
Act 1 Scene 1 - 21/01/21 
 
Delio: 
How do you like the French court? 

Antonio: 

I admire it: 

  In seeking to reduce both state and people 

  To a fix'd order, their judicious king 

  Begins at home; quits first his royal palace 

  Of flattering sycophants, of dissolute 

  And infamous persons,—which he sweetly terms 

  His master's master-piece, the work of heaven; 

  Considering duly that a prince's court 

  Is like a common fountain, whence should flow 

  Pure silver drops in general, but if 't chance 

  Some curs'd example poison 't near the head, 

Death and diseases through the whole land spread. 

 

1. ‘To a fix’d order’ suggests that the French king wants the people of France to follow a 
certain set of rules or laws that he has come up with. ‘Order’ signifies control and 
everyone acting in the same way. ‘Fix’d’ suggests that there is no chance of those 
rules changing or being negotiated. This makes the French king seem almost 
dictator-like however the rules themselves are never told to us so that is something 
that we are left to wonder about. 

2. ‘Judicious’ means having very good judgement. This seems like it’s here to clear up 
some of the questions raised by ‘fix’d order’ and makes us think that whatever rules 
the French people are being made to follow are justified and there for good reason. 
Whether or not Antonio’s morals are good hasn’t been established yet so, in a way, 
we are also left wondering whether or not the king really is being fair or whether 
Antonio also has a dictator-like mindset. Either way it implies to us that France is in a 
good, organised state with no anomalies. 

3. The French king ‘quits his palace of flattering sycophants’. Sycophants are people 
who falsely flatter people in order to gain something for themselves. 

4. ‘The work of heaven’ relates to the divine right of kings which was the belief that a 
king was chosen by God himself and therefore has a divine right to rule their country. 
The French king evidently believes that he has been chosen by God which is why he 
describes his palace as ‘the work of heaven’. This suggests that the palace is closer 
to some sort of temple of worship which has a real connection to God and heaven 
which further aggrandizes the king and his status. 

5. The court is described using the simile ‘ like a common fountain, whence should flow 
pure silver drops in general, but if 't chance some curs'd example poison 't near the 



head, death and diseases through the whole land spread.’. This simile portrays the 
court as something inherently simple and ordinary ‘common fountain’ but which has 
something very extraordinary about it  ‘flow pure silver drops’. Silver connotes wealth 
and being ‘pure’ is also a very positive adjective suggesting it is perfect. However the 
last line of this simile tells us that if the King is corrupted somehow then the whole 
country will suffer greatly. 

 

BOSOLA:  

He and his brother are like plum-trees that grow crooked over standing-pools; they are rich and 
o'erladen with fruit, but none but crows, pies, and caterpillars feed on them. Could I be one of their 
flattering panders, I would hang on their ears like a horseleech, till I were full, and then drop off. I pray, 
leave me. Who would rely upon these miserable dependencies, in expectation to be advanc'd 
to-morrow? What creature ever fed worse than hoping Tantalus? Nor ever died any man more 
fearfully than he that hoped for a pardon. There are rewards for hawks and dogs when they have 
done us service; but for a soldier that hazards his limbs in a battle, nothing but a kind of geometry is 
his last supportation. 

 

Fruit trees symbolise a bountiful harvest but ‘crooked’ tells us that Ferdinand and the 
Cardinal are deceptively the opposite. ‘Crows, pies and caterpillars’ are all things that feed 
on fruit trees for their own benefit without a care of how the fruit tree ends up. This alikens 
the people who look up to the brothers to scavengers and dehumanises them. 

A horseleech sucks the blood out of something which gives us an image of something 
having its whole lifeforce drained by something that benefits from it while destroying what it 
is feeding off of. 

‘Miserable dependencies’ shows us that Bosola thinks that anyone who has to depend on 
another is weak and ‘miserable’ which gives us an idea about his character. 

Tantalus is a figure in greek mythology who was doomed to always be hungry and thirsty 
while standing in water and just out of reach of a fruit tree. Bosola comparing him to the 
people who look up to Ferdinand and the Cardinal suggests that the two brothers are never 
going to give those people what they need and will always be holding them close enough to 
have desire but far enough away that they never get what they desire. 

Bosola states that ‘hawks and dogs’ receive a greater reward for serving humans than 
soldiers will ever get. This dehumanises the soldiers and, assuming that the soldiers too are 
fighting for Ferdinand and the Cardinal, tells us that they are serving people who will never 
value them or provide them with what they need. 

This whole speech ends up using Bosola to establish the two brothers as villains in the story 
and in general very morally wrong people. The choice to do this using another character’s 
opinion on them could be for the purpose of truth so that we learn what the brothers are 
really like without them being able to convince us that they are good people first. This could 
set up the play for some dramatic irony in which characters are fooled by the brothers while 
we know their true intentions. 


