. For the most part, 

witchcraft responds to and draws out what is latent in char

acter; the lure is generally ambition, power, material gain. 

However, witchcraft may be embraced solely because of ex

ternal pressures as is the case of Mother Sawyer. Her re

sponse to the external pressures via witchcraft reveals her 

character. The Tempest provides a fine characterization of 

a man who first falls from grace because of natural magic, 

but who gains wisdom from his experience, and ultimately 

utilizes legitimate magic to approach the perfection of the 

ideal Renaissance man. 



CHAPTER IV 

MOOD 

This final chapter traces the influence that witchcraft 

and magic have upon the mood (atmosphere) in representative 

dramas, of the English Renaissance. With one exception, we 

shall see that there is a juxtaposition of the serious and 

the comic in the plays under consideration. This mixing of 

moods creates an ironic heightening of dramatic tension re

garding the serious mood. The following plays will be con

sidered in relation to the formative impact of witchcraft 

and magic upon the serious and comic moods: The Tragical 

History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, Macbeth, 

The Witch of Edmonton, and The Tempest. 

In The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor 

Faustus, the uncertainty of Faustus's fate continually holds 

the audience or reader in a state of suspense throughout the 

play. Equally important, the subplot ironically heightens 

the awareness of Faustus's follies. More than once, the 

clowns, Robin and Dick [Rafe], who dabble in magic, achieve 

more than Faustus does without bargaining with their souls. 

The serious mood in The Tragical History of the Life 

and Death of Doctor Faustus is extremely suspenseful. And 

this suspense results from the struggling conscience of 

64 
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Faustus; Faustus's struggle between the extremities of hope 

and despair posits the possibility that he will repent and 

accept the redeeming grace of God. Lily B. Campbell main

tains that it is precisely the fluctuation of Faustus be

tween redeeming hope and damning despair which maintains 

the intensity of suspense throughout the play. 

And I submit that it is not the initial sin and 
its consequences that hold us in suspense as we 
read or behold Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. Rather 
it is the continuing struggle of conscience, the 
conflict between hope and despair, where hope 
would lead him to God again and despair would 
keep him from salvation, that make the suspense 
of the play. The outcome remaining in doubt till 
the eleventh hour, the tension continues through
out the play and gives it its peculiar dramatic 
compulsion.-^ 

Faustus's inner-torment is revealed as he sits in his 

study and waits for Mephistophilis to return with the com

pact. Faustus states the following: 

Now Faustus must thou needs be damned. 
And canst thou not be saved. 
What boots it then to think on God or heaven? 
Away with such vain fancies, and despair; 
Despair in God, and trust in Beelzebub. 
Now go not backward; Faustus, be resolute. 
Why waver'St thou? 0, something soundeth in mine ear: 
'Abjure this magic; turn to God again.' 
Ay, and Faustus will turn to God again! 
To God? He loves thee not. 
The God thou serv'st is thine own appetite. 
Wherein is fixed the love of Beelzebub. 
To him I'll build an alter and a church. 
And offer lukewarm blood of new-born babies. 

(II, i, 1-14) 

Faustus has previously abjured the trinity and now "rational

izes" that he must despair of God's help; but Faustus's 
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conscience tells him to abjure the damning magic and to trust 

in God. Faustus correctly states his obstacle when he says 

that his God is ambition (appetite) and witchcraft will fur

ther that end. The chilling parody of divine supplication 

adds to the suspense of this scene. The uncertainty as to 

the final outcome of the action has thus been set in motion, 

and this suspense continues until the last when Faustus is 

finally carried down to hell by the devils. 

Now drama is a portrayal of tension from the exciting 

force or inciting moment to the ultimate catastrophe or 

resolution; but there is an effect of tightening up in drama, 

and this dramatic tension or intensification of the serious 

mood denotes crucial events within the drama and prompts 

heightened attention within the audience or reader. Faustus's 

conscience provides us with this heightened tension again and 

again. When his blood congeals so that he cannot sign the 

compact, we are again provided with a superb example of this 

intensification of the serious mood. Mephistophilis looks 

for a chafer of fire by which to dissolve Faustus's blood, 

and Faustus says: 

What might the staying of my blood portend? 
Is it unwilling I should write this bill? 
Why streams it not that I may write afresh? 
'Faustus gives to thee his soul.' Ah, there it stayed. 
Why shouldst thou not? Is not thy soul thine own? 

(II, i, 63-67) 
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The rejection of the compact by Faustus's blood, the seat of 

life, does not deter Faustus. The promises of witchcraft 

are too strong a* motivating force. 

Another significant case of conscience arises after 

Faustus views heaven. The glorious nature of heaven and the 

sense of what he has recklessly thrown away prompts his con

science to rebel against the compact. Faustus sways very 

close to repentance, but finally states: 

My heart is hardened; I cannot repent. 
Scarce can I name salvation, faith, or heaven. 
But fearful echoes thunder in mine ears: 
'Faustus, thou art damned!' Then swords and knives. 
Poison, guns, halters, and envenomed steel 
Are laid before me to dispatch myself; 
And long ere this I should have done the deed. 

(II, ii, 18-25) 

The depth of Faustus's sense of loss materializes into 

thoughts of suicide, a form of despair. Faustus, however, 

overcomes this desire for suicide and mollifies his sense of 

despair as he says, "Why should I die then, or basely de

spair? / I am resolved; Faustus shall not repent" (II, ii, 

31-32) . The mood now shifts from despair and suicide to one 

of defiance. Faustus exhibits an independent, egotistical 

attitude that aptly serves to illustrate his base ignorance 

and his self-destructive attitude. At this point, Faustus 

alienates himself from man and God; this alienation continues 

to lead him on the destructive path of despair towards dam

nation. 
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Faustus's resolve is short lived; for, after Mephistoph

ilis refuses to tell him who made the world and advises him 

to dwell on hell, Faustus says, "Is't not too late?" (II, 

ii, 78). Faustus's conscience prompts the entrance of the 

Good and Evil Angels who argue over the possibility of salva

tion through repentance. The dramatic tension of this scene 

is extremely high. Faustus's desire for repentance and sal

vation is so strong that he passionately cries out, "0 

Christ, my Savior, my Savior, / Help to save distressed 

Faustus' soul" (II, ii, 83-84). This supplication to Christ 

is the correct course of action for Faustus to take, but he 

must realize that "God's help begins where man's extremity 
2 

ends." Joseph McCullen posits this idea and goes on to say 

that Faustus "must rouse himself to claim offered grace, or 
3 

his sloth will bring him nearer to final despair." This 

situation is so critical that it prompts Lucifer and Beelze

bub, princes of hell, to come and successfully overcome 

Faustus's conscience. The weak hope of Faustus in addition 

to the failure to assert his will continue this process of 

fluctuation between repentance (hope) and despair until the 

end of the play when despair ultimately wins out. The sus

pense thus continues to characterize the mood of the drama 

until Faustus is carried screaming down to hell crying, "Ugly 

hell, gape not! Come not, Lucifer! /I'll burn my books! 

Ah, Mephistophilis!" (V, ii, 186-187). 
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The progressive disintegration in Faustus brings comic 

relief into the tragedy to echo clownishly what he is doing 

to himself. The problem with regard to comedy in tragedy is 

always to distinguish between "comic relief" which does noth

ing but afford a change of mood, probably to the detriment 

of the unity of the work, and "comic relief" which is an 

integral part of the play. The subplot in The Tragical His

tory of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus provides the 

constructive form of comic relief; the bumpkins, Wagner, 

Robin, and Dick, produce an ironic commentary on the main 

plot. 

The fourth scene of the first act presents a parody of 

Faustus's situation. Wagner forces an unwilling Robin, the 

clown, to agree to be his slave after raising two devils, 

Banio and Belcher. When Robin asks Wagner if he will teach 

him "this conjuring occupation?" (II, i, 37), Wagner re

plies, "Ay, sirrah. I'll teach thee to turn thyself to a 

dog, or a cat, / or a mouse, or a rat, or any thing" (II, i, 

38-39). Robin joyously replies, "A dog, or a cat, or a 

mouse, or a rat! 0 brave Wagner!" (II, i, 40). Faustus, 

like Robin, becomes the slave of Mephistophilis. But Faustus 

forfeits his soul in return for paltry feats of magic which 

are as valueless as the desire exhibited by Robin for the 

power of transfiguration. Robin eventually manages to ob

tain one of Faustus's conjuring books, and enlisting Dick 
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in his foolishness, conjures Mephistophilis up with some

thing akin to mumbo jumbo. For troubling Mephistophilis, 

these two clowns are turned into the likeness of an ape and 

a dog. Robin and Rafe, unlike Faustus, learn their lesson 

quickly and abjure magic. Most important, they have not 

bargained their souls away. 

The strengthening of the main plot by the subplot pro

vides an ironic heightening of tension in the play. The 

clowns' foolishness parodies Faustus's situation, but they 

profit from their foolhardiness and Faustus does not. 

The opening scene in Macbeth introduces the witches in 

a desert place to the accompaniment of a storm associated 

with the croaking of a toad, the howling of a cat, and the 

presence of fog and filthy air. The keynote of the play is 

struck by the presence of these creatures of bad omen. We 

have foreshadowed for us the struggle between the forces of 

evil and the power of good in which Macbeth is to be involved 

"Fair is foul, and foul is fair" (I, i, 11). is the keynote of 

the play, for what is good to other people is foul and evil 

to them, and that which appears outwardly fair, Macbeth, is 

foul at heart. Moreover, this scene, revealing these spec

tral, horrible agents of evil, introduces and sets the mood 

of evil which continues throughout the play. 

The weird sisters next meet upon the heath near Forres. 

While they await the arrival of Macbeth, they recount their 
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evil deeds and reveal their malicious natures. The first 

witch tells of her punishment of the sailor whose wife had 

refused to give her chestnuts. The beating of a drum an

nounces the arrival of Macbeth, and the witches, using the 

magic numbers three and nine, wind up a charm that they are 

going to effect upon Macbeth. Macbeth's first speech, "So 

foul and fair a day I have not seen" (I, iii, 38),immediately 

connects him with the keynote of the play: "Fair is foul, 

and foul is fair" (I, i, 11). The external conditions, the 

raging storm, parallel the internal conditions of Macbeth 

and his wife. The lure of the crown is most fair to them, 

but it requires a deed most foul to secure it. Moreover, 

the attainment of the crown, ironically enough, portends 

disastrous (foul) consequences for them. Both Macbeth and 

his wife confuse appearance with reality; what should be 

glorious and rewarding is vile and disastrous. The prophecy 

provides the play with its exciting force for it unleases 

the inherent evil in Macbeth which, fortified by the incit

ing action, runs its course and creates disorder, destruc

tion, and death. 

The dramatic tension is perhaps greatest when Macbeth 

and his wife invoke or respond directly to evil or witch

craft. When Macbeth's thoughts turn to murder, he calls 

night upon himself by saying: 

Star, hide your fires; 
Let not light see black and deep desires: 
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The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be. 
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. 

(I, iv, 50-53) 

Macbeth invokes the night to hide his evil desires, but he 

is not to be outdone by his wife who says. 

The raven himself is hoarse 
That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan 
Under my battlements. Come you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here. 
And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full 
Of direst cruelty! make thick my blood; 
Stop up the access and passage to remorse, 
That no compunctious visitings of nature 
Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 
The effect and it! Come to my woman's breasts. 
And take my milk for gall, you murdering ministers. 
Wherever in your sightless substances 
You wait on nature's mischief! Come thick night. 
And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell. 
That my keen knife see not the wound it makes, 
Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark. 
To cry 'Hold, hold!' 

(I, V, 39-55) 

This stunning sililoquy not only serves as a supplication to 

and evoking of the evil powers, but also intensifies the 

serious mood of the drama. Lady Macbeth, like her husband, 

thus calls night upon herself and aligns herself with the 

powers of evil. This need for darkness seems to be conducive 

for evil to occur in the drama. Bradley posits this atmo

sphere of the night in the following statement: 

A Shakespearean tragedy, as a rule, has a spe
cial tone or atmosphere of its own, quite percept
ible, however difficult to describe. The effect 
of this atmosphere is marked with unusual strength 
in Macbeth.^ 

Bradley becomes more specific in his next paragraph: 
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Darkness, we may even say blackness, broods 
over this tragedy. It is remarkable that almost 
all the scenes what at once recur to memory take 
place either at night or in some dark spot.^ 

The dagger scene, the murder of Duncan, the second meeting 

with the witches, and the murder of Banquo all occur at 

night. Perhaps Bradley is most correct when he says, "The 

blackness of night is to the hero a thing of fear, even of 

horror; and that which he feels becomes the spirit of the 

play." Both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth realize the conducive 

nature of darkness to the accomplishment of evil deeds when 

they first call night upon themselves. Macbeth reveals this 

quality of darkness again when he hints at his course of 

action regarding Banquo and Fleance: 

There's comfort yet; they are assailable; 
Then be thou jocund: ere the bat hath flown 
His cloister'd flight, ere to black Hecate's summons 
The shard-borne beetle with his drowsy hums 
Hath rung night's yawning peal, there shall be done 
A deed of dreadful note. 

(Ill, ii, 39-44) 

The alliance between darkness and evil is even more apparent 

in his next statement as Macbeth calls night upon himself and 

his country. 

Come, seeling night. 
Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day; 
And with thy bloody and invisible hand 
Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond 
Which keep me pale! Light thickens; and the crow 
Makes wing to the rooky wood: 
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse; 
While night's black agents to their preys do rouse. 

(Ill, ii, 46-53) 
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Light is representative of "life, virtue, and goodness," 

while darkness denotes "evil and death."^ 

Another axiom of evil is fear.^ The theme of fear be

gins upon the heath as the witches proclaim the prophecy; 

Macbeth recoils as the prophecy ignites the latent coals of 

evil ambition that smolder within him. Banquo comments on 

Macbeth's reaction by saying, "Good sir, why do you start; 

and seem to fear / Things that do sound so fair? (I, iii, 

51-52). Although fear characterizes Macbeth's predominate 

emotion before and during the murder scene, it is only after 

Duncan's murder that fear seems to dominate the lives of 

Macbeth and his wife. Lady Macbeth relates her dread of 

fear in the following statement: 

Nought's had, all's spent. 
Where our desire is got without content: 
'Tis safer to be that which we destroy 
Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy. 

(Ill, ii, 4-7) 

This speech poses a death wish and in doing so possibly fore

shadows her later suicide. Moreover, Lady Macbeth's strong 

will is succumbing to the disintegrating force of fear. 

Macbeth echoes his dread of fear when he says, "We have 

scotch'd the snake, not kill'd it: / She'll close and be her

self, whilst our poor malice / Remains in danger of her 

former tooth" (III, ii, 13-15). Fear is like a snake, but 

Macbeth will not succeed in killing it; the snake of fear 

will eventually recoil and destroy Macbeth and his wife. 
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Macbeth goes on to plot and attempt the murder of Banquo and 

Fleance because he fears Banquo will attempt to usurp the 

throne. But even this action does not extinguish Macbeth's 

fear, for when he learns that Fleance has escaped, Macbeth 

says the following: 

Then comes my fit again: I had else been perfect. 
Whole as the marble, founded as the rock. 
As broad and general as the casting air: 
But now I am cabin'd, cribb'd, confined, bound in 
To saucy doubts and fears. But Banquo's safe? 

(Ill, iv, 21-25) 

Macbeth must hear again that Banquo is dead, but the fear is 

still present as he continues with the imagery of the snake 

of fear: 

Thanks for that. 
There the grown serpent lies; the worm that's fled 
Hath nature that in time will venom breed. 
No teeth for the present. 

(Ill, iv, 28-31) 

The most important aspect of these two passages, however, is 

that Macbeth's kingdom has shrunk to a microcosm of fear. 

Macbeth, by calling evil upon himself and shrouding himself 

in darkness, cannot engage in rational reflection. His 

world, and thus the world of the play, is bounded by fear. 

This same fear prompts him to subject Scotland to tyranny 
and terror. 

In still another attempt to soothe his ever-present 

fear, Macbeth seeks out the witches. He wants the future to 

hold no surprises for him and thus commands the witches to 

reveal the future to him. But as Macbeth's fears become 



76 

partially quenched. Lady Macbeth's fears continue to rise. 

Her strong will eventually succumbs completely to fear as 

she engages in somnambulism during her sleeping hours and 

refuses to be without light during her waking hours; the 

night and its connotative image of evil must be shut out. 

Lady Macbeth's suicide is her ultimate attempt to "scotch" 

the snake of fear. Macbeth, as we soon learn, does not fare 

much better in his attempts to rid himself of fear, for the 

half-truths of the witches soon come to light as Burnam 

Wood comes to Dunsinane and the truth concerning Macduff's 

birth become apparent. Macbeth reflects the effect which 

fear has upon him as he states the following: 

Accursed be that tongue that tells me so. 
For it hath cow'd my better part of man! 
And be these juggling fiends no more believed. 
That palter with us in a double sense; 
That keep the word of promise to our ear, 
And break it to our hope. I'll not fight with thee. 

(V, viii, 17-22) 

Fear and darkness, together with the pervading anteced

ent of. evil, reflect themselves in Macbeth. The link with 

evil goes beyond the influence of the witches for the Mac-

beths' voluntary association with evil establishes direct 

contact on liaison with the devil; the association together 

with their dialogue and actions creates an atmosphere of 

evil that establishes itself as the dominant mood of the 

play. Moreover, evil also serves to heighten the essential 

serious mood. 
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The Witch of Edmonton again provides the mixture of 

moods typical of Renaissance dramas. Although there is a 

sense of the almost ludicrous in the handling of the comic 

episodes, running parallel to this absurdity is the ominous 

or delayed threats for Mother Sawyer and Frank Thorney. 

Mother Sawyer elicits our sympathy early in the drama 

as she is beaten and reviled by Old Banks; because she is 

old, deformed, and ugly, the old hag is subject to the 

maleficium-based hatred of the folk. But to depict her as 

simply the pitiable victim of the folk's stupidity and 

cruelty does not correspond thematically to Frank's deliber

ate evildoing. If she is to be considered as a tragic figure. 

Mother Sawyer must thus have free choice in her deliberate 

course of action. Moreover, witchcraft lends itself to the 

mood by creating high suspense, for the devil's effort to 

secure the old woman's damnation is a struggle against God's 

grace and her free will. The compact scene is a fine example 

of this dramatic tension; the demon dog threatens to tear 

Mother Sawyer's body asunder when she balks at forfeiting 

her soul as payment, and she consequently allows the dog to 

complete the bond by sucking blood from her arm as the heav

ens reel from the forces of thunder and lightning. The 

horror of this scene and the damning consequences which must 

necessarily follow, make this event a vivid intensification 

of the serious mood. 
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The transformation of the pitiful old woman to a ma

lefic witch becomes apparent in the fourth act, and her evil 

nature sustains the effect of horror which the compact 

scene creates. Narrowly escaping the wrath of a witch-hunt. 

Mother Sawyer calls her familiar to her and tells him to com

fort her. She is too exhausted to give the demon-dog suck 

from her witch's teat, but the dog says, "Bough wough: I'll 

have it now." The witch replies: 

I am dri'd up 
With cursing and with madness; and have yet 
No blood to moysten these sweet lips of thine. 
Stand on thy hind-legs up. Kiss me, my Tommy, 
And rub away some wrinkles on my brow. 
By making my old ribs to shrug for joy 
Of thy fine tricks. What hast thou done? 

Let's tickle. 
Hast thou struck the horse lame as I bid thee? 

(IV, i, 152-158) 

The devil answers affirmatively and adds that he has also 

"nip'd the sucking-childe" (IV, i, 159), hindered the churn

ing of butter, and made sport with the "clowns i'th' Morrice" 

(IV, i, 165). Now these are paltry deeds of evil doing, but 

the witch soon reveals her need for more serious revenge when 

she says the following: 

I could dance 
Out of my skin to hear thee. But my Curl-pate, 
That Jade, that foul-tongu'd whore. Nan Ratcliff, 
Who for a little Soap lick'd by my Sow, 
Struck, and almost had lam'd it; Did not I charge 

thee. 
To pinch that Queen to th' heart? 

(IV, i, 166-170) 



79 

The devil tells Mother Sawyer to observe, and Anne Ratcliff 

enters, driven mad by the devil's black magic. This lunacy 

is not enough, however, and Mother Sawyer tells the devil to 

touch Anne Ratcliff. As soon as the devil rubs her, Anne 

cries out in agony: 

Oh my Ribs are made of a paynd Hose, and they 
break. There's a Lancashire Horn-pipe in my throat: 
hark how it tickles it, with Doodle, Doodle, Doodle, 
Doodle. 

(IV, i, 187-189) 

The poor woman leaves, accompanied by her husband and as

sorted country-folk, but we find out her fate as her husband 

later relates the following: 

Nothing: she's become nothing, but the miser
able trunk of a wretched woman. We were•in her 
hands as Reeds in a mighty Tempest: spight of 
our strengths, away she brake; and nothing in her 
mouth being heard, but the Devil, the Witch, the 
Witch, the Devil; she beat out her own brains, and 
so died. 

(IV, i, 203-207) 

This event prompts the folk to action again in their now 

legitimate campaign against Mother Sawyer, but the demon-dog 

causes them to flee. Mother Sawyer tries to get her familiar 

to tear Sir Arthur's throat asunder, and when the demon re

fuses, she says, "Come, let's home and play. / Our black work 

ended, we'll make holiday" (IV, i, 264-265). This scene ex

cellently influences the serious mood of the play. Mother 

Sawyer's bloodthirsty, malefic dialogue, Anne Ratcliff's 

witchcraft induced madness and suicide, and the subsequent 

mob scene draw the tension to its breaking point. 
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Witchcraft also influences the serious mood of the sub

plot. Perhaps the most significant scene is when Frank 

Thorney kills Susan. Although Frank has contemplated mur

dering Susan, it takes the devil to motivate him to action. 

The devil states, "One touch from me / Soon sets the body 

forward" (III, iii, 2-3). After the devil-dog rubs against 

the hapless husband, Frank says gratefully, "Thank you for 

that. Then I'll ease all at once / 'Tis done now: what I 

ne'er thought on. You shall not go back" (III, iii, 16-17). 

The subsequent action in which Frank reveals the bigamous 

marriage to Susan, coupled with the repeated stabbings, is 

highly dramatic. More important, however, is the ominous 

threat to the soul of Frank Thorney. His thoughts have now 

materialized into a deed as monstrous as the murder of Anne 

Ratcliff. His soul, like Mother Sawyer's, is in serious 

jeopardy. This ominous mood, with regard to the fate of 

their souls, is an important factor of the serious mood 

which permeates the play. 

The comic element in the play, involving Cuddy Banks, 

the clown, heightens this serious mood. Cuddy engages in 

innocent frolics and dialogue with the demon dog; this clown, 

ironically enough, even enlists the demon's services in order 

to further his courtship of Kate Carter. But Cuddy refuses 

to endanger his soul by engaging in evil practices or by 

striking a formal compact. Cuddy emphasizes this fact when 
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he says to the demon-dog, "I entertain'd you ever / as a 

Dog, not as a Devil" (V, 1, 107-108). As the dialogue be

tween Cuddy and the demon progresses. Cuddy berates the demon 

for his evil actions. The dog replies that he will serve 

Cuddy for the same rate as others pay (their souls). The 

clown's reply serves as a warning to all who will make a 

pact with the devil by engaging in evil. Cuddy gives the 

following enlightened statement: 

No, I'll see thee hang'd, thou shalt be damn'd 
first; I know thy qualities too well, lie give no 
suck to such Whelps; therefore henceforth I defie 
thee; out and avaunt. 

(V, i, 176-178) 

The demon replies v/ith diverse insults, and Cuddy beats him 

"out of the bounds of Edmonton" (V, i, 191) . 

The inclusion of Cuddy Banks, the foolish clown, goes 

beyond the comic relief with which he presents the audience 

as he chases the Kate Carter apparitions and falls comically 

into a pond clutching at air. And it goes beyond his some

times foolish dialogue. Cuddy and his insight into the 

nature of evil strengthens the foolishness and thus the 

ominous mood hanging over Frank Thorney and Mother Sawyer. 

Cuddy is a fool, an idiot, but he does not risk damnation 

by engaging in evil. Moreover, he does not risk a "hanging 

death" in this world. 

The juxtaposition of the serious and the comic moods 

is no less important in The Tempest than in the other plays 
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which reflect this mixing of moods. Moreover, the comic 

element in the play heightens the serious mood, and the suc

cess of this interplay depends largely upon the influence 

of magic. 

The tempest itself establishes a supernatural atmosphere 

which lasts throughout the play. Prospero asks Ariel, his 

benign spirit, if he has "Perform'd to point the tempest 

that I bade thee?" (I, ii, 194) . Ariel answers his master 

affirmatively by saying: 

To every article. 
I boarded the king's ship; now on the beak. 
Now in the waist, the deck, in every cabin, 
I flamed amazement: sometime I'Id divide. 
And burn in many places; on the topmast. 
The yards and bowsprit, would I flame distinctly. 
Then meet and join. Jove's lightnings, the precursors 
O' the dreadful thunder-claps, more momentary 
And sight-outrunning were not; the fire and cracks 
Of sulphurous roaring the most mighty Neptune 
Seem to besiege and make his bold waves tremlDle, 
Yea, his dread trident shake. 

(I, ii, 195-206) 

Another scene which significantly contributes to the super

natural atmosphere comes about in the third act with the 

banquet scene. Several strange-looking spirits appear bring

ing a lavish banquet for Alonso, Sebastian, Antonio, Gonzalo, 

and their party. But just as they are about to eat, thunder 

and lightning disturb the tranquil, fantasy-like scene, the 

banquet vanishes, and Ariel appears telling Alonso, Antonio, 

and Sebastian that they are "three men of sin" (III, iii, 53) 

who are being controlled by the forces of Destiny. Ariel 
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goes on to relate that they are being punished for usurping 

Prospero's dukedom and for casting Prospero and Miranda out 

to sea; because of this foul deed, Ariel states, "The powers, 

delaying, not forgetting, have / Incensed the seas and 

shores, yea, all the creatures, / Against your peace" (III, 

iii, 73-75). Coupled with this dread forecasting is the 

visage of Ariel; he is cast as a harpy, which is a ravenous, 

filthy monster of Greek mythology having a woman's head and 

a bird's body. This scene creates a note of supernatural 

alarum that serves to intensify the serious mood of the play. 

Caliban, Trinculo, and Stephano provide the play with 

comic relief that is essential to the development of the 

serious mood. Caliban is the deformed, hideous creature who 

is the walking product of the coming together of the Devil 

and the witch, Sycorax. Prospero relates that his treatment 

of Caliban was originally mixed with sympathy and kindness 

lontil Caliban tried to "violate the honour of my child" (I, 

ii, 348) . Caliban's reply is both comic and hideous as he 

says: O ho, O ho! would't had been done! / Thou didst pre

vent me; I had peopled else / This isle with Calibans" (I, 

ii, 349-351). 

Although the later meeting of Caliban, Trinculo, and 

Stephano is very humorous, it does not, other than bringing 

the three together, serve to further or intensify the serious 

mood of the play. However, some of the more comic scenes in 
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the play are a direct result of Caliban's rebellion against 

Prospero, and these scenes provide the play with the desired 

comic relief which heightens the serious mood. Caliban tells 

Stephano and Trinculo: 

Why, as I told thee, 'tis a custom with him, 
I' th' afternoon to sleep: there thou mayst brain him. 
Having first seized his books, or with a log 
Batter his skull, or paunch him with a stake. 
Or cut his wezand with thy knife. Remember 
First to possess his books; for without them 
He's but a sot, as I am, nor hath not 
One spirit to command: they all do hate him 
As rootedly as I. 

(Ill, ii, 95-113) 

The two fools, Stephano and Trinculo, readily agree to the 

plot. Stephano tells Caliban, "Monster, I will kill this 

man: his daughter and / I will be king and queen, --save our 

graces!--and / Trinculo and thyself shall be viceroys" (III, 

ii, 15-18). These fools, their courage fortified with wine, 

embark upon the ludicrous murder plot, but they are soon 

foiled by Prospero and Ariel. Ariel relates the following 

to Prospero: 

I told you, sir, they were red-hot with drinking; 
So full of valour that they smote the air 
For breathing in their faces; beat the ground 
For kissing of their feet; yet always bending 
Towards their project. Then I beat my tabor; 
At which, like unback'd colts, they prick'd their ears. 
Advanced their eyelids, lifted up their noses 
As they smelt music: so I charm'd their ears 
That calf-like they my lowing follow'd through 
Tooth'd briers, sharp furzes, pricking goss and thorns. 
Which enter'd their frail shins: at last I left them 
I' the filthy-mantled pool beyond your cell. 
There dancing up to the chins, that the foul lake 
O'erstunk their feet. 

(IV, i, 171-184) 
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The three conspirators, who smell of horse-piss from their 

dunking in the pond, soon steal into Prospero's cell to mur

der him only to be foiled again as Prospero sets numerous 

spirits, in the shape of dogs and hounds, upon the bungling 

fools. This murder plot, ironically enough, serves as a 

humorous parody to the previous usurping of Prospero's throne 

by Alonso, Sebastian, and Antonio, and the present attempt 

of Antonio and Sebastian upon Alonso's life and kingdom. 

This comic parody thus strengthens the serious mood of the 

play. Evil, unchecked, prompts more evil and must be stopped. 

Prospero, through his superior will, his wisdom, and his 

magic, accomplishes this end and also prompts repentance and 

enlightenment within all previous and present conspirators. 

The influence of witchcraft or, as in The Tempest, magic, 

definitely has a significant effect on the mood of the Re

naissance dramas in this study. Witchcraft and magic inten

sify the tension and thus lend themselves to the development 

of the serious mood. Furthermore, excluding Macbeth, the 

inclusion of comic relief heightens and strengthens the 

serious mood in all the plays. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

This study proposes that witchcraft has a definite for

mative impact on English drama of the sixteenth and seven

teenth centuries. The initial chapter traces the history 

of witchcraft in Renaissance England and proposes that drama, 

which is always a chronicle of the times, reflects this in

fluence. The succeeding chapter illustrates how witchcraft 

and magic further the dramatic action of the plays. 

Witchcraft and magic provide the motivation which sus

tains the action of the plays from their inciting moment to 

their catastrophe or resolution. Moreover, witchcraft and 

magic essentially structure the action of the plays. The 

third chapter emphasizes the effect which witchcraft and 

magic have upon characterization in the dramas. Witchcraft 

tends to respond to and draw out what is latent in character; 

witchcraft serves as a means to a desired end, and that end 

is generally ambition, power, and material gain. But ex

ternal pressures may also prompt a person to embrace the 

black art. This last view is excellently demonstrated by 

Mother Sawyer's response to the maleficium-based hatred of 

the folk. The Tempest also provides a variation, for Pros

pero utilizes magic to progress toward the perfection of the 
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ideal Renaissance man. When this goal nears completion, 

Prospero abjures magic because he needs no crutch to support 

his learning and wisdom. The fourth chapter traces the ef

fect of witchcraft on the mood of the plays. The chapter 

illustrates how the serious mood of the respective dramas 

is intensified by witchcraft. Moreover, the significant 

comic relief serves as an ironical heightening of this same 

serious mood in all of the plays except for Macbeth. 

Witchcraft and magic thus significantly contribute to 

the dramatic action, the characterization, the mood, and 

the comic effects of the Renaissance dramas in this study. 

Its inclusion in the dramas is no incidental occurrence. 

Witchcraft and magic have a formative impact upon the devel

opment of the representative dramas, for without these ele

ments, the dramas, for all practical purposes, would cease 

to function as dramatic art. 
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