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The importance of sexuality as a theme in The Revenger's Tragedy
emerges in the play's opening speech, which quickly conjures an atmosphere
of lustfulcorruptiontypicalof the drama as a whole.IRepeatedlythe play
depicts political and economic immorality as analogous to or as the result
of sexual depravity, so that lust becomes a metaphor for wider social
sicknesses. Within this larger theme of sexuality, however, subsidiary em-
phases can be distinguished. One, centering around the villainous Duke,
concerns aged lust. Although lust of any kind is bad enough, the playwright
reserves special contempt for lust in old men. The frequent recurrence of
this motif suggests the dramatist's confidence in its power to provoke in-
tense revulsion and thus deepen the play's emotional impact. Yet although
much has been written about the Duke's carnality as an instance of the play's
general presentation of sexual corruption, little effort has been made to
distinguish between the play's "aged lust" theme and such other subsidiary
sexual emphases as bastardy or incest. 2

More important than any of these emphases, however, is the topic of
women in this work. Of course, most plays dealing with sexuality will raise
questions about the assumptions underlying the dramatist's depiction of
women, but in The Revenger's Tragedy such questions cannot be con-
signed to the critical periphery--thanks, in part, to the extraordinarily pro-
minent emphasis given the theme by the dramatist himself. Other
playwrights might present the behavior of women without comment, leav-
ing the audience to draw its own conclusions and make its own generaliza-
tions. Or they might characterize the behavior of the women they present
by alluding to larger ethical standards (good and evil, virtue and vice) ap-
plicable to all human beings. Or they might present isolated characters who
make isolated generalizations about women, or individual characters whose
obsessive comments about women reveal some significant aspect of their
individuality.

The Revenger's Tragedy, however, seems unusual both in the degree
of prominence given to explicit generalization about women and in the ex-
tent to which such generalization is not restricted to particular characters
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