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Chapter 3: 
Losing, Collecting, and Assuming Identities: The Relationships between the Ring and the Characters in The Duchess of Malfi

Critics writing about John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi tend to focus on a very consistent set of themes and characters, including particularly the play’s moral issues and the complicated relationship between the Duchess and Ferdinand.  Unlike Othello, which has an extensive amount of criticism concerning Desdemona’s handkerchief, it is only within the past fifteen years that the materialist criticism of this play has increased.  Instead of looking at a love token, such as the handkerchief, scholars such as Theodora A. Jankowski, Judith Haber, and Lori Schroeder Haslem often focus on the Duchess’s body as a prop or a means to understanding larger issues that the play challenges or represents, particularly those concerning marriage and the power of the noble woman in the midst of powerful men trying to control her.
  These critics’ explorations of the Duchess’s body have led to insights into the relationship between subjects and objects, but only in terms of actual characters, not in terms of characters and props/inanimate objects.  For example, Jankowski discusses how the Duchess is objectified as her brothers try to control her body that may act as a political tool or pawn
 and Haber argues that because the Duchess is both a subject and an object, the men around her are objectified instead of simply being subjects.
  Other materialist critics look at props such as the wax effigies that Ferdinand creates for his dungeon spectacle or the disembodied hand that Ferdinand presents to the Duchess in the dungeon. Albert H. Tricomi discusses the significance of the dead ringed hand in terms of the Duchess and Ferdinand’s relationship;
 however, he sees only monovalent meanings as he looks at the hand and ring as one thing rather than two objects that should be treated separately.
This chapter will argue that the ring itself plays a vital role in The Duchess of Malfi, particularly in the shaping of identity, as it passes from hand to hand.  The physical movement of the wedding ring given to Antonio (or rather, a wedding ring) from character to character is as follows: to the Duchess after her first husband’s death, from the Duchess to Antonio in the proposal scene, supposedly from Antonio to Ferdinand, and finally from Ferdinand to the Duchess in the dungeon scene.  There is the Duchess’s own wedding ring that the Cardinal takes violently from her during the dumb show when he revokes her power and banishes her and there is also the Cardinal’s ring that he removes from his hand when he assumes the identity of a soldier rather than a Cardinal in the same scene.  Throughout the play rings also appear in the dialogue, including a ring used in a jousting tournament, the embrace shared by the Duchess and Antonio (their bodies forming a ring), a ring-shaped arena used for bear-baiting, and a noose equated to a wedding ring.  

The wedding ring in The Duchess of Malfi accumulates various physical meanings as it passes from character to character and textual meanings as it is mentioned in dialogue.  As the rings move throughout the play, characters interpret their movements and what those movements mean to them symbolically overall.  Or, the characters associate the love token with a particular person or thing; in either case, the characters begin to consider all of the rings together.  Throughout the play, the wedding ring is used as a medicinal aid, a means of wooing someone, a token of love, a means of revoking or adopting power or an identity, a tool for trickery, and a token of death.  With such perceptions and interpretations of this love token, it continually affects the characters.  The ring begins to shape them in terms of their identities and actions as it acquires myriad meanings infused with the emotions and desires of the characters over the course of the play.  What meanings and associations can such a small object possibly possess that it can affect the characters so greatly?  Also, what are the greater implications concerning the ring’s ability to have such an effect on the characters in terms of the relationship between subjects and objects?

Interestingly enough, the identities of the Duchess, Antonio, Ferdinand, the Cardinal, and even Cariola are changed by the ring at some point over the course of the play.  These effects of the ring call into question the relationship between subjects and objects throughout the play between not only props and characters, but also between various characters themselves.  For example, there is an incredible relationship between identity and the dynamic movements of the ring between the Duchess, her new husband Antonio, and her twin brother Ferdinand.  The ring begins as a wedding ring—a gift from the Duchess to Antonio—that creates an identity between the two lovers as it acts as their emotional and marital contract.  However, the ring then becomes an incestuous love token from Ferdinand to the Duchess that carries with it all of the other aforementioned physical and textual meanings.  As this movement occurs, Ferdinand’s identity as a brother changes to that of a fiancé or husband, while Antonio’s identity is stripped away.  

The Cardinal takes the Duchess’s wedding ring from her earlier, in the dumb show, symbolically stripping her of her marriage and granting Ferdinand the opportunity to take Antonio’s place, and yet the Duchess’s identity never changes because, to her, identity is intrinsic and cannot be so easily removed.   In the dumb show, the ring represents powers and relationships held and lost, which are then relevant in the dungeon scene when Ferdinand asserts power over his sister.  As the ring moves and develops meanings and these three characters’ identities shift and transform over the course of the play, there exists an incredible power struggle between these characters, particularly the twins, and the ring plays the role of representing these battles while simultaneously being a part of them.  It is also this fight for power that instigates the more philosophical struggle of the objectification of the characters and subject formation of the ring.

The ring begins with its own identity that develops over the course of the play as it is passed around and collects layers of meaning.  The ring is first and foremost a wedding ring—a love token that in modern Western culture represents the bond between two people and the power that they share, whether it is over a household or a kingdom.  In the Duchess’s case, the wedding ring is also a reminder of death and a receptacle for memory since her ring once belonged to her first husband, giving the ring the identity of a memento from her previous marriage.  The ring also develops the identity of a tool for proposing to a lover, controlling someone, taking vengeance, and wooing and tormenting a sibling, especially when the Duchess’s brothers are concerned.  As the ring moves throughout the play, these identities and the aforementioned meanings and associations are all layered upon it, each building on another until the ring becomes as dynamic and influential as a character.  The ring becomes the center of interpretive conflict between the Duchess and her brothers.  Her brothers equate the ring with personal identity, whereas the Duchess sees the ring as simply a symbol of identity. The ring itself has agency as it exerts power and influence over the characters simply by being important to them because of what it is and what it represents.  This conflict of the ring’s legibility allows the ring to become akin to a character since it becomes as complex and opaque as the characters who attempt to read it.  As a result of this conflict, the identities of the characters and the ring change and the relationships between subjects and objects become more fluid.

( • (
The struggles in The Duchess of Malfi begin with the exchange of a wedding ring between the Duchess and Antonio when she proposes to him in the secrecy of her bedchamber with only her attendant Cariola as a witness.  The wedding ring is from the Duchess’s previous marriage, but she uses it here as a tool to ask Antonio to marry her and to legitimize their clandestine wedding.  Martin Ingram explains that, culturally, “in legal theory and popular estimation, symbols, ritual actions and various forms of circumstantial evidence could partially support the allegation that a contract [of marriage] existed.  Plaintiffs appealed to rings and other gifts exchanged as ‘tokens of marriage’ at the time of contract and beforehand during courtship.”
  The exchange of such love tokens as rings was recognized as a lawful means to cement a marriage even outside of the Church, though the couple was expected to eventually have their marriage sanctioned by it.
  The ring in this proposal scene is a sign of the Duchess’s and Antonio’s emotional commitment to each other and their marriage sanctioned by the law.  However, even though the ring in Duchess culturally signifies legibility as its meaning is meant to be transparent, on the stage the ring’s supposed transparency is complicated. 

With such a cultural tradition of wedding rings, it is no surprise that the concept and meanings behind them are often complicated and conflated on the early modern stage.  In William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, for example, Portia gives Bassanio a ring when they are betrothed and has him promise to never give it away.  As a means to test his sincerity and devotion, Portia assumes the disguise of a judge who then demands that Bassanio give the ring to him (the judge) as compensation for acquitting Antonio, which he does.  Later, Portia “discovers” what Bassanio did and reprimands him for giving up the ring, declaring that she will no longer share a bed with him.  He attempts to defend himself, but Portia responds by asking him what unreasonable man would “urge the thing held as ceremony” (V.i.206),
 implying that he is lying.  Because Bassanio so easily gave up the token that represented their marriage contract and legitimized their emotional bond, Portia asserts her power and freedom by threatening to marry the man who has her ring now and to grant that man anything, including her body and her husband’s bed.   By testing and manipulating Bassanio in such a way, Portia is able to asseverate her identity as his lover and his legal betrothed, both of which are associated with the ring.
  Although Bassanio’s ring at the end of The Merchant of Venice contains multiple layers of meaning, it is also the case that his acceptance of the ring from Portia suggests that Portia’s power is uncontested.  

In The Duchess of Malfi, the widowed Duchess falls in love with Antonio, a man much lower in social class than she.  While flirting with him in a private room, the Duchess offers Antonio her old wedding ring to heal his blood-shot eye, telling him how she swore she would only part with it to her second husband:  

DUCHESS.  Fie, fie, what’s all this?


One of your eyes is blood-shot, use my ring to’t,


[Gives him the ring]

They say ‘tis very sovereign: ‘twas my wedding ring,


And I did vow never to part with it


But to my second husband.
 

   (I.i.395-399) 

When he considers the Duchess’s vow, Antonio questions her parting with the wedding ring—a question that leads to her marriage proposal.  She places the ring on Antonio’s finger, he accepts her proposal, and the lovers hold a secret wedding ceremony there within that room, the ring becoming a love token that signifies their marital bond.  The ring here symbolizes their civil union—a union bound by and founded in morality and the law—that they will be struggling to keep because of the Duchess’s brothers’ anger, immorality, and unwillingness to have her marry again and (supposedly) taint their family honor.  At the same time as the marriage, the ring carries the earlier connotations of competition and sex from the jousting tournament ring, influencing the perception and expectations of the lovers’ relationship.
  The ring is also associated with death and desire that places a shadow over the Duchess and Antonio’s marriage since it was only after her first husband died that she possessed the ring.

In accordance with the traditions of marriage contracts explained by Ingram, the Duchess and Antonio’s union illustrates the power of the law in contracting their marriage; they rely not on the Church for its blessing, but rather the law and God directly, as implied by the Duchess’s assurances to Antonio about the legitimacy of the marriage:



I have heard lawyers say a contract in a chamber,



Per verba de presenti, is absolute marriage:



Bless, heaven, this sacred Gordian, which let violence



Never untwine.    





  (I.i.467-470)

The Latin phrase there is a legal term referencing the marriage contract that binds two people if the marriage is witnessed by any outside party.
  By circumventing the Church and depending on the law and their own personal spirituality and relationship with God, the Duchess and Antonio assert a sort of power and control over their own lives rather than allowing the Church (and the Duchess’s brothers) to interfere.  This becomes important later when the Cardinal strips the Duchess of her wedding ring during the dumb show.  When he banishes the Duchess and Antonio, the Cardinal violently removes the wedding ring from the Duchess’s finger—a ring that is just as “sovereign” (I.i.397) as the one given to Antonio.  Soon after the Cardinal takes the Duchess’s ring, the Second Pilgrim informs the First Pilgrim (and in turn, the audience) that the Pope, “forhearing of her looseness,/ Hath seized into the protection of the Church/ The dukedom which she held as dowager” (III.iv.30-32).  By removing the Duchess’s ring—a symbol of her love as well as her power as a duchess—the Cardinal symbolically strips her of her marital bonds as well as her political title (that she still held from her previous marriage).  However, since the law sanctioned their marriage and not the Church, the Church does not have the power to break the Duchess and Antonio’s bonds of marriage or remove their identities as husband and wife and as mother and father, even if the Pope is able to seize the Duchess’s political title.  This power discrepancy, particularly between the Duchess and her brother, paves the way for Ferdinand to attempt to seduce his sister as he functions on the assumption that the Duchess’s and Antonio’s marriage has been annulled, but also allows the Duchess to maintain her identities, even if she is the only one to recognize that she still has them.  

In Act IV, the Duchess’s angry brothers Ferdinand and the Cardinal imprison her in a darkened dungeon.  Ferdinand, the Duchess’s twin brother who yearns sexually for her, 
 presents her with a cold disembodied hand with a ring on its finger:

FERDINAND.  It had been well 

Could you have lived thus always, for indeed 

You were too much i’th’light.  But no more.

I come to seal my peace with you.  Here’s a hand

To which you have vowed much love: the ring upon’t

You gave.

[Gives her a dead man’s hand]
DUCHESS.  I affectionately kiss it.

FERDINAND.  Pray do, and bury the print of it in your heart.

I will leave this ring with you for a love token,

And the hand, as sure as the ring; and do not doubt

But you shall have the heart too.  When you need a friend

Send it to him that owned it: you shall see

Whether he can aid you. 

          (IV.i.39-50)

Until Ferdinand finally allows his sister to have light, she assumes that the hand is Ferdinand’s own until she is able to see what it actually is several lines later.  The Duchess then sees Ferdinand’s artificial figures of Antonio and their children; the ring and this presentation of waxen figures lead her to believe that Antonio and their children are truly dead.  Even though this ring is not the actual one given to Antonio, this cruel trick strengthens her belief that the ring, and perhaps even the dead hand, is indeed Antonio’s.  
In this scene, the power-related meanings invested in the ring by the Duchess’s marriage come into play, just as is the case in the aforementioned scene between the Cardinal and the Duchess.  Ferdinand yearns not only for his sister’s body, but also for her wealth and power to further the powers of his own dukedom.
  By having her trapped in the darkness of a dungeon and governing everything down to the means of her entertainment, Ferdinand is finally able to have control over his sister since he failed to prevent her from remarrying or otherwise control any aspect of her life.  By having what is supposedly Antonio’s ring (so believes the Duchess, and perhaps, so wishes Ferdinand) and by holding the fate of her husband and children in his hands, Ferdinand is able to assert authority over his supposedly wanton sister and hold her title and severed marriage over her head.  The alleged wedding ring on the disembodied dead hand allows Ferdinand to exert power over her, for as Tricomi explains, “the severing of the ringed hand from the body [presented to the Duchess in the dungeon] exhibits Ferdinand’s desire to revoke, untie, disassociate, his sister from a marital union he will not approve.”
  By holding such power over her and treating her in this way, Ferdinand views his sister as an object that, he seems to believe, can and should be controlled.

The ring maintains its meanings of love and power (and death, from associations with the Duchess’s previous husband) while Ferdinand uses it to fool the Duchess when he enters with the dead hand bearing the ring on its cold finger.  Here, the ring’s meaning, particularly of love, is further tainted by Ferdinand’s lies and the incestuous sexual desire and jealousy that have brought him to act out against the Duchess.  These sinful desires for his sister lead him to offer her the ring as his love token, when Ferdinand tells the Duchess to “bury the print of it in your heart./ I will leave this ring with you for a love token” (IV.i.45-46) after she proclaims her willingness to kiss the hand she then believes to be Ferdinand’s.
  For Ferdinand, Tricomi correctly explains that “the prospect of the kiss upon the hand displays that part of Ferdinand’s psyche that reaches out for reconcilement and is yet erotically obsessed with his twin sister,” illustrating his “repressed desire for sacramental union.”
  The desire to strip the Duchess of her marriage with Antonio (even more completely than when the Cardinal removes the Duchess’s ring in the dumb show) is further illustrated in Ferdinand’s presentation of the ring-bearing dead hand when he hopes that the Duchess will form a new relationship with him now that she is supposedly no longer married to Antonio.
The ring is tainted physically by its placement on the grotesque finger of the dead hand and this corruption of the ring, once a token of both the symbolic and physical love between the Duchess and Antonio, illustrates the deterioration of their relationship.  The ring is returned to the Duchess by Ferdinand, her new “lover” or ”suitor,” and this new bond between these two siblings breaks the one between Antonio and the Duchess, especially if what C. R. Forker suggests is correct: that the ringed dead hand is to be taken as a literal offering of Ferdinand’s hand in marriage.
   The wedding ring on the dead hand also illustrates a lack of union because the hand is no longer attached to its body; the contrast of this lack of wholeness to the ring’s original implication of unity underscores the overshadowing of this love token’s original meaning.  However, though the ring is overshadowed, that meaning of love and marital ties is still there, and Ferdinand exploits it.  Tricomi explains that the “Duchess’s suggestion that Antonio lead her ‘by the hand’ (I.i.478) to the marriage bed adumbrates Ferdinand’s ‘tempest’ of revenge (l. 457) and his later attempt to exhibit the ringed hand as severed from the marital body” and points out that the severed hand mirrors the destruction of the marital bond.
  Considering Ferdinand’s offer of the disembodied ringed hand, the move from the symbolic and physical love of the Duchess and Antonio to the incestuous physical desires of Ferdinand for the Duchess transforms the meaning of love, and in turn all of the ring’s meanings and associations—love, death, power, desire—as they continue to accumulate on this particular love token that the Duchess still associates with Antonio and the lovers’ “purer” emotions.  To the audience, as well as to Ferdinand and the Duchess, the ring simultaneously represents the Duchess’s previous husband and his death, the Duchess and Antonio’s marriage, her power and title, her relationship with her brothers in general, and Ferdinand’s desire.  The meanings of the ring accumulate and in ways transform, but one is never replaced by another.  While Ferdinand offers the ring with his own love for the Duchess, Antonio’s form of love is still present in the ring and Ferdinand knows this and uses it to his advantage.  

The wedding ring that the Duchess gives to Antonio, then, becomes a part of the lovers’ identities as it acts as a symbol of their union that they now share and that the Duchess’s brothers are vehemently against.  Antonio is a husband, father, and now also the supposed bearer of a title via his marriage to the Duchess, and so by “having” Antonio’s ring and presenting it to the Duchess as his own love token, Ferdinand assumes, in his own mind, those identities formerly held by Antonio.  As Forker points out, Ferdinand identifies himself with the Duchess’s first husband when he tells her, “Thou hast ta’en that massy sheet of lead/ That hid thy husband’s bones, and folded it,/ About my heart” (III.ii.112-114).
 Forker writes about Ferdinand’s psychological disorders, which include his need to displace his emotions (that Forker labels schizophrenia) and discusses Ferdinand’s desire to merge with other identities. 
  However, Forker does not look beyond the Duchess’s first husband when he discusses the identities Ferdinand desires to adopt because, as other critics do, he fails to notice the significance of the ring and follow its implications.  In this case, within the Duchess-Antonio-Ferdinand dynamic, Ferdinand wants to absorb Antonio’s identity since after the first husband’s death Antonio assumed the position that Ferdinand now seeks.

The letter Ferdinand sends to the Duchess concerning his wish to see Antonio to “settle a debt” may be read as betraying his desire to become the Duchess’s husband by assuming Antonio’s identity when he writes, “I stand engaged for your husband, for several/ Debts, at Naples; let not that trouble him, I had rather/ Have his heart than his money” (III.v.34-36).  Though this letter was sent so that Ferdinand may seek out Antonio to be killed, the first line suggests that Ferdinand stands engaged to be her husband, and perhaps the last implies that he wishes to have—to assume—Antonio’s heart, which belongs to the Duchess (and that the Duchess’s love is more important than her powers or wealth).
  By presenting the Duchess the disembodied ringed hand as a means of proposing and receiving a kiss on the hand (in IV.i.44), Ferdinand hopes that his engagement mentioned in the letter will be accepted as he becomes the Duchess’s new lover or husband, allowing him to steal, in a sense, a part of Antonio’s identity and creating a new identity with the Duchess herself.  Ferdinand’s identification with the Duchess’s husbands relates to the status of the ring as he is overcome by all of the emotions and meanings that the ring carries in its layers: competition with the Duchess’s husbands, love, sexual desire, power, and death, which looms larger in the play as he orders her execution in Act IV.


At some point over the course of the play, the ring affects the identity of each of the major characters.  Most of the characters’ transformations occur after Act I; however, for the Duchess, it is only in Act I that her identity, as she sees it, changes when she marries Antonio and becomes a wife again as well as a mother.  The Cardinal and Ferdinand believe that they have removed the Duchess’s identities as duchess, wife, and mother from her in the dumb show and the dungeon scene; however, to the Duchess, her identities remain stable.  She is no longer recognized as having these identities by others, but the Duchess still retains them because she still privately considers them a part of herself and is adamant about keeping them, a fact that she makes quite clear while imprisoned in the dungeon.  The Duchess recognizes that she is still a loyal wife, despite her imprisonment and her husband’s death when she threatens to follow Portia’s example: “Portia, I’ll new kindle thy coals again/ And revive the rare and almost dead example/ Of a loving wife” (IV.i.70-72).  Her role as a mother is also reiterated as she expresses concern for her still-living children whilst facing her own death when she asks Cariola to “giv’st [her] little boy/ Some syrup for his cold, and let the girl/ Say her prayers ere she sleep” (IV.ii.194-196).
  The Duchess is also confident that she still possesses her political power, as evidenced by her proclamation to Bosola: “I am Duchess of Malfi still” (IV.ii.134).  Though the Duchess no longer has the ring that represented all of these roles, she seems to realize that the love token is only a representation and knows that she still possesses these identities.  For the Duchess, the emotional and lawful bonds cemented by the exchange of the wedding ring between the Duchess and Antonio cannot be effaced by taking away the ring, and so the Cardinal and Ferdinand fail to revoke or change her powers and identities.  It is for this reason that the Duchess’s identities can be revoked symbolically multiple times without truly affecting her—that the Cardinal can supposedly strip her of an identity that Ferdinand then supposedly strips from her again later.

Even though the Duchess’s identity, to her, remains stable, the Cardinal and Ferdinand believe that they have removed her identities from her, objectifying her by supposedly removing parts of what makes the Duchess herself—by removing parts of what makes her human and a character in this play.  However, the Duchess also contributes to her own objectification from the very beginning.  After she and Antonio are married, she describes their embrace as a ring: “All discord, without this circumference,/ Is only to be pitied and not feared” (I.i.461-462).  Even if the Duchess is referring to the literal wedding rings they have just exchanged, the association of the wedding ring with the ring of the embrace still exists, applying the idea of a prop to a human action and so objectifying the two lovers as one would the love token associated with their embrace.  Forker points out that the Duchess also objectifies herself in the dungeon when she is speaking to Cariola and agrees that she is similar to a painting or monument and explains that the Duchess sees herself “as an appropriate subject for the painter, the sculptor, or the tragedian.”
  He argues that this reaction from the Duchess is an attempt to objectify herself and her experience so that she may begin to understand herself and her experiences in her present situation and that such self-objectification is common in revenge tragedies.
  

The Duchess is then objectified by the Cardinal and Ferdinand as they revoke her agency by controlling her (or rather, attempting to control her).  Despite all of the objectification of the Duchess, she still retains the qualities of a subject by holding onto her identities; as is implied by Forker’s argument, even when she may see herself as an object, she can also see herself as a subject.  By being a subject and an object simultaneously, the Duchess illustrates the complexity of the definitions of subject and object and of the fluid relationship between the two.  The Duchess’s place in the limbo between being a subject and being an object may be best illustrated in the echo scene in Act V where, even as something intangible, the Duchess still has the ability to be objectified and subjectified and still retain her identity.


When Delio and Antonio are walking through the ruins near the Cardinal’s home, Antonio eventually hears the resounding echoes of his own words, only they come back to him in the voice of the Duchess, who is dead at this point in the play.  When the two men first hear the returned words, Delio instructs Antonio to “make it [the echo]/ A huntsman, or a falconer, a musician,/ Or a thing of sorrow” (V.iii.22-24), after which the echo informs the men that it is indeed a “thing of sorrow.”  Here, Delio suggests that the disembodied voice of the Duchess become a receptacle for whatever Antonio wishes to project upon it, allowing him to associate the voice with anything—a subject or an object.  The voice declares that it is a thing—an object—but Antonio claims that it sounds like his wife’s voice, giving the voice an identity that the echo then confirms when it tells him, “Ay, wife’s voice” (V.iii.26).  Antonio gives the voice the identity of what he considers a subject (there is no reason for Antonio to see the Duchess as an object), but then revokes it when he is stricken with fear or melancholy and declares, “Echo, I will not talk with thee,/ For thou art a dead thing” (V.iii.38), denying that he is hearing the Duchess’s voice.  Here he objectifies the Duchess unintentionally by forcing himself to call the echo a “thing” and therefore strip the identity away from the echo that he recognized as his wife.  However, the Duchess’s voice rings through the ruins several more times before the close of the scene, illustrating that, again, even though she has been objectified—by the Cardinal, Ferdinand, and now Antonio—she still retains her identity and presence.  This power of her presence continues throughout Act V, after the Duchess’s death, as the circumstances of the Duchess’s death unfold and Bosola seeks revenge for her death.


As evidenced by the effects that the ring has on the characters, especially within the Duchess-Antonio-Ferdinand dynamic, the ring plays a vital role in the shaping of human identity just as its own identity develops over the course of the play as it collects various meanings, emotions, and associations.  The identities of Ferdinand and Antonio are greatly affected by the ring and, with the meanings and power invested within the love token, Ferdinand is able to objectify the Duchess even if it is only he and the Cardinal who perceive her this way (which, phenomenologically, is all that matters).  As this objectification occurs, the ring reflects all of the feelings he has for the Duchess as well as everything he could never possess, such as power over the Duchess, and everything his relationship with his sister could never possess, such as marital love and sex.  Because the ring carries so much concerning Ferdinand’s desires, it becomes all-important to him (which is evident through his emphasis on it), perhaps more so than the Duchess, further objectifying her.  Because it possesses a dynamic identity and plays such a role in manipulating and developing the characters and their identities, the ring becomes a character in and of itself.  As some characters become objectified, particularly the Duchess, the ring becomes more subjectified, and this exchange creates an interestingly fluid relationship between subjects and objects.  

The ring has agency from the beginning, but this agency develops over the course of the play as its meanings accumulate, as its uses vary, and as its users place more and more importance on it.  When the Duchess uses the ring to propose to Antonio in Act I, the ring has agency by shaping the Duchess’s actions.  She does not simply propose, but uses the wedding ring as a means to get physically closer to Antonio (to use it for his eye) while having a prop to prompt the conversation and mold the circumstances under which she may propose.  Not only does the Duchess recognize that the ring exerts a particular force, but the ring actually performs the action of healing Antonio’s eye.  The ring, by existing and carrying the meanings of marriage and power, influences how the Duchess acts—how she proposes.  

Throughout Duchess, the ring often affects a character’s actions in such a way, as also seen in the dumb show with the Cardinal and the dungeon scene with Ferdinand.  With each use of these uses, the ring is invested with its own meanings and emotions provided by the characters, and these meanings become layered and complex as this love token is circulated, making the ring a dynamic character in the play because its identity builds and changes as the characters’ identities follow suit.  The ring does exert a type of power and influence over the characters simply by being important to them, by representing love, sex, power, and death.  It is for these reasons that the Cardinal needs to remove the Duchess’s ring and why Ferdinand needs to present the Duchess “Antonio’s” ring.  The brothers’ emphasis on the ring leads to the objectification of the Duchess and the subjectification of the ring, which leaves the Duchess and the wedding ring as both subjects and objects, depending on the perspective of each individual character.
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