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Thematic Analysis of Volpone 

Overview 

- Genre and context: A satirical comedy (often termed a city 

comedy) that lampoons greed, hypocrisy, and social climbing in 

early 17th-century London. It operates within a world of 

conspicuous consumption, vanity, and moral ambiguity. 

- Central figures: Volpone (the fox), Mosca (the parasite), and the 

three or more fools/admirers (Sir Politic Would-Be, Sir Fox, Lady 

Would-Be, etc.), with Celia as the object of Volpone’s feigned 

desire. 

- Moral centre: The play invites scepticism about virtue and 

wealth, exposing how language, rhetoric, and wit can 

manipulate others. 

 

Core Themes 

 

1. Greed, Wealth, and Materialism 

- Volpone’s ploy: The entire plot centres on Volpone’s feigned illness 

to coax gifts from the “wealthy” visitors. The play satirizes 

unchecked greed and the commodification of relationships. 

- Mosca’s relish in cleverness: Mosca embodies opportunism, 

showing how intellect can be deployed to accumulate wealth and 

status. 

- Social critique: The beneficiaries’ willingness to flatter, bribe, 

and compete for Volpone’s “inheritance” exposes the corrupting 

power of gold and the hollowness of social rank based on wealth. 

 

2. Deception, Performance, and Language 

- The marketplace of lies: Characters deceive themselves and 

others with grand language, flattery, and rhetoric. The humour 

often derives from verbal games, mis-directions, and ironic 

reversals. 

- Volpone as master of performance: He stages illness, employs fake 

suitors, and manipulates signs of virtue to elicit generosity. 

- Mosca as linguistic parasite: His insinuations, puns, and courtly 

insinuations show how language can be weaponized to gain 

advantage. 
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3. Hypocrisy and Moral Ambiguity 

- Public virtue vs. private vice: Many characters present themselves 

as virtuous neighbours, patrons, or scholars, while secretly 

pursuing gain. 

- Irony of social order: The supposedly virtuous are shown to be as 

venal as the “villains,” challenging the audience’s sense of moral 

superiority. 

- Celia and the priest: The showpiece of moral pretence—Celia’s 

virtue is tested by the schemes around her. Her interactions reveal 

both genuine desire for freedom and susceptibility to 

manipulation. 

 

4. Power, Social Status, and Class Mobility 

- Patronage and social climbing: Would-be knights, merchants, 

and scholars jockey for favour through flattery, gifts, and 

appearances. 

- The false lords: Sir Politic Would-Be and his pretended status 

critique the commodification of noble titles and the fragility of 

inherited privilege. 

- Mosca’s ascent: Through wit and opportunism, Mosca aims not 

just for wealth but for social power, suggesting that intellect can 

eclipse birthright in this world. 

 

5. Gender, Sexual Politics, and Desire 

- Celia as a contested object: She is both desired and 

instrumentalized, reflecting the transactional dynamics of 

courtship and marriage markets. 

- Female agency and vulnerability: Celia’s choices are 

constrained by her father’s will, her suitors’ schemes, and 

Volpone’s manipulation. Her eventual decisions (depending on 

production) reveal different moral stances about autonomy. 

- The nurse and the male gaze: Supporting characters reveal how 

women navigate a male-dominated economy of desire and 

reputation. 

 

6. Satire of the City and Urban Life 

- The marketplace of the city: Volpone’s villa and the Venetian-

influenced setting stand in for a bustling, morally cluttered 
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urban centre where appearances rule. 

- The play as social mirror: Jonson uses a microcosm of buyers, 

sellers, and parasites to critique broader Elizabethan/Jonsonian 

society. 

 

Character-Driven Thematic Threads 

 

- Volpone (the Fox): Embodiment of cunning, appetite, and 

pretence. His illness ruse critiques how appearances can be 

weaponized to extract resources. 

- Mosca (the Parasite): The philosophical foil who embodies 

opportunism, wit without conscience, and the spine of the scheme. 

He also critiques social mobility through intellect. 

- Sir Politic Would-Be & Lady Would-Be: Satire of political 

corruption and foppish nobility; their pretence to virtue and 

status exposes vanity in public life. 

- Celia: A focal point of desire and virtue; a test case for genuine 

agency amid social manipulation. 

- The Parents and Servants: Father and nurse figures anchor 

authority and domestic morality, highlighting tensions between 

generational values and scheming urban life. 

 

Key Scenes and What They Thematically Illustrate 

 

- Volpone’s ruse of illness (Act I–II): Demonstrates greed’s capacity 

to drive elaborate theatre; the desire to accumulate wealth makes 

people perform virtue. 

- The donors’ flattery and gifts (Act I–II): Satirizes social 

exchange in which generosity is a currency, and virtue is a 

performance to gain advantage. 

- Mosca’s manipulation of others (throughout): Illustrates how 

language and insinuation can bypass moral scrutiny to achieve 

social ascent. 

- The Celia plotline (Act III–IV): Examines virtue under pressure 

and tests the boundaries between genuine affections and 

transactional relationships. 

- The near-climax and reversal (Act V): The exposure of deception 

forces a reckoning on merit, punishment, and the limits of wit as 
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justice. 

 

Motifs and Symbolism 

 

- Colour and illness imagery: The feigned illness, the “green 

sickness” or “yellow jaundice” of greed; colour symbolic of moral 

corruption and false vitality. 

- Food and gifts: Material tokens function as currency of social 

capital and as means of manipulation. 

- Masks, disguises, and theatre: The play’s frequent ruses 

underscore how appearances shape reality in a city driven by 

reputation. 

- Animals as archetypes: Volpone as fox, Mosca as parasite; the 

animal imagery reinforces the moral fables about cunning and 

dependency. 

 

  


