
Study Guide for John Webster's "The White
Devil"
John Webster's "The White Devil" (1612) is a haunting and complex
tragedy that explores the depths of human ambition, revenge, and morality.
This study guide provides a comprehensive analysis of the play, offering
insights into its themes, characters, language, and historical context.

Themes

Revenge and Retribution: The play explores the destructive cycle of
revenge and the moral consequences of seeking justice through
violence.

Ambition and Corruption: The characters' insatiable thirst for power
leads to their downfall, highlighting the corrupting nature of ambition.

Love and Betrayal: The play delves into the complexities of love,
highlighting its transformative power and the pain it can inflict when
betrayed.

Social Injustice: Webster exposes the hypocrisy and inequality within
the society depicted in the play, criticizing the exploitation of the
innocent.

Death and Mortality: The play grapples with the inevitability of death
and the human response to it, ranging from fear and despair to
acceptance and transcendence.

Characters



Vittoria Corombona: A beautiful and ambitious duchess, Vittoria is a
complex and enigmatic character who desires both power and love.

Flamineo: Vittoria's brother, Flamineo is a cunning and manipulative
opportunist who serves as a catalyst for the play's events.

Duke Brachiano: A powerful and passionate nobleman, Brachiano is
Vittoria's lover and conspirator in the murder of his wife.

Francisco de Medicis: Duke of Florence, Francisco is a ruthless and
vengeful ruler who seeks revenge for the murder of his sister.

Isabella: Francisco's twin sister, Isabella is a virtuous and innocent
woman who is ultimately murdered by Vittoria and Flamineo.

Language and Style

Webster's language in "The White Devil" is known for its richness,
complexity, and dramatic intensity. He employs a wide range of literary
devices, including:
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Imagery: Vivid and often grotesque imagery creates a sense of
realism and emotional impact.

Metaphor: Webster uses metaphors to explore complex emotions and
ideas, often comparing human actions to natural phenomena.

Irony: Dramatic irony is used to create suspense and tension, as
characters are often unaware of the consequences of their actions.

Blank Verse: The play is written in blank verse, a form of unrhymed
iambic pentameter that provides a sense of formality and grandeur.

Historical Context

"The White Devil" is set in Italy during the Renaissance period. The play
reflects the political instability, religious tensions, and social inequality that
characterized this era.

Political Machinations: The play explores the world of court intrigue
and political power struggles, highlighting the ruthlessness and
ambition of those seeking to gain control.

Religious Conflict: The play's characters grapple with religious beliefs
and the clash between Catholicism and Protestantism, reflecting the
religious divisions of the time.

Social Hierarchy: Webster exposes the rigid social hierarchy of the
Renaissance period, where wealth and status determine a person's
power and influence.

Critical Reception and Legacy



"The White Devil" has been critically acclaimed as a masterpiece of
Jacobean theater. It is considered one of Webster's finest works, praised
for its powerful themes, complex characters, and poetic language.

The play has been performed numerous times throughout history, with
notable productions including the Royal Shakespeare Company's 1985
revival and the National Theatre's 2019 production.

John Webster's "The White Devil" is a captivating and timeless tragedy that
explores the complexities of human nature and the consequences of
ambition, revenge, and betrayal. By delving into its themes, characters,
language, and historical context, we gain a deeper understanding and
appreciation for this remarkable work of literature.
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