
Second Thoughts: Exploring the Hidden
Meanings in Thomas Kyd's "The Spanish
Tragedy"
Thomas Kyd's "The Spanish Tragedy" is a play steeped in revenge,
betrayal, and the horrors of war. However, beneath its surface narrative lies
a complex tapestry of hidden meanings and second thoughts that invite
closer examination. This article delves into the play's most profound
themes, revealing the playwright's subtle commentary on justice, morality,
and the human condition.

The Ambiguous Nature of Justice

At the heart of "The Spanish Tragedy" is a relentless pursuit of justice. The
play opens with the murder of Horatio and concludes with the deaths of
virtually every major character. Yet, the concept of justice itself remains
elusive. Vengeance is enacted with a bloodthirsty fervor, but does it truly
bring closure or merely perpetuate a cycle of violence?

Kyd masterfully presents both sides of this moral dilemma. The ghost of
Don Andrea, Horatio's father, demands revenge, urging the wronged to
"revenge his death" and "pursue the murderers with speediest execution."
However, the consequences of such actions are explored through the
characters of Bel-Imperia, a woman torn between her duty to avenge her
lover and her desire for peace, and Hieronimo, a father driven to madness
by his quest for retribution.
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The Fragility of Morality

In the face of such horrors, the play questions the very foundations of
morality. Characters oscillate between extremes, blurring the lines between
right and wrong. Balthazar, the play's antagonist, is a treacherous and
manipulative figure, yet he ultimately reveals a shred of humanity.
Conversely, Hieronimo's pursuit of justice leads him to commit acts of
extreme violence that challenge our sense of sympathy.

Kyd exposes the fragility of morality in the face of overwhelming adversity.
The characters' actions are often driven by desperation, and the play
suggests that even the noblest of intentions can be corrupted by the
darkness they encounter.

The Dehumanizing Effects of War

War casts a long shadow over "The Spanish Tragedy." The play depicts the
horrors of battle, including the senseless slaughter of the innocent and the
brutalization of soldiers. The characters are scarred both physically and
emotionally, and the play suggests that war has a corrosive effect on the
human soul.
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Through the character of Hieronimo, Kyd explores the ways in which war
can drive individuals to the brink of madness. Hieronimo's descent into
violence is a testament to the dehumanizing effects of war. He becomes a
mere instrument of revenge, devoid of empathy and compassion.

The Power of Language

In "The Spanish Tragedy," language becomes a powerful tool, both for
good and for evil. Characters use words to manipulate, deceive, and
provoke. The play's blank verse is charged with emotion, and it allows for
moments of profound insight and introspection.

However, language can also be used to distort reality. Lorenzo, the
ambitious and treacherous son of the Spanish king, employs eloquent
language to seduce Bel-Imperia and justify his own actions. His words paint
a false picture of his intentions, highlighting the power of language to
deceive and corrupt.

The Playwright's Perspective

While "The Spanish Tragedy" offers no easy answers, it provides a glimpse
into Kyd's own perspectives on the human condition. The play's themes of
revenge, morality, and war reflect the complexities and contradictions of the
Elizabethan era.

Kyd was writing during a time of great political and social upheaval.
England was embroiled in wars with Spain and France, and religious
tensions were at a fever pitch. The playwright's own experiences likely
influenced the themes he explored in his work.



"The Spanish Tragedy" is a play that rewards multiple viewings and
interpretations. Beneath its surface narrative lies a rich tapestry of hidden
meanings and second thoughts. The play explores the complexities of
justice, morality, and war, while also questioning the very nature of
humanity. In ng so, it invites us to reflect on our own beliefs and actions,
and to consider the fragility of our own moral foundations.
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