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Plot Summary: The Duchess of Malfi is a widow who secretly marries her steward, 
Antonio, against her brothers (Ferdinand and the Cardinals) wishes.  She bares three children without being discovered by her brothers.  Until finally Bosola, her brothers’ thug, exposes her.  He captures the duchess and her two youngest children and her waiting woman, Cariola and kills them.  He then turns against the brothers but accidentally kills Antonio.  In the end, only Antonio’s faithful friend, Delio and the Duchess’s oldest son survives.

Characters:  

The Duchess. The chief tragic protagonist, and a young widow. She has three children in the play, two sons and a daughter, by Antonio.

Antonio Bologna. The Duchess's steward, and later her husband

Delio. A courtier, who tries to woo Julia. A friend of Antonio. (He is based on a historical character of the same name.)

Daniel de Bosola. A former servant of the Cardinal, now returned from imprisonment in the galleys. Sent by Ferdinand to spy on the Duchess. Later, on Ferdinand's command, he orders her execution, and still later, he seeks to avenge her.

The Cardinal. Brother of the Duchess. A cool, rational, Machiavellian churchman who apparently gained his power through bribery and corruption. 

Ferdinand. The Duke of Calabria, and twin brother of the Duchess.

Castruchio. An old lord. His name is a play on the word "castrated", suggesting impotence. He belongs to the conventional character type of the elderly man with a young, unfaithful wife (Julia).

Cariola. Duchess's waiting-woman. 

Julia. Castruchio's wife, and the Cardinal's mistress. 

Facts on Webster’s life and career

- Because of the Great Fire of London in 1666, which destroyed most of the parish documents, Webster’s actual birth date is unknown.

- It is estimated that Webster lived from 1578-1634.

- His father, John Webster, was a carriage maker in London who married his mother, Elizabeth Coates, in 1577.

- It is possible that John Webster attended the respected Merchant Taylors' School, but there is no evidence proving that.

- He started in theater working for Philip Helslow, but was never mentioned as a writer until 1602.

- Webster’s first known work dates from 1604 when he wrote the induction for the revival of John Marston's The Malcontent, and collaborated with Thomas Dekker on Westward Ho, a citizen comedy, and on The Famous History of Sir Thomas Wyatt.

- Webster's first sole-authorship play was The Devil's Law Case (c.1610), a tragicomedy.

- Following The Devil’s Law Case, Webster created his two masterpieces, The White Devil (acted perhaps in 1608; printed 1612) and The Duchess of Malfi (? before 1614; pub 1623), among the finest of all Jacobean tragedies.

- In 1606 Webster married Sara Peniall and had several children.

Complete list of Webster’s Works

- The Malcontent  (1604)

- Northward Ho  (1607)

- The Famous History of Sir Thomas Wyatt  (1607)

- Westward Ho  (1607)

- The White Devil  (1612)

- A Monumental Column  (1613)

- The Devil's Law Case  (c.1610, pub. 1623)

- The Duchess of Malfi  (bef. 1614, pub. 1623)

- Monuments of Honour  (1624)

- Appius and Virginia  (pub. 1654)

- A Cure for a Cuckold  (pub. 1661) - with Rowley

- Anything for a Quiet Life  (pub. 1662) - with Middleton

England During Webster’s Life

Fun Words Used In The Duchess of Malfi

Anaxarete a maiden in Greek mythology who refused advances from Iphis who later killed himself

Daphne nymph Apollo chased

Paris in greek myth he was asked to judge female beauty which lead to the Trojan war

Cuckold a man whose wife cheats on him

LIFE and TIMES of the Jacobeans
Feasts

A large, elaborately prepared meal, usually for many persons and often accompanied by court entertainment. Often celebrated religious festivals
Banquets

A ceremonial dinner honouring a particular guest

Fairs

The Annual Summer Fair was often a bawdy affair

Plays

Started as plays enacted in town squares followed by the actors using the courtyards of taverns or inns (referred to as Inn-yards) followed by the first theatres (great open air amphitheatres built in the same style as the Roman Coliseum) and then the introduction of indoor theatres called Playhouses

Mystery Plays

Re-enactment of stories from the Bible

Festivals

Celebrating Church festivals

Jousts / Tournaments

A series of tilted matches between knights

Games and Sports

Sports and games which included archery, bowling, cards, dice, hammer-throwing, quarter-staff contests, quoits, skittles and wrestling

Animal Sports

Included Bear and Bull baiting, and Dog and Cock fighting

Hunting

Sport followed by the nobility often using dogs

