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Compare and Contrast “What Is Our Life” with “The Duchess Of Malfi” 

 Sir Walter Raleigh’s poem, “What Is Our Life” reflects many ideas portrayed in John 

Webster’s, “The Duchess Of Malfi”. Both pieces demonstrate life, death, and everything in-

between. These two pieces also revolve around the concept of plays on stage. 

 Sir Walter Raleigh’s poem literally talks about a person’s life cycle from birth to death. 

Raleigh takes a more creative approach to his poem and uses a play as a metaphor for life. He 

starts off by saying, “Our mothers’ wombs the tiring-houses be, / Where we are dressed for life’s 

short comedy” (Raleigh, 3-4). Personally I took this as Raleigh’s sarcastic way of saying how we 

are destined for death from the day we are born. There’s a constant reminder that death is always 

around us. 

 In “The Duchess Of Malfi,” we are also reminded that death is near several times 

throughout the play. At one point, the Duchess tries to help heal Antonio’s eye by holding her 

wedding ring up to it. Antonio responds, “There is a saucy and ambitious devil / Is dancing in 

this circle” (1.3.152). I took this as a way of them literally seeing death around them because the 

devil is associated with hell and death. In another part of the play, Ferdinand gives the Duchess a 

dead man’s hand and she sees dead wax figures of her family, resulting in an obvious 

interpretation of the scene. 

 Another interesting relation between the poem and play still has to do with death; 

however it’s not about reminding the characters, but rather when death finally comes. In Sir 



Walter Raleigh’s poem, he states, “The graves which hide us from the scorching sun / Are like 

drawn curtains when the play is done” (Raleigh, 7-8).  My interpretation on Raleigh’s quote 

literally translates to the ending of Webster’s play. In “The Duchess Of Malfi,” Antonio, the 

Duchess, and their children all die. The curtain is drawn when the play ends, and according to 

Raleigh’s poem, our lives represent the play, and the curtains represent our death.  

 Not all of the examples between these two pieces incorporate death. I found some 

opposing views regarding the poem and play. In the poem Raleigh states, “The earth the stage; 

Heaven the spectator is, / Who sits and views whosoe’er doth act amiss” (Raleigh, 5-6). I felt like 

this part could have been taken in many different ways, but I interpreted this as a way of saying 

people can live their life how they want and the only person to judge them is God.  

 I thought that quote from the poem opposed the views in “The Duchess Of Malfi” 

because there were incidents where the Duchess felt as though she couldn’t do what she wanted. 

Even though the only person to judge her was God, the Duchess was being told what to do by her 

brother Ferdinand. He told her not to remarry and when he found out she did, he thought lowly 

of the Duchess and actually wanted to kill her and her family.  

 Personally, I saw many similar themes in both, Sir Walter Raleigh’s poem, and John 

Webster’s play. I thought it was interesting how easily a reader can find the parallels between 

both pieces, especially considering how Raleigh’s poem about life is explained through a play 

metaphor. 


