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Jonson seems to use Volpone both as a mouthpiece for his satirical message, but also as an object lesson. How does Jonson reconcile these two conflicting attitudes towards his main character?
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Volpone is a comedy written by Ben Jonson, first performed in 1606. The action takes place in Venice, but the true target of the black satire used by Jonson is London. According to Davis Clifford, Jonson had been influenced by his displeasing experience in jail while writing the play and he had judged that “local satire was too risky”. To avoid further censure “the playwright retreated in the allegorical non specificity of fables and classical allusions” (Clifford, 4). London was becoming more and more a place devoted in market and mired in commerce. It was populated by greedy fools, and the “rapacity” was almost considered a virtue to succeed and climb the social scale. The other main theme debated in the play is the power of stagecraft; Jonson discusses many different forms of theatrical illusions that can be source of deceit, confusion and moral corruption. 
At the beginning of the seventeenth century, theatre becomes a serious business: a good play has for aim to mix both profit and pleasure. The main character of the play Volpone -that means “The Fox” in Italian- is a concentrate of greed and theatricality. He is a rich Venetian nobleman. He takes more pleasure in gaining money than in possessing it: “Yet I glory/ More in the cunning purchases of my wealth/ Than in the glad possession.” He is a hedonist, seeks for pleasure under all its forms, and always searches for new ways to attain pleasure. He is a very controversial protagonist because he is punished by perpetual prison at the end; generally, comedy protagonist should end up happily. This controversy in Volpone character is due to the obligation of educating the audience. Volpone that may seem a sympathetic character had harmed innocent people and cannot go unpunished. Therefore, we get to the conflicting attitudes that Jonson reconciles in Volpone. 
At the beginning of the play, the audience identify itself with Volpone (during the first three acts); he is a sympathetic character and uses his theatrical skills to enhance the greed of some other characters (the carrion birds). Volpone is thus used as a mouthpiece for Jonson’s satirical message. 
 Soon, Volpone goes too far. He tries to rape Celia, an innocent woman, and loses audience’s sympathetic feeling. He has lost control over the situation and will never regain it completely. It is the beginning of the end for him. He thus becomes an object lesson. The moral message of the play is strengthened by the fact that a sympathetic and clever character is punished. The people who identifies with Volpone at the beginning are pushed to reconsider themselves afterwards. 
Jonson has reconciled these two conflicting attitudes in his main character. Indeed, Volpone uses his stagecraft skills to fulfil all his desires, driven by an insatiable greed. He thus possesses the power to conceal and reveal the truth. This power is first used against others and later on it reverts against himself.
At the beginning, Volpone is the true protagonist of the play. Jonson uses him to satirize the greed and foolishness of the Carrion Birds.
In the prologue, and the first two scenes of act I, we learn to know Volpone. He is “childless” (the Argument), his only family is represented by his parasite Mosca -that means fly in Italian- and his servants Nano, Androgyno and Castrone. They entertain him in a grotesque imitation of court in scene 2. He is very wealthy but it’s not enough for him. His main source of pleasure is to increase his wealth. He hasn’t earned all his money through honest work but through various cons as he explained to Mosca. We note that Gold has replaced God in Volpone system of values “my saint” (act 1, l.2) where money is sanctified; he has a blasphemous adoration for gold. According to Greg Hersov, “Volpone opens with the most extraordinary speech about the power of gold, which talks about it being more important than family, friends or love.” Volpone’s energy and use of hyperboles and rhetoric contribute to make him a sympathetic character to the eyes of the audience. 
Volpone feigns to be on the deathbed in order to kindle the interest for his legacy of three notable citizens, a lawyer Voltore, an old gentleman Corbaccio and a merchant Corvino “feigns sick, despairs/Offers his state to hopes of several heirs”. In scene 3, we have the entry of the carrion. They bring him expensive gifts. It is Mosca that receives and deceives them since the sick version of Volpone is unable to move from bed. Mosca seems to know very well his craft. It is not surprising since the game of feigning sickness is going on from several years. It is comic that the hypocrisy of the legacy hunters that wish under their breath the death of Volpone is being exposed by someone even more adept at lying than they are. Thus Jonson is using Volpone theatrical skills to enlighten the hypocrisy and greed of three notable citizens that represent a large part of society. Each one of them has different ways of proceeding but the three of them are driven by their greed for money. Jonson makes the situation comical and dramatic at the same time. The audience is made the co-conspirators; needing to identify with somebody they obviously choose the tandem Volpone/ Mosca that is much more sympathetic and successful respect to the legacy hunters that seem completely fooled. Here, stagecraft is used to deceive (Sick-Volpone is cunning the gullible carrion birds), the carrion birds try to gain the inheritance, smothering Volpone with expensive gifts (but hoping to see him die soon). Stagecraft is also used to reveal the truth: Volpone’s stratagem unveils the greedy and evil nature of the legacy hunters. Corbaccio even disinherit his son to be assured to be made the heir. “Corbaccio himself does not have a conscience or feel gratitude, but he believes that the dying Volpone does. Corbaccio's mistake is that he is not cynical enough; he places too much faith in the existence of conscience in others.” (Hirsh, 1)
Something very important that will condition all the remaining of the play occurs in the scene 5 of act I. Mosca tells Volpone that Celia, Corvino’s wife is one of the most beautiful women in Italy “The wonder/ The blazing star of Italy” (l. 107-108). Small inconvenient, Corvino keeps her jealously at house. It unchains the greed of Volpone for forbidden pleasure and he decides that he has to meet with Celia. Corvino seems to play the role of Old John in the Canterbury Tales. The only difference is that John is only jealous and gullible whereas Corvino is evil and greedy. Then, the audience hopes Volpone to have the upper hand. 
In scene 2 of act II, Volpone, disguised as Scoto Mantua, establishes his bank under the window of Corvino’s house. Volpone specifies before that his disguise would have to maintain his own shape, to introduce himself to Celia. Ironically he disguises himself as a mountebank, a man whose profession is to deceive. It is exactly what Volpone is. Paradoxically, here disguise conceals the external features of Volpone but reveals his inner nature. Scoto delivers his soliloquy in prose; the only other moment in which prose is used is in Jonson’s initial dedication. Jonson may want to show us the parallelism between Scoto-Volpone and himself. Both have been in jail and disgrace for several months. Jonson’s profession is to use stagecraft to deceive, entertain and show human vices, elevating stagecraft to a higher status, art as a business. It is more or less what Scoto does. Volpone is still sympathetic and entertains the audience with his numerous disguises and his spirited eloquence. 
Celia then throws her handkerchief to Scoto-Volpone. At the time, it was considered as a very flirtatious act. Indeed, Volpone takes it as an advance and he confesses to Mosca in scene 4 of act II that he needs to meet with her. Mosca promises him to do his best to give him the opportunity to see Celia another time. He will not have an easy time because Corvino is madly jealous at her and wants to confine her at home, in a room without windows. He expresses all his anger with a very violent and animalistic vocabulary “I will make thee an anatomy” (scene 5, act II).
Mosca elaborates a Machiavellian stratagem to make Corvino prostituting his wife to sick-Volpone. Again, stagecraft is used to lie (Mosca to Corvino) but also to reveal a truth: Corvino’s greed is much more powerful respect to his jealousy. The situation is quite comical to the eyes of the audience. They enjoy how Corvino will be punished of his avarice and foolishness by being made cuckold. 
The beginning of act III reinforces the conviction of the audience that Volpone has everything under control. He has the fate of several notable peoples in his hands. His cunning imagination seems to be unlimited and he is very well assisted by Mosca in it. 

Volpone is now used to make the satire of vanity. He receives Lady Politic Would-Be, an English noblewoman. The latter, in her conviction to know a lot about Italy, and in her desire to show it, begins to mix very famous artists to insignificant ones (she juxtaposes major Italian writers as Tasso and Dante with minor writers as Hadria and Aretino).  It shows that she understands nothing of poetry; it would be better for her to shut up. Her self control is nil against her runaway vanity. Lady Pol represents a typical class of English that went to Italy. At that time Italy was seen as magnificent but also as corrupted and sophisticated. A lot of English, in their desire to act like Italians, were discredited and fooled publicly. All the subplot of the play is dedicated to this argument (the subplot contains Lady Pol, Sir Pol and Peregrine). Peregrine is the example to follow and the Pol couple is the bad example of English behaviour in Italy. 

The transition between Volpone as a mouthpiece for Jonson satirical message and Volpone as an object lesson is quite abrupt, represented by the attempted rape of Celia. However, some indices before that could have warned and prepared a careful reader. 

In scene 2 of act I, Nano, Castrone and Androgyno entertain him in a grotesque imitation of court in scene 2. According to Bevington “Suggestions of sexual abnormality permeate the play [...]. Volpone’s household is the parody of a family, with Mosca as his ‘mistress’ and the three freaks as his children.” (Bevington, 10) Sexual abnormality is an element that we retrieve in scene 2 of act II. We notice that Celia has turned upside down Volpone hierarchy of values. Now Celia comes behind gold that comes behind God. We now see the lustful and hedonistic face of Volpone. The language he uses is not for love but for a sickness “wounded” (scene 4, l.1), he seems to burn physically for her. The audience may wonder what interest Volpone has in always seeking new troubles to get in. It doesn’t seem a sane passion; his desire is instinctual rather than rational. Indeed Celia will be the cause of his end. 
In scene 4 of act I, Volpone makes fun of Corbaccio foolish act (in disinheriting his son) stating “What a rare punishment is avarice to itself!” He doesn’t realize that he implicates his own greed and has a foresight of how he and Mosca will end up. 

In scene 2 of act II, Volpone disguises as Scoto and appears in public. “When Volpone leaves the security of his chamber-bed before to appear before the Venetian populace, it is evident that more than a mere change of setting is involved. He has moved into a completely different world.” (Lyle,1). His bedroom represents his court, his artificial magnificence, “his unquestioned power”. When he steps outside, he renounces to all his privileges. 

The first shadow over Volpone control on events is perceived in scene 1 of act III. Mosca seems to get more and more confidence in his own intelligence and power on Volpone. Indeed, we realize that without him, Volpone wouldn’t be able to achieve all his cunnings. Mosca discusses in a long soliloquy his increasing self-love and wonders what is being a parasite. According to him, everybody is a parasite in the new market society (voice of Jonson). Now, the low born Mosca considers himself equal to Volpone. 
The scene 7 of act III is a watershed in the play. To this point in the play Volpone has seemed both a likeable and invulnerable protagonist. Corvino arrives in company of his wife, Celia, with the intent of prostituting her to old-and-sick Volpone. He describes Volpone to her as “an old, decrepit wretch/ That has no sense” (l.42-43) and the sexual act that he wants her to perform as “A pious work, mere charity” (l.65). Again, Volpone tricks unveil Corvino dishonesty and hypocrisy. Corvino even chatters about his sense of morality to his wife. It is comical because she is the one that could claim to talk about morality (Celia means “Sky” in Latin, she is pure and represents the code of religion). 
As soon as Volpone is left alone with Celia, he leaps out of his bed and abandons his sick-disguise. This scene shows the audience that Volpone will satisfy his desires at any costs, even harming innocent Celia. He begins a seduction speech with eloquence and emphasis to try to gain her. He promises his love to her and sings to her without great success since she refuses his advances. Volpone seems to be interested in his own eloquence rather than possessing her. Then he begins with a materialistic discourse, he promises Celia ‘infinite’ wealth “the brains of peacocks and of ostriches/ Shall be our food” (l.203) “Our drink shall be prepared gold and amber” (l.216). He mixes rude elements in his eloquence (as when he talks about food). Celia is still impermeable to his words honouring her virtues. It's the last straw that broke the camel's back and Volpone decides to rape her “Yield, or I’ll force thee.” (l.263) Bonario leaps out from the dark and rescues her. 
Bonario represents the code of honour. He is the disinherited son of Corbaccio, Mosca had placed him in an adjacent room waiting for his father to come and reveal his treachery (in the hope of angering Bonario, pushing him to kill his father, and thus speeding up the process of inheritance by Volpone). Mosca took a big risk and his plan fails, indeed his greed has driven his reason. It is the turning point of the play. After losing control over himself, Volpone begins to lose control over the situation. More important, after the attempted rape on Celia, Volpone has lost the sympathy and admiration of the audience. 
After being at long an instrument of Jonson’s satire, Volpone becomes an object of lesson. He has lost part of his magnificence and his status of hero. The first to have been fooled by Volpone is the audience: they thought him implicit. Jonson is very skilful to teach us how we should never trust somebody like Volpone, whose greed has been presented under a very attractive way. 
We think that everything is finished and that justice will follow its course. Mosca suggests even the suicide “Let’s die like Romans,/ Since we have lived like Grecians.” (l.13, scene 8). The idea is soon abandoned with the arrival of Corbaccio. In the last scene of act III, Mosca tries to reassemble the pieces. He succeeds in regaining the confidence of the legacy hunters (especially Voltore the lawyer) with an additional dose of lies and cunnings. 

Act 4 is marked by Volpone near complete disappearance of the play. It symbolizes the growing gap between him and the audience. The role of the protagonist is filled by Mosca. Now the destiny of Volpone is completely in the hands of Mosca. It is funny to see the interests of Volpone, Mosca and the legacy hunters concurring. Knowing the rivalry that existed between them we wonder how it is possible. In fact, it is thanks to Mosca ability to make everyone believe that he is on the top list on Volpone legacy. 
The scenes 4, 5 and 6 of Act 4 take place in the scrutineo (Court of law). The judges arrive convinced that the process will be mere formality and that the culprit will be condemned (Volpone). However, Mosca has regained control on events and with the help of the carrion birds’ false testimonies he succeeds in condemning innocents (Celia, Bonario). Again we are confronted to the power of stagecraft that triumphs over truth; Volpone appears paralyzed and dying in the court and the judges are almost ashamed to have believed him a criminal. Cunning Mosca succeeds even to obtain the false testimony of Lady Pol that is ready to everything to get a claim on the legacy. She assures the court that she has surprised Celia with his husband. Everything seems to conspire against the only two innocent people and act 4 finishes in a triumph for Volpone. His actual weakness is his dependence on others: on Mosca (that seems however completely devoted to his master) and on the greedy carrion birds that always swing where their interests lie. With his alliance with the evils against the truthful (Celia and Bonario), Volpone has completely lost audience sympathy. 
Volpone has reached the point of no return in standing in front of so many people (scrutineo) as sick and dying. His falsehoods are now considered as truth by the city of Venice. He has crossed the boundary between keeping his disguises in “private” and exposing himself to the world (reality). Jonson uses Volpone (especially that he is already rich and has everything he wants of life) as an object of satire to show how his excessive greed leads him to immoral and foolish acts. Volpone displays an “artistic temperament”, but he “fails to see that where he exercises his talents is a matter of considerable importance”. (Lyle,1). 
In the scene 1 of act 5, Volpone returns of his senate perform complaining of cramps and aches “I apprehended straight some power had struck me/ With a dead palsy.” (l. 6) Ironically, his feelings are of the same nature of those that he has been feigning all over the play. He cheers up with some “lusty wine” (l.11) Again, Jonson gives us indications about the tragic end that Volpone will make. The uneasiness Volpone has felt is only a preview of his final punishment. 
In the beginning of scene 2, Volpone seems resolute to abandon his life of tricks and cons. He makes part to Mosca of his decision and Mosca approves him. However, knowing Volpone it is hard to believe that he will abandon his previous life. Clairvoyance and rationalism are not his principal qualities. Moreover, it would have been too easy for him to begin a new life going unpunished of his crimes, especially when two innocent persons were rotting in jail. As if Volpone had a bit of morality, he decides to carry on his last joke: the most audacious but also the most foolish. He sends Castrone and Nano to spread the news that he died, while he uses an authentic will to name Mosca his heir. He’s expecting each of the legacy hunters to rush convinced to be the heir. Mosca reveals that he is the heir and scolds each of them in turn for their immoral acts. The legacy hunters leave the house completely depressed. As if it wasn’t enough as a punishment to see Mosca inherit, Volpone decides to disguise as a commandadore to further torment them asking if they have inherited. He makes Voltore so angry that the latter decides to tell the truth to the tribunal. 
In scene 5, Mosca is in the habit of a clarissimo (Venetian nobility), it symbolizes his increasing ambition combined with the decay of his patron. Volpone, in making his death reality (the written will), has cancelled himself from the play, he is like a spectator, and has lost all his power. He doesn’t seem to be aware of his error. Ironically, he even regrets that Mosca wasn’t born clarissimo “Pity thou wert not born one.” (l.3) because he plays him so well. Jonson is treating a social issue here. Mosca behaves no differently than any of the characters of a higher class.
In scene 10, Voltore begins by telling the truth to the tribunal accusing Mosca, the parasite. Bonario and Celia stand with him but Corvino maintains that Voltore is acting out of pure jealousy because Mosca has inherited. 

In scene 11, Volpone realizes his mistakes “to make a snare for my own neck” (l.1). He has been the cause of his own loss by provoking Voltore further. He meets with Nano and Androgyno and begins to suspect Mosca to play a double game. He decides to revive Voltore hopes of inheritance to gain time. It is the first time that Volpone is not complimenting himself; his self esteem has taken a blow. Paradoxically, the audience may now sympathize with him since he is in a position of weakness. Jonson delivers another moral about greed through a regret of Volpone that has a spark of wisdom: when somebody is rich, he doesn’t need to be greedy “What a wile wretch was I, that could not bear/ My fortune soberly” (l.15). 
The last scene (12) represents kind of a judgement day. Everyone will have to confess and pay for his mistakes. 
Voltore continues to reveal the truth until Volpone arrives disguised and tell him that he still have hopes to inherit because Volpone is not dead. He simulates a faint and wakes up contradicting all what he has said previously. It confirms what Corvino said previously (that he was possessed by a devil). Now Volpone and Mosca are innocent another time. When Mosca enters the court in clarissimo, one of the avocatore thinks of marrying his girl to him, he describes him as a fine party. It shows how much the court and the justice were corrupted (the judge shows that he is biased behaving in this way). Jonson critiques directly the justice in his society.
Mosca reveals finally himself. He is playing his own game and assure that he is about to bury “his dear patron” (l.58). Volpone is shocked and tries to reason with him. Mosca asks half of his fortune and Volpone refuses. Volpone, the fox, has been played with and fooled by his parasite. He refuses to give half of his fortune because it would be an admission of his weakness and defeat. 

Volpone abandons his disguise (his disguise had become almost reality since nobody knew him under his true ‘face’) and reveals everything. It is his pride that pushes him to act in this way, and maybe some kind of remorse. At the end, he is the most sympathetic character if we choose between him, Mosca and the legacy hunters. He has the last word with them “I am Volpone, and this [Mosca] is my knave/ This [Voltore] is his own knave, this [Corbaccio] avarice’s fool/ This [Corvino] a chimera of wittol, fool and knave” (l.90-93). Hence, Volpone is re-used as an instrument for Jonson’s satirical message in his final tirade. 
The play couldn’t end up in another way “Since all we can hope/ Naught but a sentence”. (l.94). There is only one possible sentence; all the culprits should be punished. Volpone is used as a didactic message: as much as we can sympathize with him, at the end he is justly punished. “Didactic theatre is rarely particularly pleasurable to watch. Likewise, an interesting, complex piece of writing is unlikely to contain an unambiguous moral message. In his extensive use of dramatic irony, Jonson makes considerable efforts to speak simultaneously to two audiences. His overtly moralistic message appeases the potentially dangerous puritanical elements who could threaten his career.”(Brett, 1). According to Brett, entertaining of the audience and appeasing of the critics are combined in the character of Volpone. 
The punishments are exposed in a poetic, imaginative way; they are meant to capture the inner essence of the crime itself. Volpone greed for pleasure and self gratification has made him a prisoner of his desires time before the final judgement. It states that he is to be prisoner of a bed, hold by iron chains and confined to a slow death. Hence, greed is responsible for their decay and their punishment. The judges emphasize the didactic purpose of their punishments “Take heart, and love to study ‘em.” (l.150). He wants to show his audience that soon or later, everybody will pay for his wicked acts; he paints greed a very bad counsellor. 
Jonson has used the character of Volpone both to unveil the greed and wickedness of other characters and to make fun directly of him. He knew that the audience would feel close to him at certain occasions and would thence be more sensible to critique and satire. 
During the 16th century, Jonson and Thomas More have both criticized London in their own way. More has written “Utopia” -no place- that represents a perfect, ideal society where the vice is absent, money is not used, and children play with gold as if it were vulgar cheap good. On the contrary, Jonson has created a “dystopia” (Hiscock, 1) -it means ‘bad place’- almost all the characters are vicious, corrupted and greedy. Justice is fallible (act IV) and everything seems bad and evil in Venice. Utopia and Dystopia are two different paths leading to the same result: a social critique of London. Volpone is the crowning achievement of the Dystopia of Jonson. He unveils and then represents the vices that were present in London (greed, vanity). 
Jonson has reconciled Volpone as a mouthpiece for his satirical message and as an object lesson through theatre and stagecraft. Volpone is an artist, he does theatre in theatre. Theatre has given him power and money, but theatre has also took everything from him and caused his final fall. Jonson has shown the huge power that stagecraft has in society. It may have been one of his aims writing this play: to show that playwriting has become a profession (The term playwright didn’t even exist in the dictionary before 1682). 
The publication of Volpone coincided with the rehabilitation of Jonson in society, and the end of a dark period of his life (jail, separation with his wife). This play has contributed to his re-evaluation to the eyes of critiques, thanks to the strong moral message delivered through the character of Volpone. 
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