Approaches to AQA A Level English Literature Specification A: Unit 4

Volpone

Outline of talk by Tom Rank at A Level Revision Day

The general advice document offers guidance on how to approach Paper 4; please read it in conjunction with the specific comments on this text.

Debates

The dominant assessment objective is AO4, different interpretations, so you need to be able to discuss issues in the play. Make the text itself your first study, including selecting key short quotations to memorise. You must support your views by close reference to the text.

These are some of the debates you might have about this play. The examination question is very unlikely to resemble any of these exactly so you must also be ready to discuss ideas you have never met before, at least not in the form that you find on the paper.

1. Jonson’s aim in writing Volpone was to amuse and entertain his audience. Or Jonson’s aim in writing Volpone was to expose wickedness and to promote moral virtues in his audience.

2. Celia and Lady Politic Would-be are two stereotypes, not credible women. Or both Celia and Lady Politic Would-be play important roles in the play.

3. Volpone and Mosca are such attractive characters that they undermine the moral purpose of the play which is to expose wickedness and vice. Or An audience must be repelled by the immorality of both Volpone and Mosca.

4. The sub-plot of the play is redundant to the play as whole. Or The antics of Sir Politic Would-be and his wife enhance our appreciation of Volpone.

5. Soliloquies and asides are undramatic and slow down the impetus of the play. Or Soliloquies and asides provide us with an important insight into the thoughts and motives of the characters who speak most directly to us.

6. Mosca is clever and witty and delights audiences. Or Mosca’s degeneracy and immorality and at the end his treachery appal an audience.

7. It is hard to have any sympathy for Jonson’s Celia. Or Celia is wronged by a cruel husband, prostituted by Mosca and narrowly escapes rape by Volpone. She demands our serious attention.

8. The whole plot is wonderfully contrived and a superb dramatic spectacle. Or The play is so improbable lacking in consistency that it is impossible to take it seriously or even to enjoy the supposedly comic spectacle.

9. The end of the play, with Volpone’s final mad disguises, is the weak part of the plot. Or The end of the play is a wonderfully contrived catastrophe which is a superb conclusion to the play.

(These debates are based mainly on material prepared by Roy Hopwood for the AQA Newsletter – March 2003.)

Starting with the text



VOLPONE:


… Yet I glory

More in the cunning purchase of my wealth,

Than in the glad possession; since I gain

No common way; I use no trade, no venture;

I wound no earth with plough-shares; fat no beasts,

To feed the shambles; have no mills for iron,

Oil, corn, or men, to grind them into powder:

I blow no subtle glass; expose no ships

To threat'nings of the furrow-faced sea;

I turn no monies in the public bank,

Nor usure private.

MOSCA: No sir, nor devour

Soft prodigals. 

Notice here Volpone’s delight in his scheming – and the implicit moral judgment of his lust. Compare these lines to the worship of gold in the opening lines. Note how Mosca’s lines go on to an implicit judgments, too, of the suitors’ completely selfish actions.

· Morality is important

· All kinds of folly are exposed, from songs of Nano to the gullible Would-bes, then on to the suitors.

· Greed – for gold, for pleasure (ie to possess Celia) is everywhere – see the opening lines

· Suitors – see how even their names emphasise their qualities. So, comment on what these mean & that they are raven, crow, vulture are carrion birds. This demonstrates AO3 – and also shows close attention to detail if you then go on to look at how Sir Politic Would-be is “Sir Pol”, the parrot – not so culpable as the suitors, perhaps, as he’s just a parrot, empty-headed and foolish.

Volpone - script extract

First of all to consider the attempted seduction and rape of Celia “as the act of a corrupt villain” is fitting when it can be observed that Volpone is a “cunning fox”, profiting from the deluded legacy-hunters’ incessant stream of gifts. These gifts, these ‘orient pearls’ and bags of ‘chequeens’ assumed to be for a dying man, whose ‘apoplexy’ fails him. Thus, Volpone is a villain for knowingly luring such spineless ‘sub-parasites’ into his ‘den of villainy’. This villainy is centred in the fulfilment he gains from the ‘cunning purchase’, in that he pleasures in the process of conspiracy and delusion, with his parasite or ‘Fly’, Mosca….

Opening paragraph of the answer – note that the key words of question are addressed from the start, with plenty of detail and good balance of the two ideas already. Continuing at this level the answer would gain a high A grade.

Asking questions

· Jonson's aim in writing Volpone was to amuse and entertain his audience. 

· Or Jonson's aim in writing Volpone was to expose wickedness and to promote moral virtues in his audience.

What text can I find on these? Can I comment on language, form and structure too? Where can I find the comedy that will demonstrate first point?

What, for example, do Volpone & Mosca – and others – say about themselves? See, for instance, what Mosca has to say at start of III.I about other sub-parasites and his superiority as a parasite.

· The whole plot is wonderfully contrived and a superb dramatic spectacle. 

· Or The play is so improbable and lacking in consistency that it is impossible to take it seriously or even to enjoy the supposedly comic spectacle.

· What text can I find to support each of these? I can’t avoid comments on language form and structure here. I’m probably going to agree with some of each, or at least find evidence that might support each.

· What about the Politic Would-bes? How do they fit into the attack on corruption, hypocrisy and disguise? See Lady’s Would-be’s make up, her attempt to seduce Volpone, etc, Sir Pol on plots, the scheme to protect Venice from the plague with onions and bellows (IV.I – how ridiculous! – and yet how it also comments on the corruption, disease, that is at the heart of Venice, where everyone, from servants to the highest judges, is infected).

· Volpone is a play – and it’s therefore very appropriate that it’s all about acting!

Volpone - asides 

Volpone [aside to Mosca]: Mosca, I was almost lost, the advocate

Had betrayed all; but now it is recovered;

All's on the hinge again. Say I am living.

Mosca: What busy knave is this! - Most reverend fathers,

I sooner had attended your grave pleasures,

But that my order for the funeral

Of my dear patron, did require me - 

Volpone [aside]: 


Mosca!

Mosca: Whom I intend to bury like a gentleman.

Volpone [aside]: Ay, quick, and cozen me of all.

2 Avocatore: 


Still stranger!

More intricate!

1 Avocatore: 
And come about again!

4 Avocatore [aside]: It is a match, my daughter is bestow'd.

Mosca [aside to Volpone]: Will you give me half?

Volpone [half aloud]: First, I'll be hang'd.

No attempt here by the actors to address the audience but we do enjoy the fun – and the way the tables are turned and how even the supposedly wise judge is corrupted by Mosca’s presumed new wealth to the extent of wanting to give away his daughter.

You can use this to explore various aspects, including the ending of the play, disguise, etc.

Organising your knowledge

Think of ways of organising your work on the play - eg:

· Characterisation, types

· Structure - eg plots, soliloquies and asides, the ending 

· Language

· Moral framework
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