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Of all Shakespeare's contemporaries, Thomas
Middleton is today probably the most admired and the most
performed, largely because of his strong woman characters and
his criticism of Jacobean power structures, both political and
domestic (Chakravorty, Cherry, Friedenreich). Indeed, it has
become a critical commonplace to argue that Middleton is, as
Margot Heinemann puts it, "very much a modern" in his support
for marriage as "a freely chosen partnership based on personal
affection” (189) and, by extension, for a similar reconception of
the family. Such a view makes more paradoxical the fact that
the initially most attractive romantic relationship in his 1621
tragedy Women Beware Women, the only one which seems
based on personal affection, is incestuous. This paradox can be
explained when we recognize the relationship between
Isabella and her uncle, Hippolito, as the collision point for two
different constructions of the family: the traditional idea of
the family as a patriarchal institution, one which required
unquestioning duty to its figurehead, the father and husband,
and a rising new conception which founded the family on
affective ties between parent and child, husband and wife. The
intersection of these two ideas in an incestuous relationship
suggests a deep ambivalence about the possibility for any kind
of family bond.

While it has traditionally been argued that the
adoption of incest as a plot device in Renaissance drama is a
symptom of the genre's decline into sensationalism and moral
decay, incest in earlier Renaissance plays in fact most
frequently serves to valorize what the plays define as
"normal" familial relations. In Hamlet, for example, Hamlet
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