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ABSTRACT

A discussion of Ben Jonson’ s practice of deceit in
Volpone and The Alchemist. Analysis is informed by Jonson’s
statements against lying and his theory of language as it is
outlined in Discoveries. His views on language are seen to
diverge from his dramatic practice of the gulling comedy in
that in theory he upholds the value of fixed and stable
meaning. Yet in his comedy, deceptive practices demonstrate
the flexibility of meaning made possible by the gap between
signifier and signified. The theory of the sign as
developed by both Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Saunders
Peirce informs this discussion. Attention is also paid in
the final chapter to the relationship between fiction

(lying) and pleasure.
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that have the deception of the gulls as their aim. Further,
I will use Charles Saunders Peirce’'s theory of the sign to
understand another issue important to Jonson, that of the
impairment of critical abilities. In chapter three I move
on to a rather large topic, especially perhaps for the
Renaissance, and that is the relationship of fiction to
pleasure. There has been no attempt to place this aspect of
my discussion within its historical context as my endeavour
here has been primarily to understand Jonson’s dramatic
practice of deceit in terms of semiotic theory - the gap
between signifier and signified. How deceit is facilitated

through linguistic practices is the focus of my discussion.






realism in drama, and this commitment is connected to his
broader artistic goal that linguistic expression be used to
embody the truth of representation: it should promote
authenticity. "Language such as men do use"” would achieve
an authentic representation of human speech for the theatre.
For Jonson, language should be transparent, providing a
window on reality where, in semiotic terms, signifiers are
united with their signifieds. An individual s speech, for
example, would represent and be in some manner identical to
the mind or consciousness of that person:

Language most shows a man: speak that 1

may see thee. It springs out of the

most retired, and inmost parts of us,

and is the image of the parent of 1it,

the mind. No glass renders a man’s

form, or likeness, so true as his

speech. Nay it is likened to a man: and

as we consider feature, and composition

in a man; so words in language: in the

greatness, aptness, sound, structure,

and harmony of it." (Discoveries 2515-

2523)
Here, Jonson expresses his view that language 1is a reliable
means of representation - it is a "mirror” that provides an
accurate reflection of truth. In effect, he is also stating
that there are at least two signifieds in this case. When
he unites speech and speaker in this way, Jonson is
expressing his belief in a principle of identity where the
referents of language are not only the ideas expressed, but
refer back to the speaker, signifying the speaker’s "mind",
the "parent"” of speech. In terms of Jonson’'s dramatic

practice, such a view of language informed his

representation of characters on the stage as he endeavoured






Judicious, discerning use of language. Jonson states in
Discoveries that “"Words are the people’s; yet there is a
choice of them to be made."” (2339-2341) This same idea is
expressed in Jonson’'s distinction between the skilled poet
and the hack writer, the true and the false “"artificer”,
where he outlines his conception of the poet’s proper use of
language. The writer’s task involves finding the correct,
most suitable linguistic expression for the idea at hand.
Of the true writer or "artificer"” he says:

Then in his elocution to behold, what

work 1s proper: which hath ornament:

which height: what is beautifully

translated: where figures are fit: which

gentle, which strong to show the

composition manly. And how he hath

avoided faint, obscure, obscene, sordid,

humble, improper, or effeminate phrase;

which is not only praised of the most,

but commended (which is worse)

especially for that it is naught.”

(Discoveries 982-991)
Jonson consistently reaffirms the necessity of correct and
appropriate language, arguing repeatedly that a writer’'s
vocation involves diligent study and the judicious use of
language in order to fulfill the main principle of mimesis,
to create an accurate likeness of truth. Implicit in this
approach to language is his belief and determination that an
intrinsic match between signifier and signified is possible.
Jonson ‘s desire that the parts of the sign be united is, I
think, clear and is evident by his attention to ideas such
as the judicious use of language which emphasizes the

careful selection of each word, phrase or metaphor, each

idea given its appropriate linguistic expression.






"matter” which can come only from true learning. Jonson’s
ideas on "matter" are similar to those articulated through
the soul-body metaphor - matter, or knowledge ought to be
present within language itself, words and sense fulfilling a
principle of unity and identity.

But, in fact, the relationship language has to sense is
not as intimate or organic as Jonson’ s soul-body analogy
suggests. According to Saussure’ s theory of the sign, there
can never be a match between the two parts of the sign: "the
linguistic sign is arbitrary.” (Saussure 67) Meaning is
produced only through the differences between signs, and the
gap which exists between signifier and signified is a
condition of language itself. Douglas Atkins in his article
"The Sign as a Structure of Difference: Derridean
Deconstruction and Some of Its Implications"”, considers this
to be Saussure’s most important argument and emphasizes the
significance of the arbitrary linguistic sign.

Because the sign, phonic as well as
graphic, is a structure of difference,
signs being made possible through the-
differences between sounds, that which
is signified by the signifier is never
present in and of itself. Word and
thing, word and thought, sign and
meaning can never become one. (134)

The fact that meaning is not present in language was
both a problem for Jonson and an essential part of his
dramatic practice of the dupe-plot. Despite his efforts to
use language "judiciously", struggling to ensure that his

language and style were actually connected to reality or

truth and conveyed a precise meaning, he was continually



frustrated by misinterpretations of his work. Yet without
the arbitrary nature of the sign and the resulting
possibilities for misinterpretation, deceit could not take
place. The reader, therefore, is confronted by an
interesting irony in Jonson’s practice of deceit in the
comedies which use a dupe-plot structure: Jonson exploits
the deceptive potential of the sign embodied in the gaps
between signifier and signified as a primary means of
deception. In his literary theory he attempts to circumvent
the arbitrary nature of the sign, but in his dramatic
practice he exploits the very property of sign systens,
especially language, which he rails against.

This irony has interesting repercussions for an
important issue in Jonson’s career as a writer. Jonson
wanted his work to be evaluated and appreciated according to
the criteria he established for the "true artificer"” and he
laboured to control interpretations of his work and himself.
Frequently he expressed anger and frustration at the
persistent misinterpretation of his writing, by both his
audience who often did not appreciate the quality of
Jonson’s work, and by those agents of the government who
searched for seditious material in the writings of the
dramatists of the day. Given Jonson’s own convictions
regarding the truly skilled poet, who exercises judgement
and discernment in the use of language and structure, he was
determined to be understood, and it was a source of

continuing irritation that his meaning was either missed or
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In her article Sportful Malice : Duping in the
Comedies of Jonson and Shakespeare”, Ann Blake discusses the
place of deception and the dupe-plot structure in English
comedy, agreeing with Leo Salingar that, along with romance,
two kinds of deception, "accidental and contrived, the
workings of Fortune or man’'s trickery"”, form the substance
of comedy. (121) The dupe-plot catered to the Elizabethan
taste for practical jokes and displays of wit rather ironic;
its object was to expose fools, imposters and other
deserving individuals to ridicule to the delight and
laughter of the audience. As Blake points out, following
Every Man in His Humour, Jonson abandoned even cursory
attention to a romantic intrigue and instead

put at the centre the exploitation of

fools by rogues, and the practices of

young men, out to mock fools for their

own amusement. Duping is no longer a

second string in an intrigue with

another specific aim; and now Jonson

characteristically shapes his plots to

comment sharply on the dupe’ s character.

(124).

Volpone and The Alchemist are structured entirely around
the practice of deceit by a confederacy of rogues who are
masters of control and manipulation, not merely for the
amusement of themselves and the audience as Blake suggests,
but for material gain and profit. Jonson acknowledged
explicitly that the motives behind deceitful practices were
for one party to gain an advantage over another, in any

communication exchange, for material profit. Jonson was

able to use the dupe-plot structure as a means of commenting



on human nature, condemning vice, especially gfeed and
ignorance. But gulling comedies, with the practice of
deceit as their focus and raison d’etre, also allowed Jonson
to explore many issues dealing with various signifying
practices, including language and rhetoric, which gave
expression to his interest in the processes of signification
and communication. The gulling comedy provided Jonson with
specific opportunities to focus on the problems of
interpretation and discernment - the ability to discern the
truth from the lie is a critical skill involving astute
judgement and as such, was of keen interest to Jonson. The
dupe-plot structure allowed him to create a tightly
controlled and energetic plot as well as interesting and
witty characters that could manipulate the means of
signification to dupe and ridicule the avaricious and

ignorant, much to the delight of his audience.
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wishes to dissociate himself from the “ground ciarlitani”
who are mere underlings, "“turdy-facy-nasty-paty-lousy-
fartical rogues" (II, ii) for whom he has contempt. They
are inferior because their stories are tired and unoriginal;
they "come in lamely, with their moldy tales out of
Boccaccio"”, and they tell false stories of "“their tedious
captivity in the Turks’® galleys, when, indeed, were the
truth known, they were the Christians’ galleys"” (II, ii).
Their crime is poor creative capacities. Their fictions are
incompetent because the details are not accurate. As
representations, therefore, they are faulty as well as
"moldy". Scoto’s aim is to promote his own veracity. He
attempts, therefore, to discredit his competition by
suggesting that they are liars. Thus, he discredits a
rumour spread by his "impudent detractor" Alessandro
Buttone, "who gave out in public I was condemned a Sforzato
to the galleys, for poisoning the Cardinal Bembo’s - cook.”
(II, ii) If the audience is clever enough, it will notice
that Scoto Mantuano does not deny the accusation; he merely
says the tale has not "dejected” him. Scoto’s contempt of
his inferiors is based on their poor narrative skills. He,

on the other hand, offers a "scene of pleasure and delight.”

(II, 11i) Furthermore his trustworthiness is guaranteed by
his disinterested motives: "I have nothing to sell, little
or nothing to sell.” (II, ii) Again, Scoto’s language must

be scrutinized closely for the subtle qualification he adds

to his claim that he has "nothing” to sell. A minor
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They are the only knowing men of Europe!

Great general scholars, excellent physicians,

Most admired statesmen, professed favorites,

And cabinet counselors to the greatest princes;

The only languaged men of all the world! (II, ii, 9-13)
Peregrine does not grasp the irony of Sir Pol’ s lavish
praise, but Jonson’'s satire on influential and “learned~
men, equating them with mountebanks, is not lost on his
audience. But Sir Pol’'s statement that mountebanks are the
"only languaged men of all the world” i1s perhaps most
relevant to this discussion. Indeed, Volpone as Scoto is a
"great talker"” but Peregrine’s response outlines the
difference between language as mere display and language
which has knowledge as its foundation:

“I have heard, they are most lewd impostors;/Made all of
terms and shreds". (II, ii, 14-15) Scoto has been
identified as one of those wits who can only "mock at the
terms". His discourse is comprised of “"terms and shreds";
it lacks substance or genuine "matter"” and its meaning,
therefore, cannot be trusted.

Perhaps so, but Volpone’'s impersonation of an Italian
mountebank is nonetheless an authentic representation - his
is a fine performance, perhaps as good as his performance as
“"young Antinous'", when he "attracted/The eyes and ears of
all the ladies present.” (III, vii, 162-3) Despite
Peregrine s justified skepticism, Volpone is convincing as a
mountebank and as an entertainer. He is able to imitate

the rhetorical skills of a salesman because language does

have its mimetic capacities and can create such likenesses,
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but this notion refers only to the authenticity of the
representation, its realism, not of reality itself. On the
other hand, because meaning is not truly embodied within
language, there is a paradox at work in these gulling
comedies. The theatrical metaphor which is used, where
characters act various parts, successfully creating a number
of convincing identities for themselves, demonstrates that
language functions mimetically; but in this capacity it also
facilitates deceit - the likeness (its realism) is also the
basis of its deception.

The entire mountebank episode is a deceit on a number
of levels. First, it is a fiction, a clever invention
involving disguise and linguistic ingenuity, where Volpone
adopts a new identity to put himself in contact with Celia.
But in the role of mountebank, Volpone is doubly a "lewd
imposter" for he impersonates a figure that is associated
unegquivocally with deception and manipulation. However, the
disguise is also consistent with Volpone's essential role in
the play as Volpone/Scoto are two sides of the same coin.
Scoto is a logical extension of Volpone himself: in both
guises he is an actor, charlatan, and con-artist
endeavouring to dupe the unwitting out of their money. As
Volpone and Mosca plan the means of viewing Celia, Volpone
indicates that whatever the disguise, he must still retain
his identity: "I must/Maintain mine own shape still the
same" . (II,‘i, 129-30) And indeed he does. For the

audience, Volpone is simultaneously disguised and
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English literature. Mosca sums up the essential attributes
of the lawyer in his praise to Voltore:

I oft have heard him [Volpone] say how he admired

Men of your large profession, that could speak

To every cause, and things mere contraries,

Till they were hoarse again, yet all be law;

That, with most quick agility, could turn

And re-turn; make knots, and undo them;

Give forked counsel; take provoking gold

On either hand, and put it up; (I, 1iii, $52-59)
Mosca’s description emphasizes how important the
manipulation of language is to Voltore’s profession. The
unstable nature of the signifying process is implicit in his
satire of the lawyer, as he recognizes that lawyers could
not operate as they do were meaning clearly fixed with
language. That language is malleable and can serve
dishonest interests is demonstrated in the first courtroom
scene where Celia and Bonario are on trial for adultery and
an attempted patricide. The trial is itself a kind of
performance conducted primarily by Voltore, a drama which is
enacted with theatrical flourish and which is a well-
étructured and stylized fiction in the form of a legal
argument. Voltore’s rhetorical skills are demonstrated
during the trial. Like Volpone in the role of the
mountebank, Voltore displays a show of confidence: "we have
no reason/To fear our truth should hurt our cause” (IV, iv
27-28), and employs familiar courtroom strategies. To
discredit Celia, she is charged with possessing the
deceptive arts ‘natural’ to a woman: "This lewd woman,/That

wants no artificial looks or tears/To help the vizor she has

now put on" (IV, v 34-36). As signifiers, tears are usually















Corbaccio as a victim of a son’s unnatural desire. He also
manipulates the court through flattery declaring "I know
this place most void of prejudice” (IV, v, 28) to
demonstrate that he recognizes the authority and integrity
of the court. Bonario, on the other hand, does not display
any political skills whatsoever. On the contrary, he
manages to offend the court by slandering Voltore, failing
to recognize that by doing so, he is perceived as attempting
to discredit the entire legal profession, which inevitably
includes the Avocatori. He is reminded, "You do forget
yourself"” (IV, v, 98). And indeed he does; he has succeeded
in alienating and offending the court, allowing Voltore to
take advantage of its willingness to believe Bonario guilty
of patricide. Celia can only lament and hope for divine
intervention, believing that heaven "never fails the
innocent"” (IV, vi, 16). Both Celia and Bonario are
completely ineffectual in their defense. 1In addition to
Bonario’s impolitic remarks, neither defendant can produce
any °‘proof ‘or key signifiers that could convey their
innocence to the biased court. Celia’s swoon, like her
tears, is dismissed as “Prettily feigned"” (IV, v, 133). She
is repeatedly charged with being an actress, a "“"chameleon”

(IV, vi, 2) with "too many moods"” (IV, v, 142) to be

trusted. Voltore warns the court: "May her feignings/Not
take your wisdoms" (IV, vi, 146-7). Ironically, of course,
Celia is anything but changeable - her "defense” is simple

and consistent. Trusting to a "just God", she appeals to

28
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Consequently, alchemical jargon also presents unique
opportunities to perpetuate deception. Such a language
creates special difficulties for interpretation and
communication because it creates a situation where
interpretation is either difficult or may not even be
possible. Therefore, any communication that takes place
between an alchemist and one who is outside the discourse
creates the situation where a genuine, two-way communication
cannot take place because one party has no way of
understanding both elements of the signifying act -
signifier and signified. 1In such a case the referents of
that language must remain a mystery. The party that has no
knowledge of the signs can accept on the basis of faith
alone the truth or sincerity of any statement and that a
deception is not taking place. This circumstance, however,
is unlikely to persist; individuals tend to try to learn the
language of a discipline so that they may participate
equally in the communication. It would appear that Sir
Epicure Mammon is such a character: he is able to speak with
some fluency on alchemical procedures and he comprehends the
conversation between Subtle and Face in regard to the
progress of the philosopher s stone and the upcoming moment
of "projection”. He is nonetheless completely deceived and
that he is so is related mainly to his faith in the science
of alchemy itself and his conviction that it will make him
rich and powerful, putting him in a position where he can

indulge his various appetites. His faith severely impairs
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language.. .next to canting”. (II, iii, 42) That he connects
alchemical jargon with "canting", the special language of
thieves, is a sign of his contempt and distrust. But he

also recognizes an important feature of the jargon itself -

that it is a "brave" language refers to its ostentation, its

showiness. In addition to the familiar connotation of
“"brave"” - daring or courageous - the term also means to be
“finely dressed”, “splendid” or "showy”. Surly is making a

connection between language and clothing which can be found
in Discoveries as well where Jonson connects the deceptive
potential of clothing - "a good dressing” - and language.
Jonson uses the metaphor of "dressing" to express his
suspicions of the relationship between language and deceit:

It is an art to have so much judgement,
as to apparel a lie well, to give it a
good dressing; that though the nakedness
would show deformed and odious, the ’
suiting of it might draw their readers.
Some love any strumpet (be she never so
shop-1like, or meritorious) in good
clothes. (386-380)

thle Jonson recognizes the artistry involved in creating an
effective lie, this statement recognizes that linguistic
skills can be used to facilitate deception. In the
statement below the clothing/adornment metaphor has been
extended to apply explicitly to linguistic expression:

..now nothing is good that is natural:
right and natural language seems to have
least of the wit in 1it; that which is
writhed and tortured, is counted the
more exquisite. Cloth of bodkin, or
tissue, must be embroidered; as if no
face were fair, that were not powdered,
or painted! No beauty to be had, but in
wresting, and writhing our own tongues!
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enormous returns. Surly considers him to be cozened, made a
dupe by clever rogues. Subtle and Face’s language,
therefore, is interpreted much differently by Mammon and
Surly; the same signifiers have led to very different
conclusions. Surly, acting as the detached observer, reads
the signs of cozenage and it is his skepticism, which
informs his critical judgement, that enables him to do this.
Mammon, as a true believer, must interpret according to his
faith - he cannot perceive the clues which are clearly
evident to Surly and to the audience. That the readings of
these two characters are radically different, once again,
focuses our attention on the problematic issues of
signification and meaning, issues which seem to preoccupy
Jonson.

Once Mammon is cozened, the scene proceeds to an
exchange between Subtle and Surly which in terms of Jonson’s
exploration of language and his interest in the many
interpretive possibilities inherent in signifying practice,
is very important. Surly accuses alchemy of being "a pretty
kind of game,/Somewhat like tricks o° the cards, to cheat a
man/With charming"” (II, iii, 180-2), and addresses directly
the signification of alchemical language: "What else are
all your terms,/Whereon no one of your writers ‘grees with
other?" (II, iii, 183-4) Subtle s response does not address
Surly s concern that as the language of a particular
discipline, there is no agreement amongst its practitioners

as to the meaning of its terms, but he does explain the






























using Keir Elam’s notion of the “possible worlds” of
theatrical performance, which is “concerned with the “world
creating’ operations of texts and the conceptual labours
they call for from their decoders (readers, spectators,
etc).” (101) For the decoders of The Alchemist, the lab is
a setting, a room in the house that is presumably outfitted
with an alchemist s equipment. Although it must be imagined
by both audience and characters of the drama, it is assumed
to be present spatially and temporally, even though it is
‘off-stage’. The audience and characters, therefore, must
"project"” its existence which is to engage in a creative
act. “Project” relates to human mental or imaginative
capacities, that is, it is a mental concept or idea and it
is also the activity of creating such a concept. The term
is also specifically associated with alchemy: to project
means according to the OED to throw the powder of projection
into a crucible of melted metal, for the purpose of
transmuting the latter into gold or silver. "Projection” is
also that stage of the alchemical process so eagerly awaited
by Sir Epicure. Therefore, project/projection combines the
notions of mental conception - creativity or "quick fiction”
- with the alchemical process itself. The audience must
project or create a representation of the laboratory and the
advances in the stages of alchemy which are reported to be
taking place there. This is an imaginative act and is,
therefore, a feature of our own ability to indulge in the

creation of a fiction of our own. Hence the audience is
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In The Alchemist, the satire directed against Puritans
poses a different set of problems for an analysis of
Jonson s practice of deceit. Ananias is, at least
initially, a reluctant gull and this circumstance creates a
conflict between him and Subtle. Most interesting for this
discussion is the ground upon which this conflict is
presented. Ananias and Subtle bicker over language. Their
conflict is a collision between two specific jargons or
discourses, neither of which is understandable or acceptable
to the other. Each refuses to recognize the validity and
representational power of the opposing language and their
dialogue represents an instance of non-communication. In
their first meeting, Subtle informs Ananias that no " terra
damnata"” may "have entrance" for fear of contaminating "the
work" (II, v, 5-B8). Ananias declares that he is a "faithful
brother", but the verbal assault of alchemical jargon with
which Subtle tests Ananias’® knowledge of the "faith"
indicates that they do not share the same belief system:

Can you sublime and dulcify? calcine?

Know you the sapor pontic? sapor stiptic?

Or what is homogene, or heterogene? (II, v, 8-11)
Ananias’ response, "I understand no heathen language™” (II,
v, 12), and his naming of alchemical terminology as "heathen
Greek" (II, iv, 17), sets the focus of their debate. It is
a confrontation between two ideologies and the language
which represents them: the discourse of a science and
religious belief, each of which claims to embody a superior

form of truth. Ananias considers Subtle to be a heathen who
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“speaks the language of Canaan” (III, ii, 8) and is,
therefore, both repugnant and dismissable. He believes
Subtle’s art to be "a work of darkness,/And with philosophy
blinds the eyes of man.” (III, ii, 9-10) Subtle mocks the
naming practices of the Puritans; once in possession of the
philosopher s stone they will not have to call themselves

By names of Tribulation, Persecution,

Restraint, Long-patience, and such like, affected

By the whole family or wood of you,

Only for glory, and to catch the ear

Of the disciple. (III, ii, 93-97)
Subtle criticizes the Puritans for the motives behind the
creation of their particular language, accusing them of
possessing a Jjargon which is designed to mislead the
unwitting "disciple” and capture glory for themselves. This
criticism is similar to Surly’s charge that alchemical
"terms" obfuscate meaning and are designed to deceive.
Tribulation, like Subtle, defends the language of his sect -
it has been "invented” for the “propagation of the glorious
cause"”. (III, ii, 98-9) The difference between their two
positions lies in the stated purpose behind the creation of
a particular discourse, for Subtle, we might recall, defends
alchemical terminology on the grounds that alchemy is a
secret science, to be known and practiced only by an elite.
In any case, Subtle dismisses all faiths but his own: "0,
but the stone, all’'s idle to it"” (III, v, 102). Despite,
however, the antagonism between these two faiths or

ideologies, Jonson wittily points out that they share common

ground. Both the Puritans and Subtle are creators and
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ambition motivates them to be complicit in the deception
that is passed upon them. However, that language plays a
lesser role in their gulling does not diminish the fact that
language is still a major issue in the role the Puritans
play in the drama. Puritan jargon acts as a means of
characterization and as a vehicle for satire, but it also,
once again, calls attention to Jonson’s self-conscious
examination of how verbal sign systems, specifically the

jargon of a particular sect or discipline, function.






























activities to Jonson’s own "unresolved"” attitude towards
alchemy. Further, Juneja makes an explicit connection
between Jonson’'s art and the alchemical process itself:
"there was something of alchemy also in
Jonson’s art: as a satirist and a
moralist he separated the good from the
bad and sought to improve human nature.
However critical he may have remained of
the exaggerated claims of the
alchemists, he must, nevertheless, have
sensed the underlying harmony of his
vision of his art and that of the
alchemist. This latent sympathy, and it
may well have been reluctant sympathy,
explains the curious attractiveness of
the rogues. (8)
This point, I think, is a difficult one to decide, for while
it may be true that the alchemist is an artist, the moral
status of such an artist 1s to be questioned. It is clear
that in Subtle, we have an artist figure. The opening scene
of The Alchemist has Face and Subtle arguing over who
created whom. Subtle, as an alchemist, is also an artist
who has the capacity to transform and create anew. In the
manner of the alchemical process itself, he argues that he
has transformed Face:
Thou vermin, have I ta’en thee out of dung...
Sublimed thee, and exalted thee, and fixed thee
In the third region, called our state of grace? (I, 1i,
64-9)
In this instance, alchemy has become a metaphor for the kind
of transformation that fascinates Volpone: the ability to
alter one’'s identity, to exist in "changed shapes™.
According to Subtle, he has given Face a new identity,

taking him "from brooms, and dust, and watering-pots"” (I, i,

87). But to change identities, as the rogues repeatedly do
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control Volpone as well. However, to Volpone, Mosca is a
trusted servant, devoted to promoting the pleasures and
ambitions of his master. The rigidity of the master/servant
structure makes it unlikely that Volpone would suspect Mosca
of being self-interested, but Mosca also has the ability to
‘make himself appear completely trustworthy to those he
deceives.

When we examine how Volpone and the rest are finally
exposed, for they come very close to concluding their
purpose successfully, we realize that it is the lack of
solidarity between Volpone and Mosca which ultimately
results in their downfall. Mosca is indeed self-interested,
demonstrating a greed equal to anyone’s. He is not content
with half of Volpone’s fortune, and their failure to come to
an agreement ruins them both. When we look at their
relationship, it is little wonder. In return for his
flattery, obsequy and his genius for strategy and "quick
fiction", Mosca is paid: “Hold thee, Mosca,/Take of my
hand; though strik st on truth in all,/And they are envious
term thee parasite" (I, ii, 15-17). Anne Barton attributes
their downfall to a “mutual violation of trust” (105), but
she also refers to their relationship as a "partnership”.
This may be true, but it is not an equal partnership. The
hierarchy of power inherent in the master/servant
relationship seems inevitably to lead to Mosca's betrayal of
Volpone. Although Mosca does not explicitly express any

dissatisfaction with his social situation, we can, I
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exterior makes it virtually impossible for the observer to

discern the

truth with any degree of certainty, and it is

this lack of certainty which Jonson finds troublesome and in

some cases,
certain and
in his role
"adulteries
create lies,

audience to

dangerous. Hence, his struggle to create
fixed meanings in his linguistic practice. Yet
as "artificer” the poet alsoc engages in the

of art”. While the poet’'s business may be to

there is an agreement between author and

accept this feature of artistic endeavour for

their mutual pleasure.
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