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Abstract: This study delves into the intricate interplay between Machiavellian and 

Shakespearean influences in John Webster's renowned play 'The Duchess of Malfi'. Drawing 

from the political theories of Machiavelli and the dramatic techniques of Shakespeare, this 

research aims to trace how these influences converge and diverge in shaping the characters, 

themes, and overall narrative of the play. Through a comprehensive analysis of the text, this 

study unravels the complexities of manipulation, power dynamics, and tragic consequences, 

highlighting the fusion of Renaissance political thought and theatrical artistry. The findings 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the play's cultural and literary significance, offering 

insights into the ways in which historical and literary influences intersect in shaping dramatic 

masterpieces. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
John Webster's play 'The Duchess of Malfi' stands as a remarkable piece of Renaissance drama, known for 

its intricate characters, intense emotions, and dark themes. A fascinating aspect of the play lies in its 

engagement with both Machiavellian political philosophy and Shakespearean dramatic techniques. 

Machiavelli's ideas on power, manipulation, and statecraft are interwoven with Shakespearean elements 

of tragedy, creating a complex tapestry of influences. This study seeks to delve into the artistic 

amalgamation of these influences, aiming to trace how Machiavellian and Shakespearean elements 

converge and diverge in shaping the characters, themes, and narrative trajectory of 'The Duchess of Malfi'. 

The exploration of these influences not only deepens our understanding of the play's complexities but 

also sheds light on the broader intellectual and artistic landscape of the Renaissance period. By examining 

how Webster draws from Machiavellian political theories and Shakespearean dramatic techniques, this 
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study contributes to a nuanced appreciation of the interplay between historical ideas and literary 

craftsmanship. 

METHOD 

Literary Analysis: This research employs a comprehensive literary analysis approach to trace the 

Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences in 'The Duchess of Malfi'. The play's text is dissected to 

identify instances where Machiavellian ideas of manipulation, political intrigue, and power dynamics are 

manifested through character interactions and plot developments. Concurrently, the study examines how 

Shakespearean elements like tragic flaws, dramatic tension, and psychological depth shape the characters 

and their journeys. 

Comparison and Contrast: The study involves a systematic comparison and contrast between the play's 

Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences. Machiavellian political philosophy often emphasizes the 

ruthless pursuit of power, while Shakespearean drama delves into the human psyche and the 

consequences of moral choices. The research investigates how these contrasting influences coexist and 

contribute to the thematic richness of the play. 

Secondary Sources: Drawing on scholarly articles, historical records, and critical essays, the research 

contextualizes the influence of Machiavelli and Shakespeare on 'The Duchess of Malfi'. These sources 

provide insights into the intellectual milieu of the Renaissance and shed light on how Webster synthesized 

these influences. 

Ethical Considerations: As a study of literature and historical ideas, ethical considerations primarily revolve 

around proper citation of sources and respectful engagement with historical and literary material. 

By employing a meticulous literary analysis, comparative approach, and drawing from secondary sources, 

this study aims to illuminate the intricate interplay between Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences 

in 'The Duchess of Malfi'. The insights derived from this analysis will contribute to a deeper appreciation 

of the play's layered narratives and its resonance with the broader intellectual and artistic currents of the 

Renaissance period. 

RESULTS 

The investigation into the Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences in John Webster's 'The Duchess of 

Malfi' unveiled a complex interplay of ideas and artistic techniques that enrich the play's characters, 

themes, and narrative structure. 

The Machiavellian influences are evident in the power dynamics and manipulation that characterize the 

interactions between characters. The character of Ferdinand, the Duchess's brother, exhibits 

Machiavellian traits as he employs deceit and manipulation to maintain control over his sister's life. This 
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influence resonates with Machiavelli's notions of political pragmatism, the pursuit of power, and the 

unscrupulous means employed to maintain dominance. 

Shakespearean elements, on the other hand, contribute to the psychological depth and emotional 

intensity of the play. The Duchess, as a tragic heroine, embodies Shakespearean themes of human frailty, 

moral dilemmas, and the consequences of one's choices. Her tragic journey aligns with the tradition of 

Shakespearean tragedy, where characters grapple with internal conflicts and external pressures. 

DISCUSSION 

The coexistence of Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences in 'The Duchess of Malfi' enriches the 

narrative with a multidimensional approach. The fusion of Machiavellian political scheming with 

Shakespearean psychological exploration creates a web of intrigue, emotional turmoil, and moral 

complexity. This amalgamation allows the play to transcend mere political commentary and delve into 

the intricacies of human behavior and societal power dynamics. 

The dialogue between Machiavellian and Shakespearean elements highlights the tension between 

political realism and ethical considerations. While Machiavellian characters like Ferdinand showcase the 

ruthless pursuit of power, the Shakespearean tragic framework prompts reflection on the moral 

implications of such actions. 

CONCLUSION 

The study of Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences in 'The Duchess of Malfi' underscores the 

masterful integration of historical ideas and dramatic artistry. The play's characters and narrative 

trajectory are shaped by the interplay between Machiavellian manipulation and Shakespearean tragedy. 

The findings shed light on the intellectual and artistic environment of the Renaissance, where playwrights 

like Webster synthesized diverse influences to create layered and thought-provoking works. The 

coexistence of Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences in 'The Duchess of Malfi' contributes to its 

enduring cultural and literary significance. 

In conclusion, this research enriches our understanding of 'The Duchess of Malfi' by tracing the 

convergence of Machiavellian and Shakespearean influences. The complex interweaving of political 

realism and human psychology underscores the enduring power of literature to engage with diverse 

intellectual currents and universal human themes. 
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