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The Duchess of Malfi on Film: Peter Huby’s Quietus
Rowland Wymer

In Jacobean Private Theatre (1987), Keith Sturgess gives a fine account of the original staging of The Duchess of Malfi which repeatedly makes reference to ‘cinematic’ aspects of Webster’s technique in handling the complex interactions of groups of characters on the Blackfriars stage.
  The romantic and violent plot, with its strong invitation to sympathetic identification with the Duchess, also indicates considerable potential box office appeal. So it is perhaps surprising that till now no major attempt has been made to transfer to the cinema screen the most frequently revived play by one of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, though the film I am going to examine in detail later on, Peter Huby’s Quietus (2002), has come closest to doing so. 
In 1995 David Mamet planned to direct his own film adaptation of the play, starring Bob Hoskins (presumably reprising his performance as Bosola from Adrian Noble’s famous 1980 Manchester Royal Exchange production), but the project was never realized.
  Alex Cox is a film director who has always trumpeted the virtues of Shakespeare’s Jacobean contemporaries and, as a student, did some designs for a theatrical production of The Duchess of Malfi which was to be ‘set in a post-holocaust world with people slithering around in the ruins’.
 These ideas, however, were not developed into a film version of Webster’s play but into his adaptation of Middleton’s Revengers Tragedy (2002), set in a near-future, post-apocalyptic Liverpool.
  

At the time of writing, casting has commenced for a modernized version of The Duchess of Malfi, scripted by Alice de Sousa and to be directed by Nicolas Steil, with shooting planned to begin in 2013. The ‘Screen Writer’s Vision’ of the play, which is posted on the Galleon Films website and functions partly as a pitch for funding, references Peter Greenaway, Baz Luhrmann, Quentin Tarantino, Shakespeare in Love, Interview with the Vampire, and Sleepy Hollow. It summarizes the play’s cinematic potential as follows:
The Duchess of Malfi provides thrilling filmic possibilities for great acting, beautiful language, breathtaking settings and high quality cinema with a gripping story line. At its epicentre, there is a heart rending love story which collides with unforgiving force with a revenge plot; these amalgamate to provide an intensely psychological, often morally shocking tale of Machiavellian corruption, incest, madness and uncontrollable carnal passion.

Potential financial backers would be reassured to know that the film will ‘dare to show the hard hitting violence and sexual content which is necessary for a truthful bringing to life of these ancient characters, before a contemporary world and an international film audience’.
 It is to be hoped that the necessary financial investment is securely in place and that this project will not share the fate of John Maybury’s Marlowe, which was abandoned at a similar stage of preparation.   
There have, of course, been some non-cinematic screened performances of The Duchess of Malfi. On 10 October 1972, BBC2 transmitted, as part of its Stage 2 Series, a well acted production directed by James MacTaggart and starring Eileen Atkins as the Duchess, Michael Bryant as Bosola, and Charles Kay as Ferdinand, which was subsequently released in VHS format and is currently available from the BBC as an extremely expensive DVD.
 Although essentially a ‘talking heads’ piece of television and lacking the visceral excitements of live theatre or film, its strong cast and rich costumes helped to deliver an effective version of the play, which had been condensed to two hours.
 
It had been preceded by two live performances of even shorter versions which were broadcast by the BBC in 1938 and 1949. These have been overlooked in almost all accounts of the performance history of the play, partly because they left no footage.
 The first of these, produced by Royston Morley, was one of a number of heavily cut Renaissance plays which were filmed live and transmitted by the BBC to its pre-war London television audience (numbering only about 20,000). There were screenings on 17 and 21 January 1938 (the first listed as lasting forty minutes, the second as thirty-five) and, in line with the normal practice then, each was an independent live performance with real-time cutting between four cameras.
  Reviewing this production for The Listener, Grace Wyndham Goldie recognized that the cutting between the different cameras was starting to create the kind of experience you would get in the cinema: ‘Yet there was a difference. The whole production smacks of the artifice of the theatre and not of the reality of the movies.’
 The pressures of filming a live performance had resulted in some actors fluffing their lines and some unexplained ‘noises off’, though ‘something of Webster’s quality came through whenever Bosola (Mr. Esmé Percy) was speaking’.
  The 1949 production, directed by Stephen Harrison, was again filmed as a live performance and also reviewed in The Listener, this time by Harold Hobson, who wrote: ‘none of the players seemed willing to trust to the full flood of Webster’s beautifully filthy rhetoric. They chopped it up, they tried to make it realistic, they lost its baleful magic.’
 
A much more professional and satisfactory attempt to create an effective film of a live performance was the recording of the 2010 Greenwich Theatre production, directed by Elizabeth Freestone, as part of the Stage on Screen series of DVDs. Seven High Definition cameras were used, all of whose operators were in constant communication with the Outside Broadcast Director, Chris Cowey, who created a live mix of shots before using all the footage obtained to produce a more polished edit. The result was much more dynamic than the reference videos of performances which the Royal Shakespeare Company retains in its archives, though the end product was still, intentionally, a piece of filmed theatre rather than a film.
 

Another work straddling the categories of ‘film’ and ‘theatre’ is Rehearsal: The Killings of Cariola (1992), directed by Valérie Lalonde and Richard Leacock. They were allowed to film the Cherub Company rehearsing Andrew Visnevski’s 1989 production of The Duchess of Malfi. After six weeks they had accumulated twenty hours of footage, which they did not initially know what to do with because (according to Richard Leacock) ‘it looked histrionic and false. What worked on stage didn’t seem to work on the screen’.
 The completed thirty-five-minute film was eventually structured round the attempts to achieve emotional authenticity in the scene where the Duchess’s maid Cariola is murdered and (in this staging) raped as well. Only in the dress rehearsal did it finally work: 
I was videoing front stage. It was horrible! It was believable! They dragged the body off stage and Valérie picked up there; the actress was in shock; shaking her head to get out of it. The two young actors who had just killed her were now comforting her. This was the essence of theatre when it works. You know it isn’t real but you believe it, you feel it.
 
Here, if only briefly, ‘the artifice of the theatre’ did translate effectively into ‘the reality of the movies’. 
Finally, in this brief account of previous screen versions of The Duchess of Malfi, mention should be made of Kingsley Amis’s television play A Question about Hell which was transmitted by ITV on 27 April 1964. Amis was one of four writers commissioned to write a play about ‘happiness’ but, in a spirit of perverse irony, he decided to produce a modernized version of The Duchess of Malfi. He largely ignored Webster’s poetry (although the title is taken directly from the Cardinal’s speech beginning ‘I am puzzled in a question about hell’)
 but adhered very closely to the main lines of the plot, finding ingenious contemporary equivalents at each stage. The best summary of this production is by G. K and S. K. Hunter:

The brothers are now rich white landowners in a Caribbean island. Their sister Angela, recently widowed, is secretly engaged to Sam, her coloured chauffeur. The claustrophobia of a society obsessed by the colour-bar provides a realistic modern equivalent for the Spanish pride of blood with which Webster dealt. There is a parallel attempt to find through Voodoo ceremonies an access to the supernatural which does not offend against the social realism of the modern play; but this works much less well; in the absence of poetry the magic can have no general effect. The brothers arrange for a waterfront bar-keeper and crook to kill Sam and then to silence their sister. The imprisonment of the sister in a bar, amid the brawling of drunks, provides a modern version of the Masque of Madmen. The denouement is given a realistic motivation: the coloured murderer finds that the ‘crime’ for which he kills Angela is a crime against the colour-bar. In a final bloodbath, brothers, murderers, and all are liquidated.
  
A similar updating of The Changeling called Compulsion was screened by ITV in 2009.
 In each case, the removal of the original poetry allowed the strong plot to work effectively within the naturalistic conventions governing most television drama but could be seen as an evasion of the real challenge of filming Jacobean plays – finding a style which can capture the ‘impure’ blend of artifice and realism.  
 If one discounts television dramatizations and filmed theatrical performances, there have, of course, been relatively few cinematic versions of any non-Shakespearean Renaissance plays, something which caused Alex Cox to ask, ‘why are Big Bill’s plays a shoo-in with studios and foreign sales agents, while those of his playwriting successors – Middleton, Webster, Jonson and Tourneur – remain apparently ignored?’.
 For many years, the only obvious examples were a 1940 French film of Volpone, adapted from Jonson’s play by Jules Romains and Stefan Zweig and directed by Maurice Tourneur, the Richard Burton/Elizabeth Taylor Doctor Faustus directed by Neville Coghill (1967), and Giuseppe Patroni Griffi’s version of Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore, originally released in 1971 as Addio, Fratello Crudele, then re-released in 1973 in an English-language version which kept the same title as Ford’s play.
 To these could also be added three loose adaptations: Vilgot Sjöman’s Syskonbädd 1782 (My Sister My Love) (1966), based on ’Tis Pity; Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s The Honey Pot (1967), derived ultimately from Volpone via Frederick Knott’s play Mr Fox of Venice and Thomas Sterling’s novel The Evil Day; and Jacques Rivette’s Noroît (1976), which draws some inspiration from The Revenger’s Tragedy.
 
However, the critical success of Peter Greenaway’s contemporary version of a Jacobean revenge tragedy, The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (1989) and of Derek Jarman’s radical adaptation of Marlowe’s Edward II (1991) generated a small flurry of films at the turn of the twenty-first century which mined the plays of Shakespeare’s contemporaries for images of ‘decadent’ excess. Two of them (Marcus Thompson’s Middleton’s Changeling (1998) and Alex Cox’s Revengers Tragedy (2002)) are direct adaptations of Jacobean plays while the third, Mike Figgis’s Hotel (2001), weaves a storyline involving sex, murder, body parts, and cannibalism round a group of actors rehearsing a Dogme-style film of The Duchess of Malfi in Venice. According to Gordon McMullan, each of these films operates with a rather dated stereotype of ‘the Jacobean’ (the kind reinforced by the brief appearance of ‘Webster’ as a bloodthirsty and prurient adolescent in Shakespeare in Love (1999)) and is ‘each in its different way postmodern, spectacular, decadent, tasteless and excessive’.
 Each ‘treats the Jacobean as an early precursor of the postmodern and reads the postmodern as intrinsically decadent’.

The three films differ considerably, however, in the degree to which they succeed artistically. Thompson’s film is often visually striking but is let down by some indifferent acting and an inability to make the madhouse scenes either convincing, funny, or terrifying, whereas Cox delivered something much more focused which was as energetic, political, and blackly comic as the original. The film most difficult to evaluate is the one which is most pertinent to the present essay, Hotel. In terms of both form and content, Hotel is a very unsettling film which never lets its audience feel comfortable with what is on the screen, or certain of the precise relation of the main action to the film-within-a-film of The Duchess of Malfi. Figgis used digital technology, split screens, different frame sizes, and infra-red cameras to disrupt any visual coherence and continuity and he also, with some comedy, represented considerable violence being done to the integrity of Webster’s play. When one of the actors complains that some of the poetry has been lost, the scriptwriter (played by the poet Heathcote Williams, who also plays Bosola) explains that there has been ‘a group decision to cut the iambic pentameters, heptameters, archaisms in order to try and create a fast-food McMalfi, as it were, that would be easily digestible’. When the actor playing Antonio attempts to preserve some of the delicacy of the wooing scene between him and the Duchess, the director’s response is ‘I want you to fuck her like a criminal’. 

In a separate short film called ‘Charlee Boux’, spun off from Hotel, Heathcote Williams’s scriptwriter explains in an interview that Webster’s play is ‘really about man’s control of women’s sexuality’.
 Pascale Aebischer, in what is the most detailed account so far of Hotel,  built upon this to argue that in Figgis’s film ‘Webster’s Duchess of Malfi functions as a critique of twenty-first-century film, exposing the extent to which, through the direction of the gaze, “man’s control of women’s sexuality” is intrinsic to the medium’.
 However, using an argument that is frequently made about Jacobean theatre itself, she also recognized that ‘Since it is so self-consciously implicated in the very structures it is criticizing, Figgis’s Hotel cannot – and does not even try to – provide a realistic answer to the problem of “man’s control of women’s sexuality” ’, meaning that, in the end, ‘Hotel seems ultimately unable to transcend the structures it attacks’.
 
There is no doubt that Mike Figgis is alert to the way the film industry uses women’s bodies and saw some analogies with Webster’s play which could be exploited. However, ‘exploited’ may be precisely the right word to use, since some of the film’s erotic scenes, such as those involving lesbian sex,  seem to be there mainly because they strike the director himself as erotic rather than because they make a statement about the modern film industry or Jacobean drama.
  Whereas Cox’s film sprang from a real enthusiasm for, and engagement with, the pessimistic political vision, black comedy, and extravagant style of Jacobean tragedy in general and The Revenger’s Tragedy in particular, Figgis had a much more cursory relationship with his source text, pillaging it for sensational moments (‘six scenes – the weirdest, bloodiest, sexiest scenes in John Webster’s . . . play’) but largely ignoring its distinctive qualities.

For the moment, at least until Galleon Films succeed in realizing their script, the most interesting film derived from The Duchess of Malfi is a virtually unknown  (because never commercially released) sixty-three-minute work called Quietus, made in 2002 by Peter Huby for about £15,000.
 Described in the credits as ‘a film adapted from texts by JOHN WEBSTER’, Quietus is set in the Yorkshire Dales in the early seventeenth century (an opening caption gives the year as ‘A.D. 1610’). The main storyline (much of it delivered in flashback) concerns Katharine, a young widow with a small daughter, who returns home to her parents’ cottage after the death of her husband, only to suffer incestuous advances from her brother Uriah (the Ferdinand equivalent). He intimidates and mutilates a young man, Francis Hodgeson, to whom she had become attracted, and tricks her into believing that he has killed both Francis and her daughter. After she has hanged herself in despair after being presented with a dead man’s hand and her daughter’s shoe, a second brother Ishmael (who resembles Bosola more than the Cardinal) returns home from the wars and the central action of the film concerns the transportation of Katharine’s corpse by the two brothers from Birkdale to the graveyard at Grinton Church, where Ishmael has promised to give Uriah his ‘quietus’. The harsh and partly naturalistic scenes of sex and death among the Yorkshire peasantry are intercut with other scenes, more artificial and metatheatrical, involving a group of travelling players who are performing The Duchess of Malfi.
The initial idea for the film was not centred on Webster’s play but on the medieval Corpse Way in Yorkshire which runs for sixteen miles from Keld to St Andrew’s Church in Grinton. St Andrew’s served as the burial place for the whole of Upper Swaledale, and local people who wanted their relatives to be buried in consecrated ground had to be prepared to carry the coffin the whole length of the Corpse Way. The original core of the film, before the Webster material was worked in, was simply a series of images of two men struggling with a coffin along rough tracks through difficult, mountainous terrain.  
Before discussing more closely the film’s relationship with The Duchess of Malfi, a number of oddities connected with its historical setting need clarifying. The announced date of 1610, rather than a date some time after the winter of 1613-14 (which was when The Duchess was probably first performed in London), was, according to the director, simply a matter of roughly indicating the period, without being over-precise. Coincidentally, and helping to validate the film’s framing conceit, we happen to know that in the winter of 1609-10 a group of travelling players was indeed touring Yorkshire with two King’s Men plays in their repertoire -  not The Duchess of Malfi but Pericles and King Lear.
 In other respects, however, the early seventeenth-century date, a consequence of the desire to draw both verbally and narratively on the rich resources of Jacobean drama, causes some problems. 
A minor one, which would not be apparent to most viewers, is that the tradition of carrying corpses many miles to Grinton churchyard came to an end after a church was built at Muker in 1580. More significantly, the film has several references to the hanging of rebels by the Duke of Norfolk, something which would puzzle historically informed spectators, since there was no Duke of Norfolk in England between 1572 and 1660, following the execution by Elizabeth I of Thomas Howard, the fourth Duke, for treason. The explanation for these anomalies is that, before the decision was taken to integrate the images of the journey along the Corpse Way with material from Jacobean drama, the film was intended to be set in the early sixteenth century. The rebellion referred to in the film as having recently taken place, leaving the bodies of hanged rebels still swinging in the trees, was originally the Pilgrimage of Grace (1536), the Northern revolt against Henry VIII’s plundering of the monasteries and other attacks upon the ‘old religion’. The Duke of Norfolk, Henry VIII’s deputy in the North, had met the rebels at Doncaster, encouraged them to disperse with false promises that their grievances would be addressed, before declaring martial law at Carlisle and executing seventy-four of them immediately. This example of government treachery is almost certainly recalled by Shakespeare in the ‘Gaultree Forest’ episode of 2 Henry IV
 and it provides Huby’s film with the kind of Machiavellian political context appropriate to Webster’s play, a context that was in danger of being lost in the transfer from a sixteenth-century Italian court to the Yorkshire countryside. 
A further chronological oddity came about because, while waiting for funding to make Quietus, Huby developed and expanded the film’s storyline into a novel (as yet unpublished) called Katharine, set in the 1620s, which was a time when James I’s attempts to pacify the Northern Borders would have provided a Jacobean context for the hangings in Carlisle. Ishmael’s time abroad as a soldier has now been spent in The Thirty Years’ War and is given extensive treatment in the novel.  There is a surviving allusion to this in his line ‘In Bohemia once, we ate dead dogs’.  
Although less artistically successful than the film, the novel is historically well researched and is chronologically consistent in a way the film is not. It is also saturated with the language of Webster and other dramatists and writers of the period, which gives it a rather artificial and ‘literary’ eloquence. Considerable portions of the dialogue have been transferred directly back into the film and this is the moment to emphasize that, whereas for most film makers the attraction of Jacobean drama might lie in its elemental passions and sensational plot developments, for Huby the actual language of the plays is of equal importance. Following the same method as Webster himself, Huby turns his film into an echo chamber of verbal borrowings. Apart from the actual lines from The Duchess of Malfi performed by the travelling players, there are further lines, half-lines, and even whole speeches from the play spoken in the ‘real’ interchanges between the Yorkshire characters, together with extensive and recognizable borrowings from The White Devil, Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Measure for Measure, King Lear, and The Changeling. As in the theatrical performances directed by Barrie Rutter for the Northern Broadsides company, there is a special kind of pleasure in hearing Shakespearean lines and Shakespearean passions expressed in a strong Northern accent. Sometimes the lines serve broadly similar functions to their originals, sometimes they have been repositioned to work in a very different context. For instance, Isabella’s (to some extent feigned) abusive references to Vittoria in The White Devil (‘To dig the strumpet’s eyes out, let her lie / Some twenty months a-dying . . .’) become part of Uriah’s jealous raging against Katharine.
  Sometimes lines have been preserved unaltered, sometimes they have been adapted heavily. Sometimes they sound like borrowings from Jacobean drama but are actually original in the way that T. S. Eliot had so absorbed and internalized the rhythms and vocabulary of Webster and his fellow-dramatists that he could re-create them anew as well as cite them in his poetry. 
If Huby shares Eliot’s love of Webster’s language and particularly its ‘metaphysical’ capacity to couple sex and death (‘He knew that thought clings round dead limbs / Tightening its lusts and luxuries’),
 he also differs from him in important respects. From the 1980s onwards one of the most important critical approaches to The Duchess of Malfi, an approach rather foreign to Eliot, has been a broadly feminist one, seeing the title character not so much as a head of state with difficult choices to make who must eventually learn to face death with both dignity and Christian humility, but as the female victim of a brutal patriarchal culture. This latter perspective is the dominant one in Huby’s film which shows us a proud, ‘untameable’ woman (‘Haggard wild she was and they could not abide it’), represented figuratively by repeated shots of a peregrine falcon. This proud, free, solitary bird is Huby’s own way of responding to the many images of birds in Webster’s play, images which are usually associated with freedom or confinement.
 Sometimes this is a specifically sexual freedom:
The birds that live i’ th’ field

On the wild benefit of nature, live

Happier than we; for they may choose their mates,

And carol their sweet pleasures to the spring: - 







(3.5.18-21)

Sometimes a more general life force is signified - ‘The robin-redbreast, and the nightingale, / Never live long in cages’ (4.2.13-14) - and sometimes there is an explicitly religious colouring: ‘Didst thou ever see a lark in a cage? such is the soul in the body’ (4.2.128-30). The repeated shots of the peregrine falcon can suggest all of these things about Katharine and the Duchess (the spiritual implications are strengthened in Huby’s film by the choral music of the Boyan Ensemble) but, ironically, in Webster’s play it is Duke Ferdinand who is most closely identified with a lone bird of prey: 


MALATESTE: Why doth your lordship love this solitariness?

FERDINAND: Eagles fly alone: they are crows, daws, and starlings that flock together: (5.2.29-31)
During her imprisonment, the Duchess’s melancholy ‘seems to be fortify’d / With a strange disdain’ (4.1.11-12) and this is perhaps one of the few things she has in common with her twin brother, as well as being something she shares with her counterpart in Huby’s film (‘Thou wert ever disdainful’ Katharine is told by her father).


Huby’s anti-patriarchal reading of Webster’s play differs in two very important respects from the original. The first of these, obviously enough, is that Katharine, unlike the Duchess, is brought to suicide by the cruel deception practised upon her by her brother. Webster’s heroine, after being presented with the dead man’s hand and ‘the artificial figures of Antonio and his children, appearing as if they were dead’ (s.d. 4.1.56), loses all will to live but is saved from despair by the ambiguous ‘comfort’ of Bosola, before learning to accept death as a martyr rather than seek it as a suicide. The Duchess’s confidence and courage in the face of death - ‘Pull, and pull strongly, for your able strength / Must pull down heaven upon me’ (4.2.230-1) - is intentionally foregrounded by Huby through his use of a rehearsal of her death scene as the prologue to his film. This is what the conventionally ‘tragic’ looks like, the scene appears to suggest, but the sense of artificiality and theatricality is inescapable, partly because the Duchess is played not by a woman, nor even a boy, but by a grown man with a German accent and wearing heavy make-up who, when he removes a head-dress, is revealed to be bald. Moreover, the actors, after a brief reverential pause, break the illusion and step out of character to comment on their work: ‘Excellent, excellent tragical! Twill have the Duke in Carlisle all ablub.’ In contrast, there is no ‘tragic’ eloquence at Katharine’s moment of death. She is simply found hanging, having failed to distinguish Uriah’s ‘counterfeits’ from ‘true substantial’ things. ‘Am I not a player king?’ Uriah asks, but his cruelty and perversity seem all too real to both her and us. The interplay between the real and the fictional is given a further twist when the players refer to Duke Ferdinand as ‘Carlo’, the real name of the historical Duchess of Malfi’s twin brother.     
The second major difference is implied from the beginning by Huby’s choice of title. ‘Quietus est’ was a legal phrase meaning that someone had been released or ‘quitted’ of a debt and one possible sense relates to the quittance of an injury through an act of revenge (as in Ishmael’s words to Uriah quoted earlier). However, there are two particularly famous uses of the word ‘quietus’ in Renaissance drama. The first is in Hamlet’s ‘To be, or not to be’ soliloquy when it refers to seeking the ‘release’ of death through suicide. Why would anyone endure the ills of life ‘When he himself might his quietus make / With a bare bodkin’ (3.1.74-5)? The second occurs in The Duchess of Malfi itself, when the Duchess woos Antonio, and it is one of the many death-haunted images which colour their courtship:

  


I thank you, gentle love,

And ’cause you shall not come to me in debt, 
Being now my steward, here upon your lips

I sign your Quietus est:- 


[Kisses him] (1.1.461-4)

Combining the two main sources for the title of the film leads to the unmistakable inference that to enter into marriage is to sign one’s death warrant; it is a form of suicide and, in the Cardinal’s words, ‘The marriage night / Is the entrance into some prison’ (1.1.324-5). It is not an accident that the two bodies of rebels which Ishmael sees hanging in the trees are a man and a woman rather than, as one might expect, two men. The first scene with the travelling players shows the strangling of the Duchess and is followed by a debate resembling that between Bottom and his fellows in A Midsummer Night’s Dream about whether this really is a suitable play to perform before the Duke, a debate which culminates in a joke about marriage cynical enough to rival anything in Restoration comedy:

FIRST PLAYER: Cadmus and Harmonia would move your duke to pity and hath not a strangling in’t. 
THIRD PLAYER: And we know it well.

FOURTH PLAYER: Though it hath a marriage in’t, which is a sort of strangling, or slow suffocation.

When the male actor playing the Duchess lifts up his left hand at the moment of death, there is considerable visual emphasis given to the wedding ring on his finger.

My point is that although Webster’s play may indeed be very amenable to a feminist interpretation (in the novel Katharine it is described by the actor-manager of the travelling players as the story of ‘a comely woman done to death out of base rage, by men’),
 it is not cynical about marriage in the way that Huby’s film is. The Duchess marries Antonio in secret and is dismissive of the need for any public religious ceremony (‘What can the church force more? . . . How can the church bind faster?’ (1.1.488, 491)) but she nevertheless regards the exchange of words with Antonio in her chamber and the bestowal of a ring as ‘absolute marriage’ (1.1.479) and is furious when Ferdinand calls her children bastards, telling him ‘You violate a sacrament o’ th’ church’ (4.1.39). Her secret marriage is a romantic oppositional alternative to male tyranny not a reproduction of it, and Antonio is not in any position to assume patriarchal authority over her, as the jesting between them in the bedchamber scene makes clear (‘Indeed, my rule is only in the night’ (3.2.8)). Her courtship of Antonio is paralleled in Huby’s film by Katharine’s romantic encounters with Francis Hodgeson but these are cut short before they have flowered into marriage. In one of the film’s most horrific moments (borrowed from but exceeding a famous incident in The Changeling), the ring Francis might have presented to Katharine is hacked off his hand along with the finger it encircled, which is then stuffed into his mouth by Uriah. 
We learn little of Katharine’s previous marriage but her mother Hannah only married her father, the brutish Ezekiel, out of economic necessity and Ezekiel is used in the film to represent the ‘normal’ kind of male tyrant (‘Now I must whip thee for a heedless drab’), different only perhaps in degree from Uriah’s perverted excesses. There is no sense, as there is in Webster’s play, that the romantic commitment of ‘absolute marriage’ might represent an important personal resistance to the tyranny of both Church and state (in Webster’s main source, Painter’s Palace of Pleasure, the Duchess asks her executioners pointedly ‘Is it a sinne to mary? . . . What lawes be these, where mariage bed and ioyned matrimony is pursued with like severitie as murder, theft and aduoutrie?’).
 Rather than the lyrical alternative to a corrupt society being located in the tender moments between the Duchess and Antonio, it resides in the relationships between Katharine, her mother, and her daughter, and the film’s final shot is of the three generations of women grouped lovingly together, for once free from the threat of male violence and male sexuality. This, rather than the proud and solitary peregrine falcon (a visual equivalent to ‘I am Duchess of Malfi still’), is our final image of Katharine, as daughter and mother, taking us back to the film’s opening lines from The Duchess of Malfi, as adapted and performed by the travelling players: ‘I pray thee look thou givest my little girl some syrup for her cold and let her say her prayers ere she sleep’. 
Although close in date to Hotel and sharing its view of Webster’s play as being ‘really about man’s control of women’s sexuality’, Huby’s film is a world away from it both stylistically and morally, as it is from the other two contemporary ‘Jacobean’ films characterized by Gordon McMullan as ‘postmodern, spectacular, decadent, tasteless and excessive’. It is a deeply felt film, obsessed both by the elaborate language and the emotional intensities of Webster’s plays, but given a distinctive grittiness and sense of authenticity by its Yorkshire accents, mundane domestic details, craggy faces, and rugged landscapes. It is a film which has found its own way of combining ‘the artifice of the theatre’ with ‘the reality of the movies’.          
I would like to thank Peter Huby for giving me so much useful information about his film and Patsy and Colin Stoneman for first obtaining a copy for me. I would also like to thank Pascale Aebischer for sharing with me, prior to publication, some of her research into other films.
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