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The Martyr of Revenge


	At the dawning of the Elizabethan era, England was emerging from a tumultuous series of changes which had destabilized the countries government and religion. The result of this transition was a general feeling of confusion and uncertainty about a number of issues, including justice. The integrity of the agents determining justice, God and law, was put into question by the turmoil of the preceding time period. Without these institutions for instilling order, people had to look elsewhere: “Revenge had become an increasing political issue in early modern England” (Neill 329). As Neill discusses, according to Sir Francis Bacon, “Revenge... was simply justice in its primitive, undomesticated condition” (Neill 328). Without the structure of religion and government to guide people's morality and punish dissenters, revenge suddenly became an issue of interest. During the Tudor period, there was a push to restore social organization and security, putting this responsibility back in the hands of the government: “The centralizing ambitions of the Tudor monarchy led to an insistence upon the state's absolute monopoly of justice” (Neill 329). Unfortunately, there were then, as there are today, flaws in the legal system. There were instances where the law could not or would not provide a fair outcome. It is these types of situations that are most often examined on the Renaissance stage in the then extremely popular genera of revenge tragedy. According to Sir Francis Bacon, as quote in Michael Neill's article, these situations, “Invited the most tolerable sort of revenge” (Neill 328). A true revenge hero seeks this tolerable type of revenge: he is looking to balance the scales and not for personal gain. 


	An organized society depends on the idea of a social contract: there are a set of moral guidelines that each member must uphold, and when this ethical code is violated, there is an appropriate consequence. When a crime goes unpunished, it throws off the balance, making the universe, as Hamlet calls it, “out of joint” (1.5. 188). Frequently, a revenge hero has attempted to use the court system to get justice but, for some reason or another, is unable. Therefore, he must take the responsibility upon himself. A quest for revenge is a way of trying to put the world right: “[Seeking revenge] means seeking a kind of cosmic, primal balance, restoring equilibrium.... revenge might even be said to have owned the scales of justice long before they were usurped by law (Neill 332). The revenge hero strives to restore this balance. He does not want more than is his due but only want to even the scale. A revenge hero believes in the concept of an eye for an eye, and he wants for the punishment to fit the crime. The retaliation is an attempt to restore order: “Man seeking justice for unpunished crime he is an agent of the very principle on which the civil society depends for its survival” (Neill 328). Revenge is the tool for restoring social order. 


	As a result of this previously stated motive, a true revenge hero wants his hand in the action to be known. He may temporarily hide his activity so as to successfully complete his plan; however, he has intentions of revealing his part in the revenge at a later time. He does not want to disguise his involvement in the downfall of his victims, but instead, he proudly proclaims it, often in a long speech. Speech is the ability that separates humans from animals. Due to this endowment, humans, unlike animals, are able to live in an organized, harmonious society, and so, this speech becomes an emblem of the social order that the protagonist strives to reinstate. 


	Furthermore, a revenge hero is often concerned about the morality of his actions. There is obviously an ethical ambiguity to harming others, and this is not lost on the revenge hero. He is caught between two evils: not seeking revenge and letting anarchy and chaos ensue or seeking revenge and contradicting law and religion. This moral dilemma weighs heavily on the revenge hero, often forcing him into madness. The revenge protagonist stimulates the sympathies of the audience as he strives for justice. He begins as a moral figure, and as he is corrupted, there is a visible breakdown in his metal state. 


	Barabas, the main character of the Jew of Malta, a play by Christopher Marlowe, is the antithesis of this revenge hero. He may have some motive to seek revenge: the prejudices of the court leads it to unfairly seize his belongings; however, he takes his revenge to unnecessarily bloody extremes. Instead of merely seeking to regain his possessions, he wants to kill all those who have wrong him. His violence stops being instrumental and transforms to mindless aggression. His revenge becomes a plight of personal gain, using the violence to acquire wealth and power. He does not seek to restore order society by balancing the scales of justice, but instead, he personifies the very anarchy he should, in theory, fighting against.


	In addition, Barabas does not want his revenge to be public. He hopes to hide his hand in the murders and destruction he causes. In order to keep his secrets, he goes to extreme lengths. For example, when he fears his daughter will tell others about his plot, he concocts a plan to kill her to keep her silence. This plan involves killing an entire nunnery just to dispose of his singular target, Abigail. In murdering the nunnery, Barabas not only to quiets his daughter, but he also symbolically destroys the institution of religion that is traditionally central to implementing justice and order in society. He does not fight to regain order but instead is the very force attacking it. Barabas’ desire for secrecy suggests that there is something animalistic about his revenge. There is nothing chivalrously or morally upstanding about his quest for justice. In fact, it ceases to be a quest for justice at all and is transformed into mere bloodlust.


	Though Barabas is thrown into a frenzied crusade for destruction, he is far from mad. His sanity, in fact, stays eerily intact. When Barabas is describing his series of crimes against Christians, he details the murders of innocents and children with surprising calm. He jokes about the devastation. The death and suffering of other brings him happiness. Some might call this madness in and of itself, but it is hard to think of Barabas as insane. He remains calculating throughout the play, entirely aware of the destruction he is causing and not at all concerned with the moral acceptability of his actions. Though Barabas is the main character of a revenge tragedy, he does not fit the image of a revenge hero. He has an utter lack of concern for true justice and its benefit to society. He, instead, focuses on self-centered motives for vengeance which makes him a poor example of a revenge hero. 


	Shylock, the main character of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, if not a better example, is certainly a more complicated one. The way Shylock goes about getting revenge is very interesting. He does not want his hand in Antonio's murder to be secret, yet he is not willing to kill Antonio himself. He uses the law as an indirect way of seeking revenge. Shylock asks only what he is due from Antonio, a pound of flesh. This is the contract agreed upon at the beginning of the play, and this is what Shylock feels he deserves. While Shylock’s plight is a sympatric one, readers are left to question whether Antonio should truly have to give his life for not settling his debuts. What is it that Antonio has actually done to so harshly offend Shylock? Readers do not see Antonio kill or harm anyone in Shylock’s family, so why should Antonio be killed or harmed? The punishment, in this case, might not truly fit the crime which doesn't balance the scales, but tips them in Shylock’s favor. 


	While Shylock does not go mad, it is clear he suffers some mental distress from the loss of his daughter. Portia appeal to Shylock to have mercy which is a fundamental Christian principal; however, due to this mental state, Shylock no longer seems to have any sense of a moral compass. Religion is the first safe guard against dissent in society. It is supposed to instill the moral values that encourage people to refrain from injuring others. When religion fails, the government must ensure justice with the law. This is the case in the play. This emotional turmoil has clouded Shylock’s judgment, turning Shylock’s revenge into a personal vendetta rather than a quest for justice, so the law must ensure that the scales are balanced and the punishment fits the crime. The law does, in fact, give Shylock his due, saying that Shylock can have the pound of flesh he claims but not the blood that goes along with it. Shylock is a revenge hero in the sense that he is a sympathetic figure. He has motive for wanting to seek revenge and seemingly only wants his due, but in reality, the punishment he wants to inflict on Antonio does not fit the crime. Shylock is immoral in the sense that he ignores Christian values and becomes consumed with his personal plight rather than justice on a societal level. 


Hieronimo, the main character of Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, seems to be the best example of this revenge hero. According to Crosbie, Kyd presents Heironimo’s revenge differently than that of many other characters in other revenge tragedies: “He imaginatively depicts revenge as not simply irrationally brutish, or, conversely, highly calculative” (Crosbie 3). Hieronimo, as the Knight-Marshall, is the responsible party for assuring justice is done in the kingdom. When he can't instate justice through the court, Hieronimo instinctually feels he must take this responsibility upon himself. He does not focus on his personal motive for justice but instead on the courts need for this justice to be done. He does not want more than what is due. He simply wants the scales to be balanced, stating, “For blood with blood shall, while I sit a judge” (3.4. 35-36). Hieronimo seeks “tolerable revenge” as a tool for instating social order. 


	Hieronimo wants his role in the revenge to be known. The murders themselves may be senseless and barbaric, as denoted by the various languages spoken during the play within a play which contains the violence; however, the reasoning behind them is orderly. Therefore, after the play is finished, Hieronimo claims and explain the violence. His is the most civil type of destruction. It is motivated by logical reason, and so it is articulated in a speech, representing the human ability to keep order. 


	Hieronimo, more so than the other two character discussed previously, is preoccupied with the moral implications of his violence. He questions whether or not it is his responsibility to enact reciprocity or if it is that of God, even quoting the Bible. His frustration with the failure of the law is apparent when he angrily reprimands the elder man who seeks his council. This dilemma leads him to complete madness. He cannot reconcile his desire to set the world right with the failure of the court system and religion to do so. Seeking revenge must be done to restore balance and order, but at the same time, this revenge attacks this balance and order. This moral dilemma leads Hieronimo to madness, making this insanity a symbol of his upstanding ethical identity. 


	In the end though, even Hieronimo falls. As discussed previously, the audiences in England during this time were searching for some sense of stability, especially in the areas which they valued most: “(1) effective central government with orderly succession, (2) English prestige, and (3) lasting establishment of English Protestantism” (Griswold 71). Two of these things, central government and religion are threatened by the existence of revenge. The revenge hero sets himself apart because he is relatable to audiences. He evokes sympathy from the audience because he begins with good moral intentions; however, despite this righteous quest for justice, revenge, at any level, is dangerous. The revenge hero, no matter how moral, threatens what is so important to the English people during this time period and so he must fall: “the revenger, though he may begin with a just cause, is altered and corrupted by his pursuit of revenge” (Griswold 65). Hieronimo kills the innocent Castile which does not even the scales of justice but goes beyond “blood for blood”. Later, Hieronimo bites out his own tongue which is a powerful signifier of his moral breakdown: “If speech is the factually that distinguishes men from beast then the loss or abandonment of language becomes a potent metaphor for the anarchy produced by the lonely frenzy of the revenger” (Niell 340). In order for revenge tragedy to be successful in reinforcing the security of government and religion that Elizabethan England so longed for, the revenger must be destroyed. A true revenge hero then must be a tragic figure in definition. The character assumes the great responsible of restoring justice and equilibrium to the world when law and religion fail; however, this originally moral plight with inevitably destroy him. The pursuit of justice through revenge is, according to Neill, “fatality by which symmetrical compulsion of revenger and liable to convert the revenger into the image of what he most abhors turning the action back on himself in self-consuming furry” (Neill 337). Hieronimo is the ideal example of this character. He is the law personified. In his failure to provide justice through the court, he must take the responsibility of evening the scales onto himself; however, this morally ambiguous task forces him to become the very anarchy he fights against. He succeeds in restoring order but, in the processes, must sacrifice himself. 








