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Abstract ^ ^ 

* • 

Sodies litter the stage m Renaissance tragedy. But, mere than 

lurid sensationalism—the textbook "tragedy of blood" appellation—; 

deaths, on the Renaissance sta,ge, enhance moral awareness, force 

philosophical questions about the nature of existence, and refine 

critical, attitudes"." f-The object of this thesis is to study the ' 

significance of dea,th' in selected plays by the best tragic dramatists 

of "the Elizabethan/Jacobean age#. * ' 

The only full-length study of the subject remains Theodore' .Spencer's 

Death' and Elizabethan Tragedy: A Study of Convention and Opinion in the• 

Elizabethan Drama (1936; rpt. New York: Pageant, 1960). As might be 

expected in 1936, Spencer's approach depended on realistic expectations 

about Renaissance drama and the standard assumptions of literary history. 

In the near half century since, such intellectual challenges' as the 

Theatre of the Absurd and the New Criticism have changed the way critics 

think and write about drama. My approach, supported where necessary by 
m 

literary and theatrical scholarship, is primarily analytical'. -My. 

concern throughout is the texture off death in Renaissance tragedy, and 

the moral enigmas presented there. 

The opening chapter of the dissertation sets out the medieval 

•4 
tafeditions of paraliturgical esehatojogy and early moral plays. Death 

itself provides the matrix for cVitical readings of some fifteen 

tragedies including Doctor Faustus, The ReVenger's tragedy, The Duchess 

of,Malfi, and The Broken Heart. .The language, atmosphere, and drama of 

death grow into the powerful monstrosity of Marlowe, the' grotesque , 

irony of Marja*on and Tourneur, .the cryptic awareness of Webster, the 

sensual pathos of Ford. As well, there are many critical comparisons 
* * * 

to be made along the way: domestic tragedy retails the homiletic aim of 

the earlier moralities; the souj., devalued in Middleton'p dramaturgy, 

dies before our eyes in Macbeth. The tragic dramatists know that death 

toucfees at the very heart of man's definition, and use it as'the 

deepest symbol of human inevitability. 
k " ' • 

v •> 
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Chapter I 

"Goddys Masangere.": Neatly aud^the 
«»»* 

Medieval Traditions, of Drama 

• ' • 

\ 
\ 

Man's encounter with death is aft inherently dramatic event.' We 
4 

'• * I 

ritualize it, mythologize'it, hold it up as penitential example •and, yes, 

dramatize it with loving seriousness. Death is a universal provoker of 

truth—and has been, ever since man could form the existential question: 

given the inevitability of death, how am I to act? And how man acts in 

the face of death seemed to pose a real problem to the early religious 

drama, in which death made frequent allegorical appearances: 

I am deth goddys masangere 
All myghty god hath sent me here 
yon lordeyn to Sle with-owtyn dwere 

6or his wykkyd werkynge. 
» ' - {"The Death of'Herod," 

Coventry, 11. 177-80) 

I am Dethe». that jio man dredeth— 
For every man I reste—and no man.spareth. ." 

(Everyman, 11. 1«15-116) 

Such fi^rst-person announcements would have been problematic for the 

secular Renaissance stage in England, and seem quaintly extraneous to 

modern man's heightened self-consciousness. Its* is difficult to fear, the 

overt. But it is in death, and in the attendant feeling of doomed -

reality, that tragedy begins. In this opening chapter, I intend to set 

I 
out some Christian perspectives on death through scripture, penitential 

«, ' « 
1 ' 



.literature, and the evolving religious drama of" the Middle. Ages. The 
•J . « 

r i t u a l known, as the Dance of-sDeath grows^'Out of t h i s ' e x t r a - e e c l e s i a s t i c a l T 
context and, with its crypt^c**berses and patterned action, demonstrates 

effects that are well on the wav^toviard fully realized tragic drama. < 

In the medieval world, death inspires- the imaginatibn with fear and 

remembrance. As a preaching tool, it can affeo* an audience in the 

deepest personal manner. Looking into the darkness of his mortality, 

man finds a hapless truth 'about himself that both ennobles and disgusts. 

Pope Innocent III used death for just*this effect in h,is enormously 

influential treatise De Contemptu Mundi. The argument maintains 

St. Augustine's ascetic rejection of life in the flesh in favor of 

spiritual glorification. This mortzified scholasticism was of extreme 

importance to the medieval mind which, In an age of faith, saw death as 

the last consequence of a life Of defining sin. As a result, dearth was 

linked directly to judgment, where men and their doings would appear in 

their true light and earthly deception would be impossible. 

Meditation,on the four "last things"—death, judgment, heaven, hell 

—was the proper attitude of piety for the human mind. Contemplation of 

death helped elevate the spiriA By comparison, this transitory world of 
* • * 

flesh was only fit for scorn, and the chastening symbol of death proved 

the uselessness of worldly impulse. Jndeed, early English ecclesiastical 

tracts with expressive titles like Ayenbite of Inwit, The Pricke'of " 

Conscience, and The Craft of Deying passed into popular understanding 

as the Middle Ages registered its cry of "memento mori!" to posterity. 

The resultant possibilities were as extreme as medieval reality.itself: 

the black terror of hell on the one hand, the golden apotheosis of" 

heaven pn the other, and the nebulous area of purgatory as academic 

V 



' 2 
process between glory and damnation. 

The ritual surrounding death refines emotion and understanding in a 

truly striking manner: there is intense .seriousness, truth, realization.^ 

J^rama grows out of such ritual, as'intthe burial of William' Marshal — 

Regent of England in the>time of Henry III and -secret member of the-

Knights Templar—who gave express (and somewhat heretical) directions to 

be wrapped in lus Templar's robes on his deathbed. Similarly John DOnne, 

four hundred years later, would pose in his burial shroud for the , 

preliminary sketches of "a death effigy. Both men saw themselves as 

.performing final truths, as settling accounts before making that final 

3* 
and ultimate change of role. And what could be.more^^tarkly truthful 

lieval icor or unabashedly theatrical than the ubiquitous medieval iconography of 

death? Where the decay of d'eath is not actually, celebrated, the fame of 

life is prominently remembered. In the tomb of William Longespee 

(c. 1230-40) at Salisbury Cathedral, the conventional figur^of the 

eternally resting knight is laid amidst martial finery, its head gently 

inclined to one side. At Dorchester" in Oxfordshire, an unknown knight 

of the later thirteenth century is remembered by an effigy that depicts * 

him forever in >Cfie act of drawing his sword. The most cursory view of 

medieval tomb effigies reveals a plethora of contemplative and allegorical 

n 

postures:-praying hands (in England usually lopped off because of later 

ethical aversion to drama in the period 1642-60), genuflections, and " 

book-readings. Often there is a dramatic foreshortening, as in the two-

tiered tomb of Alice, Duchess of Suffolk, at Ewelme.,' On the upper level 

this * granddaughter of Chaucer is cast in loving detaiL, her features 

(almost surely a portrait) composed in an attitude of prayer. On the 

lower tier, however, a cadaver is carved, graphically depicting the"dead 



4 : 
one's state of decomposition, An emphasis on physical rot and decay is 

M 

conventional for tlfLs period, but none is"more dramatic than the effect 

struok by,the tomb of ReAe of Chalons: a partially decomposed skeleton 

stands,holding his heart aloft in an attitude of address appropriate,to 
*» - ». - * 

5 
Hamlet or Vindice! * 

A deep sense'of mortality pervaded ethical thought .intthe Middle ' 

Ages-and it, in turn, informed art and expression. The traditions . 

expanded themselves put of Christian asceticism", where meditation on 

death was clearly the most widely used and-intensely cultivated means to 

self-knowledge. Rigorous self-examination'tended to glorify spirituality 

by personal mortification, and this extreme awareness led man to timeless-

verities that cut through the vanity and mutability of earthly 

existence. The essential truth for mankind l.ay in the memento mori of 

the ascetic orders, and their .meditational method seems to have been 
^ ' : . - ' ; ..." 

popularly appropriated.to raise a tireless chorus of the comm6nplaces of 

mortality: J'ln the midst of life we are in death," "As I am, so shjp.1 
*• 

you'be." Johan Huizinga is lucid on this point: - *• 

All that the meditations on death of- the monks >of yore had 
produced, was now condensed into a very primitive image. This 
-vivid image, continually iuipressed̂ upon all minds, had hardily 
assimilated more than a single element of the grea't complex of 
ideas relating to death, namely* the sense of the perishable 
nature of all things. 'It would seem, at times, as if the soul 
of the declining Middle Ages only succeeded in seeing death 
under this aspect. ' 

While it is easy to exaggerate death as a preoccupation of the Middle 

Ag$s, the conception Sf man as mere "food for worms" was intense; and 

L 
Theodore Spencer saw tM^ feeling expressing itself, in past, in 

7 
heightened realism in medieval objects of devotion. Instead of merely 

, \ & 
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, espousing doctrine,"religious art, in its new realism, demanded emotional 
* » 

response. The medieval mind responded by relishing the vivid detail of 
• . " - • > • , 

, Christ's suffering and death in va, vicarious manner. Indeed the 
* * • > 

» Franciscan and Dominican orders, which began during this period, saw 

. . imitation of Christ's deprivation and suffering as their very impetus. ' -
f « ( $ 

.This austerity, coupled^with its emotional basis,.imbued the period with 
'** . * ' . - ' ' ' ' * 

a deeply felt self-consciousness, and the common mind* with a submissive i* 

acceptance of worldly decay" and mutability. Huizinga ascribe.d a great 

* deal of the medieval attitude to a popular 'notion of .the time which* held 

. that the bodiesiof^ some saints had never decayed. By comparison, sinful 

man held his mortal drossness in,contempt, as,"a kind of spasmodic 

( > reaction against an excessive sensuality. 
• > < * 

The Old Testament has plenty ofprecedents'for an attitude of 
s' * 

corruption and decay, though, in the New Testament," the ancient Hebrew 
« mortalism was eventually replaced by th* Greek concept of immortality. . 

¥ • } 
The medieval mind seemed to cherish the religious extremes of each 

." ' ' ' *" 
example. The Hebrew people accepted a* death which they believed was 

' • " . ' 

> " ' 

conferred upon them by a God of-ineffable power. As all things in 

nature died, so did they; yet the people as a whole survived, and there 

was no que'i^ioning the divine plan for the tribe. But the collective 

good and survival ethic of Jewish theology, where man is a part of 

» nature's process, was modified by the personal salvation ,of Christian 

teaching which refined the dust-»to-dust formula of Ecclesiastes. While 

*" ancient Hebrew philosophers were men of nature and tribal lore, the. New 

Testament apostles were optimistic proponents of idealism^and personal ' 

immortality. The Greek philosophers were more conceptual and academic— 

men of the city, in fact—and the New Testament epistles are written to ** 
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men in cities. The gentle cynicism of historical experience that 

prevails in the Old Testament yielded to" a faith in the New Testament 

that was joyous in its discovery of salvation. But, while the feudal • 

I 
bias of the medieval mind most certainly accepted the New Testament' 

I 
message of faith, it looked back with nostalgia to the ancient purity of 

the Hebrew tribes in all their forbidding physicality. Faith was now a 

matter of isolated self-consciousness, and death an intensely private 

experience—as seen in the personal conversion of St. Paul, and in the 

lonely suffering of Jesus. One may be identified as a brother in Christ, 

but immortality is strictly one's own immortality. Such jealous desire 

for personal immortality, set against clear Old Testament statements of 

bodily corruption, combined for horrific effect "in fne religious self-

.consciousness, dogma, and apprehension of medieval Europe. 

As a result, man's attitude to death undergoes a massive shift in 

focus that redefines his very being. Death is no longer accepted as a 

biological harmony with human life{ but engaged as a mystery of the 

eternal—and a fearful one at €hat. For the Christian, death takes on 

broad metaphorical connotatiqns; and Lloyd Bailey Sr. notes, "Mortality, 

' within this larger sphere of 'death', is thus not ultimately an 

acceptable manifestation of the Creator's will and wisdom, but an 

intrusion into and perversion of his will," citing St. Paul in support of 

his view: "For he [Christ] must reign, till he hath put all enemies 

under his feet. / The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death" 

9 
(1 Corinthians 15:25-26). So death is given a character note, is made 

into the great antagonist. Man is expected to follow Christ's exaimi&e, 

because mortality is a horror to be ultimately overcome. Here is dramatic 

conflict allowing tragic possibilities, where before there was only 



*"«( 

instinctual acceptance of a teleology beyond man's comprehension. Little 

wonder that,the-Gospels and Epistles emphasize and explicate Christ's 

death to the extent they doI The knowledge of Christ's resurrection 

empowers the Christian to act, to characterize himself, to "walk in 

newness of -life" (Romans 6 : 4 ) . In shor"t, man himself is given a 
. i 

character note: a participatory identity in the drama of life. 

^Jehan Huizinga argues that man's cultural existence is fundamentally 

10 - * • 

dramatic —and the action of death must clearly be of utmost importance 

to that existence. As a personified character, however, Death as simjrle 

enemy became Death as the messenger of God^the incontrovertible master 

of reality. The" Hundred Years'. War dragged on in sporadic but often 

savage combat, infant survival was low; and the ravages of plague_ swept 

medieval Europe with gruesome finality. The horrible familiarity with 

death, both on the battlefield o'r "safe". a*t home, made prayer for $ 

deliverance the only answer. The territorial conflicts of feudal lords 

and monarchs were little more comprehensible than the medical mysteries 

underlying the ravages of plague." M^n felt themselves .to be somehow* 
' "" . *^-

morally reprehensible; that the pestilence was some form of mysterious 
punishment from above, even though a grotesquely coincidental poem of 

• ^ . •"' * 
the period, the di'dacticf Ratis Raving, endeavored to describe the seven 

-• , ~*~t '— , ' " • 
, , stages of man's life with deathly lucidity. Robert Henryson's "Ane 

» i. . . t 

Prayer fbr the Pest" expressed conventional remorse in colorful language: 

% 
Haif rewth, lord, of thyn awin similitude, _̂ 
Punis with pety and nocht with violens; 
We knaw it is for our ingratitude 
That we ar punist with this pestillens. 

(11. 45-48) l:L 

Death on such a massive scale made roan an active—if unwilling— 



,"-v. 
participant, and the most vivid symbol of this deathly interaction is 

•I 
the curiously appealing Dance of Death. Known in Germany as "Totentanz," 

in France as "La Danse de Morts/'this strange motif gained popularity as 

£he* "Danse Macabre" in England, translated by the. fifteenth-century monk, 

John Lydgate,. Originally, the French verses accompanied a graphic 

depiction, of dancing skeletons and living partners von the cloister wall 

» 12 
of the Church of the Holy Innocents in Paris. But it is a dance of 
t ' 

"Death," rather than,of "the dead," as Death, variously represented, bids 

each character to dance away worldly pomp, ambition, and worry with 

singular assuredness. Every stratum of society is included, from the 

Pope down to the ignorant poor man, and each character accepts tihe 

invitatipn. The dramatrTc context, is grimly clear: ubiquitous death comes 

dispassionately to all, regardless of situation, personal history, or 

social class. i 
/ 

The motif seems to- be an expansion of the legend of the Three 

Living and the Three Dead, where three (often noble) huntsmen, in, the 

farthest reaches of the forest, encounter their own future, corpses and 

receive a lecture on the vanity of worldly hopes and ambitions. This is 

a stock feature of medieval sermons. The &all to penitence is 

concomitant with the memento mori, and the Dance of Death enactment is 

a mere extrapolation. Indeed, historical accounts and reconstructions 

' 13 
of "choreomania" aside, it seems certain that- -the para-ecclesiastical 

nature of the Dance of Death was peculiarly suited to the death-obsessed 

spirit of the age. Such a spirit caused Douglas Gray to wonder if 

"homilists and moralists were, or felt, forced to find novel, even 

14 
melodramatic, ways of ar.ousing penitence and emotion." Likewise, 

Ernst Moritz Manasse states "It is as though the increased interest in 



the affairs of the 'world,' which is a characteristic of this period, 

made people sense more intensely What violence they must suffer fasom 

' - 15 
Death." Certainly one of the most lUcid of The Canterbury Tales, the 

. s 

Pardoner's Tale, is a clever,reworking of the legend of the'Three Dead— 

"For lewed people loven-tales old" (1. -437)—and it very nearly succeeds 

in its fraudulent.attempt to stir the penitential almsgiving of the 

16 ' * 
pilgrims. But where death is used as a penitential weapon, there tsv. 
little room "for emotional complexity or compassionate understanding. 

'J 
The Host's unsophisticated and literalistic reaction to the Doctor's 

tale tof Apius and Virginia— 

I seye al day that men may see 
That yiftes of Fortune and of Nature ^ k 

Been cause of deeth to many a creature— 
(11. 294-96) / . -• o 

makes him an easy mark for the beguiling Pardoner. There are many 

variations on the sermonist's theme, but they all emphasize a basic 

tragic sense: pity far the death of others, fear for the death of oneself. 

It seems paradoxical that"this period, ever conscious of Christ's 

symbolic triumph over death, should wish to enact so vividly death's 

triumph over man. Yet the Dance of Death is in conformity with the 

macabre imagination that inspired the gruesome burial effigies so common 

to this period. There is ,an element of acquiescence and' weird 

'celebration in the Dance of Death: grinning skeletons, their comic *• , 

angular posejs, tneir ludicrous insistence on dancing. Knowledge of 

physiology had. advanced to the point where 4̂ he skeleton had become the 

concrete andscmiversal symbol for death—a symbol grotesquely, attached 

to man's own living experience instead of the insubstantial aid 



; / 

10 

17 ' 
imaginative wraithJLike figures-of .earlier times. As' symbol, then, it/ 

struck the mind of medieval man with a .powerful urgency that bypassed 

social, economic? and political lines. The Pardon Churchyard of 

•St. Paul's Cathedral had a Dance of Death similar to the one in Paris, 

« and'Lydgate, having visited there, took it upon himself to supply English* 

verses**"To tran'slatyn"al . Oute of the frensshe /-machabres daunce" 

(11. 23-24)/, J' " •-' . ^ 

In his "translator's" preface, iydgate sets the didactic 'tone—"1>his 

worlde / is but a pilgrimage"; (1. 37)—before setting out the responsive 

dialogue of His poem. Each character'speaks for his own social class, 

with the exception of ""Maistdr John RiK'ele / some tyme Tregetour . Of 

noble'Harry / kynge of .EngeiLond" ill. 513-514*)* Biographical theories 

abound, but I think the cur3*ouŝ a!ncluiBio'n of Henry V's jester cum 

'troubadour acts as a timeless reminder of the premature haste every age 
4 A 

takes in heaping immortality on its popular performers. Lydgate also 

deviates from the French original by adding a princess as well as a 

X ' ' ' 
cryptic concluding character called "Machabre t;he doctour" who draws the 

moralr Man is not ellis / platly for to thijwce - '• 
But as a winde / wiche* is transitorie,• 
Passinge ay forthe / whither, he wake'1 or winke -
Towarde this daunce / have this in meAtorie -
Remembringe ay ,/ ther is no bet victorie • 
In this life here / than fie synne at the leste 
Than shul ye regne / in paradys with glorie -
Happy,ijf he / that maketh in hevene his feste • 

' '(11. 641-48) 

Lydgate misunderstood "Machabre" to be the name of the poem's original „ 

author, and the English word "macabre? ,(admitted by the O.E.D. \to be of 

19 
doubtful origin) has been connected with the Dance of Death ever since. 

O? 
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» * Death in t-he Middle Ages*was much more pxiblfi-C t han now, something 

more like a daily occurrence than a modern "medical mistake. Death-car.ts 
* ' * 

for plague victim^, and continual—often multiple—burials were a plain 

• ' " \ ' . ' * * • 

and public feature of life. The Dance of Death, as a result, seems due 
41 

in part to death's universal .unpredictability and to the equally 

arbitrary survival of life. Joy and terror, .pity and relief entwined as 
. • • -\ 

harsh opposites with no specifically religious function other than to 

- ,. * . 
announce and enact death's defining characteristics in an inevitable, if 
» 1 ' , " 

somewhat gruesome, dance. This social reaction was legitimized by the 

belief that pestilence was God's punishment, and death the messenger' 

that bruited it abroad. Indeed,,the first stanza of Lydgate's preface 

to The Dance Macabre is as much a .reminder of plague as a deafnly call 

for repentance: * • . 

* 

• * 
0 yee folkes / harde hertid as a stone • , 
Wich to the worlde / have al your advertence 
Liche as it* shulde /•last evere in oone -
Where is your witt / vftier is your prudence 
Tp se aforn / the sodeine violence • 
Of cru'el dethe / that be so wis and sage • * 
Whiche sleeth alias / by stroke of pestilence 
Bothe yong and olde /""of lowe & hy parage . 

(11.1-8) 

The medieval preoccupation with death might equally be seen as a 

"".gruesome familiarity impossible to comprehend in a safer and less ascetic 

time. Because of this, E.P. Hammond's allegations of "dull sense 

perceptions" and "low creative power" in the age is an illegitimate reading 

20 
of nineteenth-century mores into a completely different esthetic. Such 

adverse conceptions stenf from a prejudice that usually sees the Middle 

£aes as a period of ignorance and barbarism. Yet the intellectual 

generosity of ,a Christian humanist like Sir Thomas More could quite » 



.. . . • 12 

easily grasp the sober efficacy of the Dance of Death: . 

. ." " • • 

I • -*> ' . • 

What profit and commodity cometh unto man's soul by the 
» meditation of death is not only'marked of (i.'e. observed in) 

the'qhosen people'of God, but also of such*vas' werd the best 
sort among gentiles and paynims. For some of tne^old famous 1 
philosophers when 'they were demanded what faculty philosophy 

/&• was, answered that it was the meditation or exercise of death. 
For like as death maketh a severance of the body and the soul, 
when they by course of nature must needs depart asunder, so 
(said they) doth the study of philosophy labour to .sever the 

, . soul fromMhe love and affections* of the "body while they be. 
• * . togetjaer. "•. . .We we're never so greatly moved by the beholding 

of the Dancê  of Death pictured in Paul\s_,̂ as we shall feel 
ourselves stirred and altered by tl̂ e feeling of that • ' 
imagination in"our hearts. And no"maryei. For these pictures' 
express only the figure of dead,, bony bodies, bitten away the 
f lesh^which .though "it be ugly to behold, yet neither the light 
thereof nor tine sight of all* the dead heads in the charnel 

\ house, nor the apparition of a very -ghost, is half so grisly 
as the deep conceived fantasy of death in his„na£ure, by the 
lively imagination graven in thine own heart. 

Protestant reform slowly eroded the grisly verities, of the Catholic. 

world, only to introduce conceptualized horrors of its own like 

\ '' * 

predestined damnation and complete personal responsibility. This neo-

asceticism only helped return man to his deepest impressions about death, 

however, and to the "last things" as the ultimate dramatic tension in an 

emerging world of material preferment. This is the-grotesque tragic 

irony that comes in for such scrupulous treatment in the later drama of 

Webster, Marston, and Tourneur: an enduring milieu of macabre festivity 

couples with skeletal iconography in ghastly plots Of murder that 

register tragic effect. The gravediggers, along with Yorick's 

inspirational skull, maintain this intense irony in Hamlet. Here, 

however, G.R. Owst note%^n early sense of doom and. genuine tragic 

feeling in the sermons oUthe celebrated Dominican preacher John Bromyard: 
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Bromyard . . . contrasts'the state* of him who once "was strong 
as a boxer, who was wont to fight, td smite, to leap, to raise 
the hand in dances and sing "loudly ditties of inordinate love" 

.̂  * with that of the same' man^now scarcely able to move his feet 
I at' the call of nature, lift hands, to; feed himself, drive_'away 
the flies' from his mouth, or ev^ftfturn from side to side in' 
his own bed of weakness. , ' 

. ' . ** * 

" • - „ • > • •' ' • • - ' ' ' 
The striking contract needs no comment other than reiteration of the 

» 
medieval concept of death as a release firom a life of sinful dross, as a 
heroic desire for expiation,. Such graphic sermonizing, with its' attendant, 

promise of reward, r#inforced the early devotional drama and its major 
*. '. » 

a e 

penitential truth—inexorable death. " ^ * • ' 

The earliest church drama had a specifically religious function » 

.which, grew o\it *of the 'liturgy and into the Corpus Christ! cycle of 

indigenous,English drama. Death, within this early drama, enjoys a . 

"Sully realized allegorical role—and an extremely theatrical one at that. 

As'K.S. Block noted in her,introduction to the Ludus Coventriae, "The 

most dramatic passage in the series is,.perhaps, the unnoted entrance of 

23 
Death in the midst,of the revelry of Herod and his knights." During 

Herod;s celebration of the massacre of the innocents, "Mors" slinks in 

and raucously exclaims: "Ow I herde a page make preysyng of pride" 

("Death-of Herod*," 1. 1.68). Confronted with death, Herod the king is 
| » . 

merely a pagp; and Mors, haying declared himself "goddy^1 masangere" 

(1.. 177), descants on the nature of his own conquering power: 

I am sent fro god dfeth" is my* name * 
All thynge that is on grownd 'I welde at my wylle 
both man and beste and byrdys wylde and tame 
Whan that I come them to • with deth I do them kylle. 

-(11. 181-84) 
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• ' • ' • • • ' , -' - > * * . » . ' fc-

•» *->" •"' 
The language lis conventionalized but powerful, .reminiscent of Death's 

* • • " 

. unperturbed assuredness in the Dance of Death." And Death himself 

concludes the""Death df Herod" play in terms that evoke the same grim 
i " * * * T ° V 

* o * * * 

pathos as medieval funerary "sculpture: * ^ ->? - •* 

r .-. ' i * *• ' > 
Amonges wormys 'as I ypw telle " ( » 
ttadyr the erth shul ye dwelle ' ' . • 
and thei shul Etyn both flesch and felle 

• - _ * As thei have don' me.\ . 8 ' » 
' ' (11. 281-84) 

. » « ;' . 
.» ' < ' " " ' 

* . V 

Th» archetypal "dead man" in Christian tradition .ijs Lazarus, 'and 
**' - ' * * -

* »• 
* the interpretations of his story in the mystery cycles present some new 

aspects of death. First, th.ere is no allegorical characterization of 

death, though'the.mourning sisters and the many comforters often bewail 

its effect. Secondly, the. death-to-life miracle of Lazarus prefigures 

'• ' ~t 
Christ's own death and resurrection, as well as the resurrection and 

final judgment of all men. .K(plve even uses the Lazarus story as an 

exemplar of the figural interpretation of the cycle as a whole: "A figure 
' i ' * 

(LazarHs) is fulfilled (by the Resurrection of Christ) and this becomes 

* " 24 " 
itself a figure (for the general resurrection before Doomsday)." It is . 

« 

significant too that the raising of Lazarus is the only miracle of 

Christ's ministry to be presented as a pageant on its own, and Rosemary 

• Woolf's point is well-taken: 1 • - • 

It surpasses in strangeness and power the healing of the .blind 
and the lame, .and touches the imagination more forcibly tha'n 
the other miraculous restorations to»life which took place more 
instantly after death. It could therefore be taken to stand . 
for all Christ's miracles. 

Again death's'power as universal penitential tool is emphasized. The 

lack of an actual "figure" of death only adds mystery to the fascination 
4 

Y 
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of the miracle—here is a man who entered into the finality of death; 
*. 

and yet he returned to live among men again! * 

The story, howeverr undergoes markedly differed treatment in the 

Coventry and Towneley cycles. Lazarus,' in the Ludus Coventriae, simply 

drops off, leaving Martha and Mary to face public rebuke for their 

uncontained grief. But Jesus, at his arrival, shows tears to be the 

appropriate response. He then-dramatically calls forth Lazarus, and 

concludes the pageant m rather pedestrian fashion by overt explication 

of its prefigural content: 

Now I have shewyd in opyn syght 
of my godhed the gret glorye 
to-ward my passyon I wyl me dyght 
the tjjme is'nere that I must deye 
For all mankynde his sowle to bye. 

(11. 449-53) 

The Towneley "Lazarus" has more impact. In a play less than half the * 

length of the Coventry pageant, Lazarus is dead at the outset. This 

clever foreshortening focuses attention immediately and solely upon 

death. Jesus again commands him to arise, and Lazarus does so to deliver 

a/monologue that, whj.le it assembles the typical tags of darcay, far 

surpasses meditational convention in its effect: * » 

And let me be youre boke, 
youre sampill take by me; 

Fro dede you cleke in cloke, 
sich shall ye all be. 

. i 

Under the erthe ye shall / thus carefully then cowche; 
The royfe of youre hall / youre nakyd nose shall towche; 
Nawther great ne' small / To you will knele ne crowche; 
A shete shall be youre pall / sich- todys shall b'e youre nowche; 
Todys shall you dere, 
Feyndys will you fere, 
youre flesh that fare was here ' 
Thus rufully shall rote; 

( 

\ 
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* In stede of fare colore 
sich bandyf shall binde youre throte. 

(11. £21-44)26
 t *> 

Lazarus figuratively takes his hearers back inside the casket with 

him, in this excerpt from a sermon that makes up over half the Towneley 

play. The Dande of Death disregard"for class or beauty is evident, as 

is the dire inevitability in Lazarus' deathly tone. Using himself as 

example, he points to his own empty eye orbits (1. 148)—convincing r 

theatrical makeup is necessary—and, still wrapped in his winding sheet, 

strikes a pose similar to that of Death itself: a pose pictured on the 

27 
south wall of the Lady Chapel, Salisbury Cathedral. The shrouded 

figure pictured there, addresses a young gallant and points meaningfully 

at some dead bodies, whose graves are represented by coffins or boxes. 
1 

These stage properties were usSd in "the mystery plays as well—much more 

effective dramatically than an imagined hole in the ground..' Compare 

this powerful dramaturgy, along with the Towneley Lazarus' language of 

decay, to the Coventry Lazarus' simple acquiescence: ' 

My wynde is stoppyd gon is my breth 
And deth is come to make myn ende 
to god in hevyn my sowle I qweth 
Farwell systeryn for hens I wende. 

(11. 105-108) 

By contrast, the sense of inexorable ruin in the Towneley play approaches 

the tragic in^its concrete,personal, and unwavering expression, and in 
H 

its.powerful feeling of loss. While grief overcome is the main topic of 

the Coventry~pageant, a striking note of tragic possibility comes near 

the conclusion of the, TownetSy play, and is spoken by Lazarus himself: 
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Amende thfe, man, whils" thou a r t hjbre, , . • . -> 
Aganff thou go an othere gate;; j, 

When thou art dedfe and laide on bere, 
i, Wyt thou well thou bees to late;' 

For if all the goode that ever thou gate -
v Were delt for the after thi day, 

In heven it wolde not mende thi state, -. ',' 
Forthi amende the Whils thou„may. 

, (11. 182-89) '' « . ' * 

: -~f . 
It is the irrevocability of life th^t brings on the fearful note, the #, 

terrible "Whils" that makes man shudder in introspection. The Lazarus 

* • 
episode certainly presents a miracle of faith open to mortal man, but 

• •» 

only' at a wonderfully immortal remove. Johan Huizinga tells of the 

popular medieval belief that Lazarus^, after his resurrection, lived in 
• -• 

continual morbid fear of having to face death again; and Martha, in the 
i 

gospel, expresses real concern 'about her brother's offensive state of 

decomposition: "Lord, by this time he s%j_nketh: for he hatt^>een dead 

four days" (John 11:39). Woolf's analysis is again expressive and 

pointed: "Tha|: Lazarus', however, could know from personal experience .of 

the horrors of decay of the tomb is of„course a poetic fancy without 

"theological basis, though in meditative literature the squalidness of 

the grave and the pains of hell seem to merge as though they were both 
28 

part of one appalling torment." 

Death's pervading character in the unstable state of life is well-

stressed in the earliest extant morality play, The Pride of Life. While* 

homiletic concerns are of prime importance in the allegorical moralities, 

this play is a powerful piece on death's certaiffy .which, as editor 

29 
Norman Davis puts it, "has obvious affinities with the Dance of Death." 

And the play's dramatic power is also accentuated by the inadvertent 

"Mrs. Grundy" effect of its fragmentary state. While he is feared,^ 

/ 

V 
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reviled, debated over, even challenged, the allegorical character Death 

does not appear. But he' doesn't have to./ Where 'death is involved the 

« 

ending is. easily inferred, and a lengthy prologue spells out the 

inevitable before the* play even.begins. 

The overwhelming might of Death is pitted against the complacent 

pride of Life, Characterized as a king (Rex Vivus)V L^fe expresses a * 

sdeluded sense of personal invincibility with archetypal*'fervor. "I schal 

lyve evermo" (1*. 175), he boasts, and insists on the power of his own 

self-'conception: "I ne schal never dfeye / For I am King .of Life" (11. 211-

212).' Such ill-considered communiques naturally worry Life's queen, who 
9 

"seems to embody the spirituality and reason that King Life lacks. 
« . . . 

Unfortunately, Life is tob assured of his. own prowess to heed any 
" % 

cautionary suggestions .about his"conduct. Having already rebuffed his 

Queen's warnings with arch mistrust—"Woldistan that I were dede / That 

thou might have a new?"*(11. 195-96), and "This nis bot women tale" + 

(1. 209)—he now gloats with the ignorant pride of a confirmed"bully: 

f 
What prechistou of Dethis might t 

, And of* his maistrye? , \ 
He ne durst onis with me fight . * 

For his both eye. 
(11. 239-42) 

\ ' 
Life appeals to his allegorical henchmen, Strength and. Health, who 

assure him of his physical might, and promise to humiliate Death in * . 

\ 

battle. Thus Life's pride is corroborated and inflated through his own 

brazen egoism. The religious figure of thq| Bishop is required to 

intercede, and his touching sermon weaves^Sftcial complaint into a strong 

memento mori themê . -^ainally, he addresses King Life personally: 

J » 
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Thynk, Schir Kyng, one othir trist— 
That tyng misst son. 

* That thou lev now as ye list, 
„ * Deth wol cum rit son. * 

And give ye dethis wounde 
For thin outrage; 

Within a litil stounde 
Then artou but a page. *"~~S 

(11. 435-42) b • 

• , \ ' 

The King of Life is (as Herod learned in the mysteries) only a page of 

Death. Instead of heeding the Bishop's spiritual counsel, however, Life 

boldly dispatches his messenger Mirth—doubtless his last vestige of 

living indulgence—to challenge Death to open combat. Life's pride is 

maddeningly suicidal, and the gesture would be ridiculous if it were not 

so figuratively pathetic. The play breaks off at just this crucial point, 

but the outcome is inevitable, as the Prologue has already revealed. 

Yet there is an inadvertent structural sophistication"about. 

The Pride of Life that is singular in this period's drama. ̂ The 

parallelism of Life and his mess.enger Mirth opposing God and his 

messenger Death is a true dramatic crisis with tragic potential. J.M.R. 

Margeson notes the play's similarity in arrangement to the Dance of Death, 

and sees a generic type in the play' s''action that he refers to as the 

"Pride of Life morality," separate from the more familiar "Temptation 

30 
and Fall." Man is seen as climactically rebellious rather than 

* 

extensively 'flawed. Like the Dance of Death, the play-focuses on death's 

utter inescapabHity along with its attendant feeling of personal doom. 

Faced with death, man realizes that reprieve is impossible and that 

other life-experiences are not worth considering. And the dramatic 

foreshortening that introduces Life at the height of his deluded powers— 

"King ic am, kinde of kingis ikorre" (1.121)—just before Death arrives 
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is a stronger crisis than the massively diverse and episodic struggle 

in the Temptation and Fall morality, The Castle of Perseverance. Even 

here the confrontation with death is crucial, however, andsib .marks the 

turning point in Mankind's '(Humanum Genus') career. He has grown into 

an avaricious adu]*t; and, frenzied over his riches, Mankind is oblivious 

as Mors arrives with the pointed observation: 

•Ageyns me is no defens. 
In the grete pestelens 

Thanne was I wel. knowe. 

^%**But now almost I am foxgete; 
Men, of Deth holde no tale., 

In coveytyse^ here good they gete; 
The grete fyschys ete the smale. 

(11. 2814-20)31 

Death expressing a social conscience is unprecedented, but the sentiment 

echoes that of the' Bishop in The Pride of Life: "Thai farit as ficis in 

a pol / The gret eteit the smal" (11. 361-62)., And the allusion to 

plague is conventional, if not usually so nostalgic. As well, it is 

surprising to hear Death betray even a hint of interest in the mutable 

mores of men. Yet even death is not the end in this somewhat over-

structured and complex moral comedy. The plot still requires 

intercessionary submissions on Mankind's behalf by the four "daughters" 

of God, in conformity with the biblical promise: "Mercy and truth are met 

together; righteousness and peace have kissed each othegr" (Psalm 85:10). 

Mark Eccles is astute to point out that "The greater scope of the play 

and the long-windedness of its speeches keep The Castle_^f Perseverance 

32 
from achieving the concentrated intensity of Everyman." Along with 

Everyman, I believe we could add 'the fragmentary Pride of Life. What 

The Castle of Perseverance does achieve, however, is substantial: a 
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sweeping vie>r of challenges, choices, small gains,\and real fear. It is 

an encyclopedic allegory on the nature of man's mina; and if the ethical 

conclusion i's conventional, it is something King Life, in all his'glory, 

was incapable of apprehending: 

To save you fro synnynge 
Evyr at the JSegynnynge 
Thynk on youre last endynge! 

(11. 3646-48) 

Although death is only an episode in the overall design-qf 

The Castle of Peraeverance,it is still embodied allegorically "and is a 

crucial moment of real dramatftc tension that is set aside from other * 

encounters by virtue of its vicarious impact and sheer theatricality. 

Death on the stage attracts attention in a way that other actions 

(allegorical or otherwise) simply cannot. This is the ultimate encounter, 

the ultimate experience. In life, it is the only part of the script that 

cannot be cut. And the late morality play Everyman—arguably the apex of 

the tradition—presents death as the play's first principle; thus the 

Prologue:' 

• - . • ' : , 
Here begynneth a treatyse how the hye Fader of heven sendeth 
Dethe to somon every creature to come and gyve a-counte of 
theyr lyvfes in this worlde / and is in maner of a moral play. 

The messenger (almost certainly doubling as Death) draws the conventional -

moral at the outset: 

Man, in the begynnynge I, ' , 
Loke well, and take good heed to the endynge, « 
Be you never so gay! 

. , (11. "10-12) • " * 

As in The Pride of Life and in the Towneley Lazarus pageant, Death defines 

/ ' • • 

•r 
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the dramatic conflict from the very beginning. 

To open with Death's deputization as God's "myghttf messengefe"(1.63) 

* I * 

is a bold stroke directly opposite to the technique"'of^The Castle of 

Perseverance, where the lifetime psychomachia begins witn"1Jhe naked 

infant Humanum Genus. Here, the strategic foreshortening of Everyman 

throws immediate doubt on the finding of Dennis Moran: "The time allowed 

Everyman projects the fullness of life's experience, defined and 

circumscribed, as Everyman is made to recognize, by the natural fact of 

(death," and "Everyman's achievement is not cheaply or superficially won; 

it.is the result of a progressive experience through life and 

disillusionment, culminating with a'satisfying intellectual and 
• 33 ~° 

psychological exactness in knowledge."' But Everyman's time is up; and, 

while his achievement might indeed- be satisfying, his "fullness of life'.6 

experience" is seen only through reported hindsight. Everyman does not 

warrant the trust that'Moran invests in him. As he is a desultory 

materialist from the outset, his life-experiences really amount to 

nothing in̂  the face of Death, where his Goode Dedes are so weak and / 

unexercised they cannot walk (11. 485-98), and a constant reliance on 

Goodes only yields its telling confession:• "My condycyon is mannes soul 

to kyll" (1. 442). Moreover, Everyman is -faced with his own end. Death 

insists, "Come hens, and not tary!" (1. 130) and, in response to 

Everyman's plea, "Gentyll Deth, spar£ me tyll to-morowe"(1. 173), coldly 

objects, 
Naye, therto T<wyli not consent, 
Nor no man wyll I respyte; 
,But to the herte sodeynly I shall smyte \' 
Without ony advysementx * 

(11. 176-79) 
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But Everyman is imperviously venial, and there is a real chill to 

Death's dispassionate observation Qf £he poor worldling: "Loo, yonder I 

se Fveryman walkyngp" (1. 80). Everyman is marked for the cosmic grading 

process that begins with death; and the sheer unexpectedness^of the 

event is striking. This is Death from the outside,oexhorting Everyman 

to undertake an allegorical journey from which he, will never return, but 

also death from the inside, as shown by the bewildered victim's disbelief 

and earnest request for delay: "0 Deth, thou comest whan I had the, leest 

in'mynde!" (1. 119); "dyfferre this mater tyll an other daye" (1. 123). 
* 

People confronted with death naturally react like this. But Death is the 

ultimate in impartiality, and Everyman's attempt at bribery only, 

prefigures his pathetic reliance on Goodes later. Death has no interest 

whatsoever in worldly wealth or power, and describes himself as, quite 

simply, opposite to life: 

I set not by golde, sylver, nor rychesse, 
Ne by pope / emperour / kynge / duke, ne prynces; 
For, and I wolde receyve gyftes grete, 
All the worlde I myght gete; 
But my custome is clene contrary. 

(11. 125-29) 

Death sings the ringing inevitabilities of the earlier Dance .of Death. 

He is on an irreversible mission from God, and his democratizing 

disregard for social status is typical. To £feath, Everyman is just 

another soul to be separated from a perishable body. 

Everyman's journey becomes a lesson in self-reliance before the 

Almighty. One by one his friends, family, and investments drop off, 

leaving him utterly alone. Fellashyp, indignantly concerned at first, 

assures htm, "I wyll not forsake the to my lyveg ende" (1. 213); but 
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even he recoils in horror at Everyman's disclosure: "Deth was with me 

itere" (1. 264). While the blandishments of earthly companionship are 

'cherished necessities of life, Everyman is now claimed for dead and can 

rely only onj<his personal God-given assets: "Dyscrecyon," "Strengt'he," 

"Fyve Wyttes," and "Beaute," as introduced through Knowledge and Goode 

Dedes. Yet his personal allegorical features are still outside elements 

to prop him up, rather than internalized features of a personality. 

Thomas Van Laan detects a rising action which he likens to "the pattern 

"34 
of Fortune's wheel; but Everyman would not be "every man", if he were 

at the height of Fortune's wheel when Death arrived. He is complacent 
t 

and worldly,tbut clearly without power. Unlike King Life, Everyman 

never shows the defiance necessary to enact tragic struggle. His main 

feature is his sheei? ordinariness. Indeed the moral of the play is to be 

found in vicarious feeling for the simple, single protagonist, not in the 

glorious grief (however inchoate in The Pride of Life) of a fall from 

" ' ' ''» r 

high estate. If anything, Everyman degrades himself by righteously 
* 

accepting his own scourging."after confession. Gol'dhamer notes that 

"This painful act, of reconsideration of faults, brings release. He is 
•w 

able to see himself as a whole person and to accept his good deeds even 

35 
while admitting his weaknesses." As an adjunct to his dying body, 

Everyman literally and figuratively beats the sins of his flesh to death. 

Death for Everyman is a separation of body from soul in the first place, 

and the extreme symbolism of flagellation mortifies the flesh as it v 

liberates the soul in its extrawbrldly search for salvation. 

I • 
Everyman throws himself on God's mercy, and his salvation" is 

- ' t 

assured. Unlike the many suppliants in The Castle of Perseverance, 

however, Goode Dedes takes up Everyman's part with the simple, selfless 
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plea: 

i 

Shorte our ende and mynysshe our payne; 
Let us go and never come agayne. 

(11. 878-79) 

Though everything of worldly note forsakes him, his good, deeds act as 

Everyman's best recommendation in heaven. The Doctor's epilogue explains: 

This moral1 men may have -in mynde. 
Ye herers, take it of worth, olde and yonge, 
And forsake Pryde,,for he deceyveth you in the ende; 
And remembre Beaute, V. Wyttes, Strength, & Dyscrecyon, 
They all at the last do Everyman forsake, 
Save his Good Dedes there dothe he take. 

(11. 902-907) 

This is the penitential moral of death for all the early Christian moral 

drama. As messenger of God, Death excites deep personal feelings of fear 
V 

and inevitability^ that are' "entangled with cosmic conceptions of 
*. J 

j retribution, doom, and salvation. In the face of such overwhelming 

°* mystery so ineffably beyond man's comprehension, the only strategy for 

{ man is humble charity and obedient faith, as noted in the epilogue above 

and stated in the epilogue of another wise doctor—Lydgate's Machabre: 

Yit ther be folke / mo than six or sevene 
Reckles of lyf / in many maner wise. 
Like as ther were / helle none nor.hevene 
Suche false errour / lete every man "dispice 
For hooly seintis / and oolde clerkis wise 
Writen contrarie / her falsnes to deface 
To lyve wel / take this for best emprice 
Is moche worth / whan men shul hens pace. , 

(11. 649-56) 

Death, in the Christian context, is not the end of everyman. Death 

\ 

is a messenger: a means to an end. And it is significant that the play 

Everyman concentrates continually on stateof mind rather than physical 

v 
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putrefaction. To reinforce this, Death is-portrayed as a dignified, 

steely-nerved killer, as opposed to the earlier notions of worm-blown 

carrion and decay. Yet the unmistakable memento mori on the title page 

of'the original Skot print of Everyman (c. 1528/9, Huntington Library 

36 
Copy) makes sure that the traditional associations are intact. /The 

play fuses with the underlying eschatological fixations of the.age. But 

Death, as allegorical symbol in Everyman, transcends the earlier 

iconographical horrors because here it is God's mercy that is stressed, 

rather than His justice. And while it is difficult to agree completely 

with Lawrence Ryan's opinion that "Doctrinal content is the reason for 

being of Everyman," it must be concurred that, "Like Oedipus, Everyman 

discovers that it is better for a man to face reality and to learn what 

he really is and has, no matter what suffering the discovery may cost 

37 

him,'than to spend his life in pursuing illusions." Of course what 

man "really" was in the medieval world was-defined by exclusive opposites. 

The face-of death perceived in this drama is two-dimensional in the sense 

that it promises heaven or hell, leaving no room for the special pleading 

of tragic circumstance. The message of God, through Death, remained a 

simple and constant reminder: "memento mori." 

The morality mode and its struggle for righteousness is a clear" 

forerunner of later complications in secular tragedy. Everyman's worldly 

pride makes damnation a real possibility; and Death, as God's messenger, 

is totally impartial if not decidedly sinister. W.A. Davenport adroitly 

notes that the tragic possibilities of Everyman are lost in the service 
38 

of didacticism; and, for all the early moral plays, tragic damnation is. 

averted throltrh enduring faith, good works, or extraworldly intercession. 

I think it is correct to assume that the action of the drama is basically 
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a means to advance homiletic concerns. But, at the same time, I "also 

T K ^ . 
agree with Michael Kelley, who refuses to accept the term "dramatized 

it » 

sermon," and argues, ".'The plays do give moral information—demonstrating 

the pitfalls of sin and man's need to repent—but this is commonplace, 

familiar material by the time the moralities appear, and they present it 

so grandly and with such flamboyant ornamentation that their elaborate 

39 . 
forms often eclipse the instruction." As well, J.M.R. Margeson's 

opinion is instructive: 

The religious drama provided -to the dramatic imagination 
certain characteristic situations of undeniable tragic force, 
and a religious vision of the meaning of such experiences. It 
saw the universe divided between forces of evil and forces of 
good, and man's nature divided also between rebellion and 
obedience—a view which seemed to make tragic experience 
inevitable, even if contained within a, larger providential 
scheme that was not tragic. The predicament of innocence in a 
world that is defiantly and cruelly evil,'and the predicament 
of the sinner who discovers the nature of his sin and the 
terror of rebellion against God, become the heritage of the 
later drama in a number o'f vivid dramatic images.40 

Of course the secular stage that produced such magnificent tragedies as 

Doctor Faustus, Macbeth, and The Duchess of Malfi relied on a^moral 

vision that was basically Christian too, but the timeless strain of 
if 

external destiny on human self-definition, along with the internal 

vicissitudes of psychological conflict that result, was; a matter of 

direct inheritance from the earliest moral'drama. 

Thomas Preston's Cambises, licensed in 1569, takes death, drama, 

and homiletic concerns in general one tentative step forward. For the 

purposes of this study, the play makes an effective and interesting 

* % 
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transition. Indeed, ,David Bevington has referred to Cambises as "the 

41 
best known of the hybrid moralities;" and the dramaturgy does indicate 

a "movement from the ̂ generalized homiletic aim of the eartler moralities 

to clearer statements on political virtue or Protestant polemic. Tucker 

Brooke, much earlier,* called Cambises a "transitional interlude," and 

perceived in it a certain aristocratic tone that elevated it above the 

* „ * . * " • 42 ' 
"provincialism" of" a contemporary play like Thersites. The play 

* *. ' ' 

presents the breakdown and punishment of an unfit king, amid terrible 

deaths and direful consequences. Though Cambises is primitive in its 

exposition, faint glimmers of later plays like Edward IJ. and Richard II 

are'easily discerned. And true moral complications arise m the play's 

action concerning allegiance, obedience, responsibility. Though Cambises 

the king is a harsh dispenser of justice, it is still justice. But then 

he. declines into sheer brutality and—in the absence of psychological or 7 
doctrinaire explanation—the audience is left to wonder what went wrong. 

Why did Cambises do what he did? This' is a new question for the tragic 

concerns of morality, and explains, in part, the play's enigmatic title: 

"A Lamentable Tragedie, mixed full of pleasant mirth . . . ". 

The plot requires more of a story element than a homiletic frame, 

and "pleasant mirth," in Cambises, is provided by a conventional vice 

figure with the unconventional name, Ambidexter. He provides raucous 

comedy with the soldiers Huf, Ruf, and Snuf, and the country rustics 

*» 
Hob and Lob. But it is blatant violence and terrible deaths that hold 

* 
the episodic plot together. Indeed the play might be seen as actually 

t "" 
bracketed by death, where Cambises begins the play's action by 

announcing that "Mors" has vanquished his father, Cyrus (1. 6), and that 

he is now king himself. Association with the leveling character Mors of 

t 
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the earj.ier mysteries and moralities is immediate. Linked to this 

powerful sense of death at the outset is Cambises' own portentous 

statement: ' . ' 

And I, by due inheritance, possesse that princely crowne, 
Ruling'by sword of mighty force in place of great renowne. 

, ' ' (11. 7-8)' 

As a.result, his tyrannical misbehavior must inevitably conclude with'the 

condign visitation of»Mors uppn Cambises, as promised by the conclusion 

of the play's full title: "his odious death by God^s Iustice appointed." 

•Besides, the name Cambises was synonymous with tyranny in Tudor England, 

where the notion of a mysterious' and 'savage Arabian monarch appealed to 

popular sensation. Willard Farnham was the first to trace Preston's 

actual source to the English historian Richard Taverner and his didactic 
1 44 

Garden of Wysdom (1539). The story was a popular tale about political 

virtue, and Taverner clearly set out his reasons for including Cambises1 

story m his collection of moral anecdotes: "I £hynke it.here good to 

report certayne his notoriose crymes and his ende, to thyntent all rulers, 

what so ever they be', may take exemple at hym, to feare God, to preserve 

the common weale, to execute iustice and iudgement, to use theyr subiecfes 
45 

as men and not as beastes." 

Cambises1 career^documents a brutal misuse of power. His first act 

as king is to embark on a punitive war against »the Eygptians. The 

learned judge Sisamnes is appointed to rule in Cambises' absence, and he 

pledges loyalty- to the office in terms reminiscent of Fellowship in 

Everyman: 
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Unworthy/much, 0 prince, am I, and for this gift unfit; 
But, sith that it hath pleasd your Grace that I in it must sit, 
I do avouch, unto my death, according to my skil, 
•With equity for to observe your Graces mind and wil. 

(11. 101-J.04) 

These terms are grimly ironic, too, when Sisamncs must eventually suffer 

death for his abuse of influence. Showing stern justice, Cambises has 

the corrupt politician decapitated and flayed before the eyes of his own 

son. Appointing the young man in Sisamnes'"vacant position, Cambises 

warns: 

Otian thou seest thy father dead, and thou art in his roome: 
If thou beest proud, as he hath beene, even thereto shalt thou come. 

(11. 467-68) 

Yet Cambises himself has come back from war in Eygpt portentously 

heralded by the black trumpet of Shame, as opposed to the golden horn of 

Fame; he now begins an episodic and inexplicable decline into gratuitous 

brutality. He uses the son of his closest advisor, Praxaspes, for 

target practice to silence sudden accusations of drunkenness. The child's 

heart is brought to him ,with the arrow still in it, and Cambises' 

ludicrous self-satisfaction is reminiscent of King Life's: 

Beholde, Praxaspes, thy sonnes owne hart! O, how well the same was hit! 
After this wine to doo this deed I thought it very fit. 
Esteem thou maist right well therby no drunkard is the king 
That in the midst of all his cups could doo this valiant thing. 

(11. 563-66) 

He next dispatches Cruelty and Murder to eliminate his brotheu Smirdis 

for suspected ambitions, and then forces his "cosin-jarmin" into an 

incestuous marriage with him. 

His tyranny, however, ends as arbitrarily as it began. Amid the 

* 
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pomp of banquet festivities, Cambises tries to entertain his Queen with 

a diverting story of two "brother whelpes" that he witnessed team up 

and vanquish a lion. But she ruins the cheer by crying at the story's 

moral, and reminding Cambises of his own fratricide: . 

And was this favour shewd in dogs, to shame of royall king? 
Alack, I wish theseeare's of mine had not once heard this thing! 
Even so should you, 0 mighty king, to brother beene a stay,. 
And not, without offence to you, in such wise him to slay. 

(11. 1034-37) 
* • » ' ' V 

«. . ' 

She is duly executed* for her impertinence by the allegorical thrill- , 

killers Cruelty and Murder, and all advisors sympathetic to her opinion 

are threatened with death as well, until Cambises, in a final sensational 

stroke, staggers onto the stage.. The direp'tion reads: "Enter the KING, 

without a gowne, a swoord thrust up into his side,'bleeding" (1. 1158 s.d.>. 

v 
The death of "Cambises is clearly God's punishment, as the title 

promised and Cambises himself realizes. "A just reward for my misdeeds 

my death_doth plaine declare" (1. 1172), declares the now-suffering king. 

Abstract virtues, embodied in the three Lords, hammer home the moral at 

the same time as they express wonder at the event: 

SECOND LORD. As he in saddle would have lept, his sword from 
sheath did goe^ 
Goring him up into the side,—his life was ended so. 

THIRD LORD. His blood so fast did issue out that nought could 
him prolong; 
Yet, before he yeelded up the ghost, his hart was very 
strong. 

FIRST LORD. A just reward for his misdeeds the God above hath 
wrought, 
For certainly the life he led was to be counted nought. 

. (11. 1189-94) 

Cambises' demise is a divinely sanctioned process that promises 

punishment for sin, and yet a curious ambivalence is demonstrated. On 
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one level his death is purely accidental, an inexplicable naturalistic 

feature of the action. Doubtless, acqidental death is still d,j££ated by 
v. 

God in ways that man cannot understand; as Everyman found, "I may saye 

- Deth gyveth-no, warnynge!" (1. 132). But here, while Cambises exclaims, 

"Death hath caught me with his dart" (1. 1170), the allegorical figure 

is never actually present, as he was in Everyman, and as other motivating 

' r 

figures of'Cambises' decline are: "Shame" -(who heralded his return "with 

a trump blacke" [1. 340 s.d.]) ,* "Ambide'xter" (who whispered hearsay about 

, his brother's plot to supplant him [11. 676-81]), and "Cupid" (who shot 

Cambises with love as he looked upon his "cosin-jarmin" [1. 880 s.d'.]). 

The figures perform significant 'action too that conventional morality 

abstractions, debating ethically for the soul of the hero, do not. As a 

result, we are forced to look further at naturalistic evidence, however 

primitively realized, for Cambises' decline: his addiction to drink, an 

uncontrollable megalomania. Of Cambises' death,-David Bevington shrewdly 

notes, "The retribution does not compensate sufficiently for the 

grossness of the crimes. Cambises would have died in any event; hq 

happens to die at a particular time and in a particular manner," adding, 

"The material of Cambises concentrates on the fact rather than its 
46 

consequences." 
i < * J 

Burton J. Fishman appreciates the play's concentration on fact, 

through a further level.of pure theatricality and violent realism that is 

4 7 >' 1 
unprecedented in Cambises. He argues that Preston, as a true man of V 

r « • . > 

the 'theater, pursued a "visual aesthetic" rather than the primarily 

poetic one of the earlier moralities. And wit is true that the rhythmic* 

subtlety of the anonymous Wakefield Master does more for his dramatur%y 

than the quaint doggerel of Preston's incessant fourteeners does"for 
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Cambises. On the visual level Fishman explains—referring back to 

Proverbs 16:18, "Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit 
* 

before a fall"—that the sword turned on the self is a conventional 
I 

iconographic representation of ire, and tha-t î ambises unhorsed is an 

unmistakable fall of pride. So while Preston delivered the moralistic 

lesson expected by the audience (and required by the licensers), he also 

endeavored to present fuller theatrical effects. The vivid detail of 

the.play's many death scenes—the boy's heart with the arrow in it 

(1. 563), Sisamnes flayed "with a false skin" (1. 464 s.d.), and Smirdis' 

running blood: "A little bradder of. vinegar prickt" (1. 726 s.d.) — 

presents sensational effects that enhance the action in a way that was 
» 

not open to the verbalized psychom'achia of the moralities. . Yet the 

effects still serve to illustrate, if crudely, a conventional moral that 

is ironically spoken by Cambises himself: 

( 
The^father he shal suffer death, the sonne his roome succeed^ 
And, if that he no better prove, so likewise shall he speed. 

(11. 415-416) 

Cambises clearly misapplies his own doctrine and eventually suffers 

his ow?r undoing. His death is fit retribution for his perverse behavior, 

as Cambises himself symbolizes man's selfish inability to curb his own 

desires, and his decline into monstrous sin is portrayed as a "direct 

result/. Of Cambises' barbarism, Taverner moralized: 

f 
\ Such maners tibulde hpt long have successe. For God speaketh m 

«the scripture. Blowdy men and wylye shall not fynyshe halfe* 
- theyre days upon the erthe. Wherefore not long after, wyth a 
grevouse vengeance, God plaged him: 

* 

Cambises' death is a sensational example of divine punishment which 



/ 

34 

conforms to the didacticism of the morality play. Certainly Preston 

wanted to keep this moral intact in the manner of the earlier moralities ' 

but, in addition, he purposely selected a historical personage and grafted 

moral lessons onto that character's career. He may n o t be an Everyman, ,a 

Mankind, nor even a King Life, but he is morally instructive through what 

he does, not simply representative by what he is. Cambises, as a result, 

is a clear example of misbehavior at onee similar to and yet completely 

apart from the audience which vicariously experiences his demise. Preston 

vjias it both ways: through primitive moral enigmas in the play's action a 

degree of tragic tension is achieved, and yet the simpler "mirror" effect 

of the moralities is left intact !as well. If Cambises is a king, it only 

makes the lesson more.pertinent. 

Perhaps Preston's achievement is as much inadvertent as it is 

developmental. Even as distinct a morality play as Mankind was beginning . 

to use the clever theatrical effects of the comic arch-villain 

Titivillus, and the raucous audience-participation techniques of the vices 

49 " 
Nowadays, New-Guise, and Nought. Death, in Cambises, is still used as an 

urgent call to repentance, as a messenger of God to chasten and subdue. 

But the action is more important than the characterization. Also, 

within the naturalistic actions of men as opposed to purely ethical 

allegory, moral complications arise. A sermon may be an effective 

dramatization, but it can never be a portrayal—and this will be a 

recurring weakness of the later Domestic tragedies. For Preston's play, 

however, weakness proves to be strength. Dramatized moral structures 

are necessarily inadequate to the complexities of the human situations 

involved, but even" a primitive "hybrid morality" like Cambises develops 

the effectiveness of a story's action linked to fuller characterization: 
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the figure Preparation is a mere epithet away from becoming 1st Servant, 

while Cruelty and Murder will enjoy an important structural place on the 

Renaissance stage as 1st and 2nd Murderer. - ^ 

His contrivances of Death and other allegorical features are 

dramatically unsophisticated, but Preston must be seen as part of a broad 

vista of moral and religious dramatic structures—especially in the realm 

of death which figures so prominently in both the moral call for 

repentance and the tragic feeling of loss. Preston's own lay. surname 
i 1 » 

on the title-page of Cambises is evidence i'nMtself of a movement away 

from the received doctrine of the anonymous 'morality' plays. Willard 

' ' 1 * * * 

Farnham grasps the crucial quality lacking: ' • ' < * 

But however the passion-play or the tragic).ritual begins/ 
consciously artistic tragedy upon flbhfe-jstage does not. begin 
until man in all seriousness bringa/intellectual curiosity, 

' critical ability,' and, what*is paradoxical and most important, 
even creative pleasure to the dramatic imagination of life's 
destructive forces. 50 - » / (. ,.' . 

/\ ' 

And with *"creative pleasure" and "destructive forces" in mind, we must 

turn to Christopher Marlowe. * 

« >' 



Chapter II 

' Marlowe and the Ugly Monster Death 

* 

Death in effect comes down to earth on fl^f Renaissance stage. While 

the humanists tended to glorify the noble creature man by stressing his 

potentiality for virtue, they also made him intensely aware of his mortal 

vulnerability, What this meant for secular tragedy was a subtle change 

from death as an ineffable spirit to death as an earth-dwelling monster 

ever ready to swallow man. It no longer made self-announcing entrances, 

and its looks could change at will. In the face of this, the drama could 

•• no longer declaim man's deepest fears allegorically because such ivas the 

strategy of an earlier religious ethic. Secular dramatic action demanded 

* that he proceed only from what he knew for sure; and the first of the 

four "last things" -remained constant as his only certainty. 

. Christopher Marlowe was the first English dramatist to capture the 

language and atmosphere of human anxiety, ambition, and death. ̂ 1 propose, 

in this chapter, to study death as embodied and illustrated in the twp 

parts of Tamburlaine The Great and the later play, Doctor Faustus. In 

both cases, human Wnbition is fogged in the white heat of naked earthly 

pride. Doubt and defiance, the first principles of Marlowe's dramaturgy, 

i. > 

are the sources of a new tragic potential that' could only be hinted at in 

the earlier moral drama. In Marlowe's plays,, death gets its first real, 

"showing" in a dramatic sense. Death becomes important not only for what 

'. it represents as symbol, but for what it is'as' experience. What this 

36 • * 
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reveals about character and tragic inevitability is a testament to 

Marlowe's originality. y f \ 

Marlowe had something new to say in Tarafeariaine Tne Great, first 

printed in"1590. He had a new style to go with it as well, sensed' 

immediately in a prologue as exuberant as it is blunt: , 

From jigging veins of rhyming mother-wits 
And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay, 
We'll lead you to the stately tent of War, 
Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine 
Threat'ning the world with high astounding terms 
And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword. 
View but his picture in this tragic glass 
And then applaud his fortunes as you please. 

This would set the standard for serious tragedy. The idiom had heen seen 

before but never so powerfully felt. As Tucker Brooke"put it, "Blank" 

verse had been a metre employed with increasing skill, but employed only 

2 when Englishmen were affecting to write like Romans"." There was no 

affectation here. Artificial forms of rhetorical balance, symmetry, and 

amplification were about to be pressed into the service of a heroic style 

that would force them to bend to the deepest human impulses of lust, 

ambition, and power. Indeed, Tamburlaine's/Massively acquisitive 
i 

character is itself a clear metaphor for the fierce human desire to 
\ • < 

control destiny. Citing no less a precedent than Jove, Tamburlaine 

enunciates the manifesto of the liberated human will: 

Nature, that framed us of four elements 
Warring within our breasts for regiment, 
Doth teach us ail to have aspiring minds: 
Our souls, whose faculties can comprehend 
The wondrous architecture of the world 
And measure every wandr'ing placet's course, 
Still climbing after knowledge infinite 

' And always moving as the restless spheres, 
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Wills us to wear ourselves and never rest 
Until we reach *he ripest fruit of all, ' ^ *-
That perfect bliss and sole felicity, 
The sweet fruition of an earthly crown. 

l" . ; (II. vii. 18-29) 

* 

But the questing ambitions of life can b.e negated in a sword stroke. 

Tamburlaine characterizes in himself a destructive, force"who crushes 

worldly pride and-favor to rule in its stead. This monstrous 

responsibility had previously been limited to the, allegorical figure 

Death, often iconographically depicted with a crown atop his grotesquely 

^°~~\ 3 *» 

grinning Iskull. But Tamburlaine holds the same power, to judge by 

Menaphon's early description of him: " - ' ' 

His lofty brows in folds do figure death, 
And in their smoothness amity and life. 

(II. i. 21-22) 

The hero makes a corresponding claim in his famous declaration of 

invincibility: 

I hold the Fates bound fast in iron, chains, 
And with my hand turn Fortune^ wheel'about, 
And sooner shall the sun fall from his sphere 
Than Tamburlaine be slain or overcome. 

* (I. ii. 173-76) 

Yet Tamburlaine's ultimate fate is deaths—a-monster of horrible 

proportions that can be harnessed, exercised, even cursed for a time, but 

, has a perverse power of"its own that inevitably strikes back. 

Imagery of relentless elevation and unwavering authority yields the* 

sense of Tamburlaine as larger'than life and, indeed, as immense "as 

dê ath. He is an everyman in his birth, a rarity in his ambition,' and a 

superman in his ability. The fact that he has raised himself from simple 
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/ 
'shepherd to conquering hero adds* to the sense of Tamburlaine as a 

ruthless leveller heedless'of social status-or responsibility, and this 

is seen especially in his bold love for' Zenocrate combined with disregard 

both for her father, the Soldan of Eygpt, and her betrothed, the King of 

-t * 
Arabia. But .there is*no Machiavellian duplicity in his climb to»power. 

• ' • " * 

Tamburlaine grandly .identifies what he wants, publicly announces his 

intentions, .and then proceeds to secure hi? desires by destroying all 

opposition. Npthing is covert. Never eould we expect to hear"from him 

the sneering, asides or hypocritical"histrionics of a studied 

Machiavellian like Shakespeare!s Richard III. Tamburlaine's words are 

spoken in grim truth because, once expressed, they can never be 
i t -

reconsidered. He speaks his words as fate, "and then proceeds to carry 

out his promises without regard for any extraneous or mitigating • ; 

•circumstance. Michael Quinn sees a didactic quality here: "Marlowe's 
.•» 

'demonstration of how- contemptible is £he failure to equate one's"actions 
with one's words represents a demand for absolute integrity in the-

4 individual: that one be true to oneself in-a special sense." • The 
, # ." 

"special sense" of this integrity for Tamburlaine leads to the absolute 

finitude of death. He triumphs as he destroys, kills to conquer* and 

holds his enemies powerless by his personal power over death. Indeed 
*. * ** 

Eug.ene Waith parallels Tamburlaine with another great destroyer in 

"' ' 5 

mythology—Hercules—and relates both to a dynamic primitivisra in man. 

As men, we are affected. It is' impossible to condone the monstrous 

cruelty of Tamburlaine but, at the same time, it is equally impossible* 

not to admire the honest power, of a man who deals in the gravely serious 

black and white of life and death. • '. 

Tamburlaine's primitive extremes are symbolized by the cblors of his 

I 
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troop. His personal mood must be made clear to all, and such large 

furnishings as tents are easily seen from a distance. A messenger 

reports their significance to the Soldan 'of Egypt: 

Pleaseth your mightiness to understand, 
His resolution far exceedeth all: 
The fi'rst day when he pitcheth down his tents, 
White is their hue, and on his silver crest, ^ 
A snowy feather spangled white he bears, 
To signify the mildness of his mind 
That, satiate, with spoil, refuseth blood;' 
But when Aurora mounts the second .time, 
As red as sdarlet is his furniture— 
Then must his kindled wrath be quenched with blood, 
Not sparing any that can manage arms; 

"» But if these threats move no submission, 
Black are his colours, black pavilion, 
His spear, his shieid, his horse, his armour, plumes, 
And jetty feathers menace death and hell— 
Without respect of sex, degree, or age, 
He razeth all his foes with fire and sword. 

(IV. i. 47-63) 

The key to the entire description is Tamburlaine's "resolution," and in 

the speaker's beseeching request that his "mightiness," the Soldan, „ 

understand Tamburlaine's total-lack of compromise. Harry Levin refers 

to the description as a "lurid colour scheme, in the shades of love, war, 

and death," but it is more than this. It is a-rigid heroic determinism 

with absolutely no grey'area, absolutely no room for negotiation: comply 

or suffer; comply now or die. Levin pointedly notes the absence*of 

natural yellows, greens,' browns, and blues in Tamburlaine's scheme,-

* 

i without mentioning that such colors of innocent pastoralism, carefree 

.aspiration, and effeminate timidity have no place in the dominance and 

repression symbolized by blood red and death black. • -

The white and black at each end of Tamburlaine*s scheme are rigid 

and unmistakable,:, life and death. The m&ssejnger-fearfully reports that „ 
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Tamburlaine kills "without respect of sex, degree, or age," reinforcing 

Menaphon's earlier notion of him as a veritable figure of Death itself. 

In his introduction to the play, Cunningham adrditly notes Tamburlaine's 

key emblematic significance as a God of Death, adding, 

To relate Tamburlaine to theatrical emblems such as these is 
not to allogorise.it in simple terms: it is,rather, to gain a 
heightened awareness of the collisions'within the play between 
old and new, between sacred and profane, between allegorical 
type and self-willed individual being.' 

Tamburlaine's portentous show of colors is as inexorable as life and 

death: white of inexperience; red of adult struggle; black of aged death. 

As a distinct figure of death, convinced that he rules Fate, Tamburlaine 

merely speeds up the process at will. 

The clearest example of Tamburlaine's unremittingly deathlike 

resolve, in Part I, is the execution of the virgins at Damascus. The 

city has not complied and the lesson of the color scheme means total 

destruction: Tamburlaine is dressed in black; pity is impossible. He has 

spoken, and every action he performs will be an unwavering extrapolation. 

Yet Warren.Smith interprets the stage direction at this point— 

"TAMBURLAINE all in black, and very melancholy"—as a "sudden change in 

8 
mood" on the part of the warlord. Smith seems to apologize for the 

« 

scene by attributing an internal tenderness to Tamburlaine, as one who 

is secretly discontented with the task he must perform. But Tamburlaine' 

motivation is never.so complex. His tone is closer to what Clifford 
9 

Leech discerned as "contemptuous pity": 

What, are the turtles frayed out of their nests? 
Alas, poor fools, must you be first shall feel 
The sworn destruction of Damascus? 

,(V. i. 64-66) 

http://allogorise.it
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And he is never more cruelly 'eloquent than when he lectures the girls on 

death: ', 

Tamburlaine. Virgins, in vain yc labour to prevent 
That which mine honour swears shall be performed. 
Behold my sword, what see you at the point? 

Virgins. Nothing but fear and fatal steel, my lord. 
Tamburlaine. Your fearful minds are thick and misty, then, 

^ For there sits Death, there sits imperious Death", 
Keeping his circuit by the slicing edge. 
But I am pleased.you shall not see him there: 
He is now seated on my horsemen's spears, 
And on their points his fleshless body feeds. » 
Techelles, straight go charge a few of them 
To charge these dames, and show my servant Death, 
Sitting in scarlet on their armed spears. 

Omnes. O pity us! 
Tamburlaine. Away with.them I say and show them Death. 

(V. i. 106-120)^ ' 

Tamburlaine controls an inscrutable servant dressed in "fear and 

fatal steel"—Death. He wields it at the end of his sword'and at the 

very turn of his whim. Having mastered Death, he may introduce the 

n 

fleshless feeding horror in any number of ways and transfer his "servant 

wherever he wishes. He perceives himself as a righteous punisher of 

dissident pride through this atrocity. The horror lies not in the fact 

that the helpless virgins, still clutching their ineffectual laurel 

branches, me§t death, but in Tamburlaine's vicious insistence that they 

must. Their impaled bodies hoisted up in full view, the dead girls 

grimly symbolize the conqueror's intrinsic, merciless, and deathlike 

power. Tamburlaine's dispassionate self-justification to the city of 

Damascus is chillingly predictable: 

They have refused the offer of their lives,,. 
And know .my customs are as peremptory 
As wrathful planet.s, death, or destiny. 

(V. i. 126-28) ' -x 
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Bradbrook saw the virgins as a simple "set of innocent white 

dummies," concluding, "Their acting was probably as formal as their 

speech." But surely there is a strong iconographical use of color here 

that follows directly from the white/red/black scheme noted earlier: 

Tamburlaine all in black stands over the supplicating virgins in their 

white linens; red blood is about to be spilt. Implacable Dearth confronts 

naive life, and there is no .hope for unsoiled reprieve. Tamburlaine 

carries out what he considers a solemn promise, a military necessity'. 

Indeed, Thomas Dekker saw an aptness of metaphor in Tamburlaine's 

militarism when he described the contemporary ravages of unremitting 

plague. In his pamphlet The Wonderfull Yeare(1603), he wrote: ' 

Imagine then that all this while, DeatlW (like a Spanish Leagar, 
or rather like stalking Tamburlaine)" hath pitcht his tents, 
. . . in the sinfully-polluted Suburbes: the Plague is Muster-
maister and Marshall of the field* Burning Feavers, Boyles., 
Blaines, and Carbuncles, the Leaders, Lieutenants, Serjeants, 

, ' and Corporalls: the maine Army consisting (like Dunkirke) of a 
mingle-mangle, viz. dumpish Mourners, merry Sextons, hungry 
Coffin-sellers, scrubbing Bearers*, and nastie .Grave-makers: 
«but indeed they are the Pioners of the Campe, that are 
imployed onely (like Moles) in casting up of earth and digging 
of trenches; Feare and Trembling (the two Catch-polles of 
Death) arrest every one: No par-ley will be graunted, no 
composition stood upon, But theAllarum is strucke up, the 
Toxin ringes out for life, and no voice heard but Tue, Tue, 
Kill, Kill.11 

Dekker clearly saw Death -and Tamburlaine as quite synonymous, with their 

"unquestioned authority over a host of obsessively murderous subordinates 

—an army both adamant and inescapable. 

The tone shifts immediately after Tamburlaine's order to "put the 

/ 
rest to the sword" (1. 134), and centers on the lyrical passage in praise 

J* - » 

of ideal Beauty, j.w. Harper, in his explanatory introduction to the 

play, is cogent: ,,- " 

> ' / • 
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Just at the point where Tamburlaine's moral fortunes seem to 
have reached their nadir, Marlowe inserts the great soliloquy 
"What is beauty" (V. ii. 97-127), the play's most brilliant 
lyrical passage, which suddenly transposes the interest of the 
drama into a new key and forces us to realize that we have been 
witnessing not merely a chronicle play about a successful 
general but a drama of ideas in which the full meaning and 
implications of heroism, will, and inspiration are being 
explored. 

Concerns like"heroism, will, and inspiration transcend simple moral 

judgments. Existence itself is at stake here, where Tamburlaine's 

unprecedented introspection links beauty and death in heightened 

contemplation along the lines of the traditional memento mori theme. 

Zenocrate's beauty and gentle sorrow bring words to Tamburlaine that have 

hitherto been unthinkable. Her tears provoke internal conflict in the 

conqueror: 

A doubtful battle with my tempted thoughts 
For Eygpt's freedom and the Soldan's life— 
His life that so consumes Zenocrate, 
Whose sorrows lay more siege unto my soul 
Than all my army to Damascus' walls; 
And neither Persia's sovereign nor the Turk 
Troubled my senses with conceit of foil 
So much by much as doth Zenocrate. 

(V. i. 152-59) 

The possibility of defeat—"conceit of foil"—is something that 

Tamburlaine has never before considered. He is an undefeated 

genei^BK he has never reflected upon the idea of a countering mortality 

becalm of his overpowering military prerogative to command both life 

and death. But the beauteous, *life-loving Zenocrate fears death, and 

her concern causes within-Tamburlaine, her protector, a disquieting and 

•bittersweet doubt. Beauty is what is left after the poet's resources 

have been exhausted, and it? is the equally ultimate experience of death 
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that waits at the end of mortal aspiration. Tamburlaine is3 indeed in • 
i' 

the process of "conceiving and subduing, both" (1. 183). His perplexed 

conjunction of ideals disturbs the hitherto omnipotent nature of his 

authority through intimations of a power beyond his domination. Yet ' 

Death, the treacherous lackey at Tamburlaine's boot, remains unsuspected 

while the voicing of this crucial speech,' so near to the victory of 

Zenocrate's hand in marriage, prefigures the emergence of death in Part 

II as the ultimate challenger to the superman. -* 

Traditionally, death consoles the privations of life by negating all 

worldly affluence. This is the central theme of the Dance of Death, and 

it is illustrated in the highly formalized sacrifices of Bajazeth and 

Zabina. Tormented and demeaned, his former glory obliterated by the 

might of Tamburlaine, the Turkish emperor accepts "death as his only 

consolation: 

Now, Bajazeth, abridge thy baneful days 
And beat thy brains out of thy conquered head. 

(V. i. 286-87) 

J 

Thus, the erstwhile head of many states significantly "brains himself 

against the cage" (1. 304 s.d.) in deference to the overwhelming might 

of his conqueror. Upon finding the body, his consort destroys herself 

in tplling suicidal frenzy: 

« 
What do mine eyes behold? My husband dead! 
His s"kull all riven in twain, his brains dashed out! 

* ' ,t O Bajazeth, my husband and my lord, 
0 Bajazeth, O Turk, 0 emperor—give him his liquor? 
Not I. Bring milk and fire, and my blood I bring him again, 
tear me< in pieces, give me the sword with a ball of wild-fire 
upon it. Down with him, down with him! Go to my child, away, 
away, away. Ah, save that, infant, save him, save him! I, even 
I, speak to her. The sun was down. Streamers white, red, 
black,, here, here, here. Fling the meat in his face. 

> 
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Tamburlaine, Tamburlaine! Let the soldiers be buried. Hell, 
death, Tamburlaine, hell! Make ,r̂ ady my cOach^ my cha'ir, my 
jewels, I come, I come, I come! # 

She runs against the cage and brains herself. 
, (11. 305-319 s.d.) . 

M l * - rf 

Death is both final punishment and reward. It Reduces glory to»v 

negligible rant. Tamburlaine is to blame, howe^r, and Zabina's 

horrified passion sets up ̂ instinctual associations about her captor in 

the lurid colors white, red, and black, along with images of dead 

soldiers, expiration, and grandeur. Her exclamatory prose is meant tcP 

convey a sense of distracted incoherence in the face of lost title and 

dignity. But Tamburlaine, as much as death itself, remains inscrutably 

indifferent. , u 

Zenocrate enters at this point, and the play returns to metric blank 

verse as she meditates upon Tamburlaine's ruthlessness. Her recollections 

14 
provide what Clemen calls "a carefully designed cumulative effect," and 

they are indeed preparatory to Zenocrate's own balancing of TamburJaine's 

soliloquy on beauty and ambition. Hef sensitive refrain "Behold the Turk 

and his great emperess!" is loaded with tragic realization, but what 

Zenocrate knows is lost on the conqueror in his blind preponderation: 

Ah Tamburlaine my love, sweet Tamburlaine, 
That fightest for sceptres and for slippery crowns, 
Behold the Turk and his gte'at emperess! . - » 
Thou that in conduct of thy happy stars " 
Sleepest every night with conqufest on thy brows 
And yetr wouldst shun the wavering turns of war, , 
In fear and feeling of the like distress 
Behold the Turk and his great emperess! 
Ah mighty Jove and holy Mahomet, '* 
Pardon 'my love, O pardon his contempt 
Of earthly fortune and respect of pity, 
And let not conquest ruthlessly pursued 
Be equally against his life incensed .« 
In this great Turk and hapless emperess! 

(V. i. 356-69) ' , /s. 
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Her remorse is appropriate and grimly prescient. In her simple love for 
t > 

Tamburlaine she is able, to see the* outcome of his obsessive drive for 
<< 

power, and expresses a truly tragic fear. Tamburlaine, on the other 

hand, is too self-involved to realize the tragic possibilities of 'his 

monomania^ His earlier ruminat.ions on Beauty-were as cryptic as 

Zenocrate'Sb thoughts, here, on Fate are clear. <Btrt Tamburlaine sees 

himself as a separate'Jpsvelopment from life's huma'n realities. As Leech 

puts it, "Tamburlaine has'made a pact with himself, in disregard of 

* other human beings (even, ultimately of Zenocrate) and of cosmic 
.,15 processes." 

Tamburlaine considers himself a cosmic process, as is made clear in 

his exalted self-opinion near the conclusion of Part I: 

The god of war resigns his room to me, 
Meaning to make me general of the world: 
Jove, viewing me in arms, .looks pale and wan, 
Fearing my power should pull him from his throne; 
Where'er I come the. Fatal Sisters sweat, 
.And grisly Death, by running to and fro 
\o do- their ceaseless homage to my sword.-

(V. i. 451-57) • • 

Speaking store and more in a compulsive "first-person descriptive," 

Tamburlaine feels that he has not only mastered Death but has, in fact, 

replaced it. This is seen further in the inhuman way he sums up his 

earthly victories: 

Emperors and kings lie breathless at my feet: 
The Turk and his great empress, as it seems, 
Left to themselves while we were at the fight, 
Have desperately despatched their slavish-lives; 
With them Arabia too hath left his life—' 

^ M l sights of power to grace my victory; ,w • 
And such are objects fit for Tamburlaine, 
wherein as in * mirror may be seen s-
His "honour, that consists in shedding blood 
When men presume to manage arms wj,th him. -

r , • (11. 470-79) 
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He takes pride in his dispassionate leveling of all opposition, and 

exults in announcing his'marriage to Zenocrate while oblivious to the 

human carnage about him: the ruined bodies of Bajazeth and^Zabina, the 

blameless King of Arabia, the hoisted, remains of the virgins of 

Damascus, and the "bloody spectacle" of Damascus itself. Douglas Cole 

pointedly sums up the effect: 

Marlowe's last scene thus accents the paradox of the inhuman 
effects of Tamburlaine's superhuman ambitions, a paradox which 
is more of a problem than a resolution. The victorious and 
Titanic figure "of Tamburlaine cannot be separated from the dark 

j^> shadow of human suffering that he himself casts; in Part I he 
f alone represents the source of all the violence and destruction 

in the universe of the play. Not until Part II does the shadow 
of suffering begin to fall on Tamburlaine himself. 

Levin relates the two parts of Tamburlaine in a paradigm: "the first 

17 
treats of love and war, the second of war and death." But-Helen Gardner 

-sees the second part as misjudged by any comparison with Part I, while 

Peter V. LePage argues that both parts are unified in an "urge to have 

18 
godlike power over life and death." I feel that the. second part plays' 

v 

out a certain tragic inevitability and find that the cosmic process of 

death thoroughly justifies" Part II, as described by the subtitle in the 

printed edition of 1606: 

With hfs impassionate furie, for the death of his Lady and Love 
faire Zenocrate: his forme of exhortation and discipline to his 
three Sonnes, and the manner of his owne death. 

This is the ending that everyone wants to see, and Lawrence Danson is 

quite right when he points out that we never believe in an immortality 

19 for Tamburlaine in any case. The more monstrous and absolute his 
r 

victories become, the more it becomes apparent, that he will be destroyed 
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by an -equally monstrous power.\.The power is death—that which destroys 
f i. 

every man regardless of status:i the whining King Mycetes,^he despairing 

emperor Bajazeth, the innocent virgins of Damascus', and even the mighty 

Tamburlaine himself. 

But death is an insidious monster that can evoke much pain before 

exercising its powers of obliteration. It centers-tragedy in a crushing 

sense of loss, and the death of Zenocrate is at the center of the two 

"tragical discourses" of Tamburlaine The Great. The scene is splendidly 

balanced, focusing on Zenocrate's deathbed, with Tamburlaine at her side, 

and flanked by their three sons, her three physicians, and his three 

lieutenants. Yet no deployment of military might or medical knowledge 

can counter Zenocrate's mortality. This fact baffles the conqueror who 

has, *up to now, ordered death as he saw fit. Tamburlaine's faithful 

servant Death has mutinied. " Faced with such gross insubordination, 

Tamburlaine reacts with a confused mixture of anguish, rage, and military 

bluster: * 

What, is she dead? Techelles, draw thy sword, 
And wound the earth, that it may cleave in twain. 
And we descend into th' infernal vaults 
To hale the Fatal Sisters by the hair -
And throw them in the triple moat of hell . 
For taking hence my fair Zenocrate. 
Casane and Theridamas, to arms! *,< 
Raise cavalieros higher than the clouds, 
And with the cannon break the frame of heaven, 
Batter the shining palace of the sun 
And shiver all the starry firmament. 

(Part II, II. iv. 96-106) 

The ̂ conqueror has met his ultimate foe, and Danson aptly points to 

Tamburlaine's jealous retention of the corpse as "the"most gruesome 

confirmation of his ordinary*"mortality." ' Tamburlaine' s violent 
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reaction to Zenocrate's death makes it clear that his grief is directed' 

at the fact that he has met an enemy over which he cannot hold power— 

21 
Death itself—and it marks the turning point in his career. * 

A seemingly strange shift occurs at this 'point, and it is 

reminiscent of Tamburlaine's sudden paean to Beauty after ordering the 

execution of the virgins of Damascus. Having just razed the town wherein 

she died, Tamburlaine has his sons deliver commemorations. Calyphas' 

lines are especially significant: 

This pillar placed in meftnory of her, 
Where in .Arabian, Hebrew, Greek, is writ, 
This town being burnt by Tamburlaine the Great 
Forbids the world to build it up again. 

(Part II, III. ii. 15-18) 

Clearly, this is meant to symbolize Tamburlaine's deepest authoritarian 

grief, but he turns quickly from sorrow and complaint to deliver a speech 

on the "rudiments of war" (1. 54) to his boys. While some commentators 

view this as a completely unreasonable shift and othfers see it as 

Marlowe's poor integration of material gleaned from a sixteenth-century 

22 " 

military manual, it seems most clearly to be a lecture, on survival.- • . • 

Life is war to the conqueror Tamburlaine, and in Zenocrate's death he has 

just lost his first battle. His paternal reaction is to teach his sons 
i 4 

how to get Death on their side, under their .authority. But failure is 

already "built-into" his plan, as Calyphas'questions Tamburlaine's very 

premises. 

The case of"Calyphas further exposes Tamburlaine's decline. While 

usually glossed over as a simple coward or an example of sloth, he 

incisively accuses his impetuous brothers of being "More childish 

valorous than manly wise" (Part II, IV. i. 17), and this is a comment 
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that might easily apply to Tamburlaine's own destructive behavior in 

reaction to Zenocrate's death. As Danson notes, "The real object of 

23 
Tamburlaine's revolt is*mortality itself," and-Calyphas has both prior 

experience and personal feeling on the subject: 

I know, sir, what it is to kill a man-
It works remorse of conscience .in me. 

** (11. 27-28) ' 

Yet Tamburlaine kills his noncombative offspring despite the 

intercessionary pleas of his*lieutenants and his, other sons. Whether 

24 
Calyphas is a "cynical Epicurean" ar not is beside the point of this 

clear example of Tamburlaine's violence turned against itself. His 
' • ' • . . * ' < * ' 

summary execution of Calyphas- is a mere expansion of his own,self- * 

laceration-.-used earlier. (Part II, III. ii. "1J?4 s.d.). as ̂ an example *bf 
« » •" " f, ° ' 

correct military fortitude—jjand the captured King of Jerusalem comments 

' . ' v ^ 
in a tone of voice that counts as prophecy: > f \ 

I 
' • ' '" • ' * - . . -. • 

Thy victories are grown so "Violent • - . 
That shortly heaven, filled with the meteors •• 

. Of blood an'd fire thy tyrannies have made, , v 
Will pour down blood and fire on thy head. • • 

(Part IL,, IV. x: 140-43) 

Tamburlaine's brutal slaying of his-son is. contrasted by Olympia's 

merciful murder of her child so as to spare £t̂  the wrath bf Tamburlaine's 

soldiers. Olympia, parted from her dead husband and child, has her 

.attempt at suicide thwarted by Theridamas, who wooPher in enticing terms 

similar to those Tamburlaine had used successfullywith Zenocrate in Part 

I. But Olympia is resolute: x 
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My lord and husband's death, with my sweet son's, 
With whom I buried all affections , 
Save grief and sorrow which torment my heart, 
Forbids my mind to entertain a thought M 
That tends to love, but meditate on death, 
A fitter subject for a pensive soul. 

(Part II, IV. ii. 22-27), 

Hers is a wearied .sense of loss, and she tricks Theridamas into killing 

her* While this action might test the limits of credulity, surely it 

does not simplŷ  align ifself" with the deaths of Zertocrate and Calyphas 

as another in a series of "death sacrifices." In arguing thus," Susan ̂  

25" 
Richards-calls Olympia a "priestess pr nuri dedicated* to death,'.' but a 

" < p '•'' ' -

her words and actions are rather those of a pathetic victim. Like Lady 

^Macduff and her child, Olympia -suffers the sad circumstantial fate of ̂  

the innocent. ' . « 

Tamburlaine never meets Olympia, but the consequences of his wrath 

reach everywhere-. The grandest symbol of his vanquishing power is his-

chariot, drawn by teams of monarchs, Tamburlaine has proclaimed himself 
- ' ' * ' ' « .-

"The scourge of God and terror of the world" (Part II, IV. i. 154) and' 
f . . . " «. 

here, with scourge in hand, he acts out that death-like role, shouting 

dispassionately at the harnessed kings: 

Ifjyou can live with.it, then live, and draw 
My chariot swifter than the racking clouds; 
If not, then die like beasts, and fit for nought 
But perches for the black and fatal ravens. 

(Part II, IV. iii. 20-23) 

This harsh symbol takes the place of Bajazeth's cage in Part I,.but has 

a grotesquely"'retributive quality as well; it effectively answers the 

Turkish emperor's pre-battle threat not only to castrate Tamburlaine," 

but to demean his follpwers: 

http://with.it
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By the holy Alcaron I swear 
He shall be made a chaste and lustless eunuch 
And in my sarell tend my concubines; 
And all his captains that thus stoutly stand 
Shall draw the chariot of my. emperess'. * _ . 

(Part I, III. iii. 76-80) ' 
* " - " ** 

* 

Thus Tamburlaine—who neither forgets, nor forgives—drives the enslaved 

figures of earthly power both as the ultimate thrill of domination, and 

as a clear symbol of his authority at the reins of Fate. 

Tamburlaine administers the final defeat of the Turkish forces*-from 
4 

his chariot. It is from here also that he oversees the gruesome execution 

of the -Governor of Babylon,-(the counterpart in Part II to the spectacle 

at Damascus), in a scene which is exceeded onjy by the mass-drowning of 
\ 

the city's population. Tamburlaine's burning of the Koran illustrates <- * 
<* ' » 

the height of atrocity, however, and it is at this significant point v 

that the despot stammers, "stay, I feel myselfsdistempered, suddenly" 

(Part II, V. i. 217). The factual statement seems naturalistic enough, 

.* ' 27 

and Cole correctly notes the absence of conventional moral explication — 

something presented at a decidedly didactic pitch in the expiring words 

of the blasphemously treacherous Sigismond: * 
. Discomfited is all the Christian host, 
And God hath thundered vengeance from on high 
For my accursed and hateful perjury. 
O just and dreadful punisher of sin," 
Let the dishonour of the'pains I"feel 
In this my mortal well-deserved wound , 
End all my penance, in myisudden death; 
And let this death wherein to sin I die 
Conceive a second life ill endless mercy. 

(Part II, II. iii. 1-9) 

But moral discovery is impossible for the self-deified Tamburlaine, who 

considers himself invincible and takes his 'exit with this momentous 
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.declaration': "Sickness" or death can never conque-r me" (Part II. v. ii. 
' • * • ' t 

221) . - * 

Susan Richards traces an"enforced "double value" j.n Marlowe's 
. u 

. i 
imagery that develops Tamburlaine's -relationship to death. Of Marlowe, 

• • M '• • . 
she says," "He use's a.-series of. images until they become equated, almost 

identified, with.their referent; then he reverses the equation, and the 
i 

28 
referent itself becomes the image." She shrewdly cites the image of 

i 

warri'or-as-meteor at Zenocrate's funeral: 

J 
And kindle heaps of exhalations 
That, being fiery meteors, may presage 
Death* and destruction to th* inhabitants.' 

* (Part II, III. ii. 3-5) 

. 

She then contrasts the image of mete.or-as-warrior, used later by 

Tamburlaine to answer the curses of his captives just after the execution 

of <Calyphas: 

I will persist a terror to the world, 
Making the meteors that, like armed men, 
Are seen to march upon the towers of heaven'. 

(Part II, IV. i. 201-203) 

What this means, however, for the association of Tamburlaine. and Death 

is much broader, and entails a fundamental challenge to the nature of 

Tamburlaine's authority and his existence. 

v__^ The double valye I am proposing reveals itself 'over both parts of 

the play, while Richards' analysisjis restricted to only the second part. 

Thrbughout, Tamburlaine has been described^in impossible superlatives by 

every major character, including himself. But there is never any doubt 

• as to what his features portend. One wrathful look at Agydas in Part I 

(III. iii. 65 s.d.) was enough to make the Eygptian realize that suicide 
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was his only recourse. In Part II, to Usumcasane's observation of enemy 

r 
fear—"Poor souls, they look as if their deaths were near"(III. v. 6 1 ) — 

Tamburlaine simply replies, "Why, so he is, Casane, I am here." To 

mitigate the irony, Tamburlaine faces his foes one last time, and they 

flee in„terror at the sight of him. No longer do his looks merely 
*•* * 

presage deaths they are death and symbolize the absolute height of* » 

Tamburlaine's monstrosity. 

Realizing,the severity of his final sicfcness, however, .Tamburlaine 

describes his treacherous playmate: -

See where my slave, the ugly monster Death, 
§haking and quivering, pale and wan for fear. 
Stands aiming at me with his murdering dart 
Who flies away at every glance I give, 
And when I look away comes stealing on. 
Villain, away, and hie thee to the field! 
I and mine army come to load thy bark 
With souls of thousand mangled carcasses— 
Look where he goes! but see, he comes again 
Because I stay! • „ 

(Part II, V. iii„ 67-76) 

He deludedly insists on his dominance over death but, because of his lost 

.energy, there is no more fun to be had. Indeed the physician's prognosis 

is clinically straightforward: 

I viewed your urine, and the hypostasis, 
Thick and obscure, doth make your danger great; 
Your veins are full of accidental heat 
Whereby the moisture of your blood is- dried: 
The- humidum 'and calor," which some hold 

/ Is not a parcel of the eleme'nts 
But of a substance more divine and pure, 
Is almost clean extinguished and spent, 

f Which, being the cause ofjlife, imports'your death. 
(11./82-90) -

Rigid physiological descriptions contribute to the sense of death as an 
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inevitable process—a process even Tamburlaine must undergo". Moreover, 

the terms have been consistent throughout: from Cosroe, to Bajazeth, to 

the now-dying Tamburlaine, the pain of death has been expressed in the 
i 

language" of the body. More than a divine mystery involving retribution, 

29 '', r 
death has become an inexorably painful fact. , ^ » 

It is as a.painful fact'that death is finally addressed. The dying 

\ 

despot's last words conform to his grim realization: "Tamburlaine, the 

scourge of .God, must die" (Part II, V. iii. 248). The word "must" is of 

most significance, and Gardner concludes that the moral qf the play "is 
30 

the simple medieval one of the inevitability of death." But the play's 

cosmic ideological concerns with beauty, desire, ambition, and power are. 

not so easily reducible. Tamburlaine dies, yes, but to an Armageddon­like vision by his son and heir: '"Meet heavenj»rid earth, and here let all 

things end" (1. 249). Tamburlaine's involvement^-with death has been a 

lifelong struggle: he claimed to control death, became a personification 

of death, and was fully identified as death, until finally overmastered 

by the power'of death itself. Death's ultimate characterization as 

universal finality is exposed. Its painful fact—beyond simple 

inevitability—is its overawing infinity: the quality to which Tamburlaine 

aspired but, as a human being, inevitably 'failed̂  to reach. 

Death is a monstrous symbol, a truly horrible figure at once 

completely removed from and yet thoroughly infused in the experience of 

life. Easily seduced by the myth of the immortal self, man still remains 

powerless when he confronts his last enemy*. This is the tragical 

realization of Tamburlaine—a draconian despot for whom control meant 
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everything. But man'sjnortal nature will grasp at whispers, and the 

intellectual career of Doc tor*** John Faustus of Wittenberg is analagous, • 

in 'terms appropriate to the inner man, to the global carnage of the 
m 

«• 

megalpmaniacal Tamburlaine. Both men seek fame and power through the 

unrestrained pride of deific aspiration. Indeed Faustus presents 

himself as an* arrogant intellectual imperialist. He is determined to 
31 

"level at the end of every art" (i. 4) —Logic, Medicine, Law, Divinity; « 

he conquers scholastic subjects as Tamburlaine does civilizations. * But 

his insatiable intellectual ambition finds none of them suitably 

satisfying. In an egoistic void, he chooses "cursed necromancy" 

(Prologue, 1. 25) and Marlowe traces out his spiritual suicide in • 

The Tragical History-of the Life and Death 'of Doctor Faustus. 

v There is an aura of grim finality at the play's very outset̂ , and 

it is sensed as early as the prologue. In direct opposition to the 
I 

promised threats and conquerings of Tamburlaine, the Icarus^like 

aspiration of Faustus is already recounted in the past tense: 

Till, swollen with cunning of a self-conceit,^' 
v His waxen wings did mount above his reach, / 

And, melting, heavens conspir'd his overthrow*. 
(11/20-22) 

The prologue appeals to "patient judgments" (1. 9) while presenting a 

desperately impatient scene. Faustus, alone,in his. study, curses the 

frustrations of his own limited ability: 

I 

Yet art thou still but Faustus, and a man.' 
Couldst thou make men to live eternally 
Or being dead raise them to life again, 
Then this profession were to be esteem'd. 

(i. 23-26) 
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Dissatisfied Because he' lacks the divine power of life and death, Faustus 

sees only death for himself, through specious application of biblical 

texts in syllogistic form: sin leads to death; all men sin; therefo*^ all 

men must die. "Ay, we must die an everlasting death" (i. 45) , concludes 

32 
Faustus, and the death of his spirit begins. 

Faustus' massive intellectual pride is combined with an aggressive 

acquisitiveness that forces him to grasp and contain the power of 

knowledge before he has mastered its simple provisional workings. The 

small ironies*of misquotation and logical manipulation (errors unworthy of 

I 
an academic go accomplished) show Faustus to be still an "expert" rather 

than an "authority," and his pedantic absolutism proves to be his undoing 

later. Mephostophilis vacillates about cosmic information to the point 

of refusing to answer*Faustus' direct question, "Now tell me, who made 

the world?" (vi. 69). The answer is the name which tortures the devil 

.every time it is spoken, and the one which Faustus no .longer acknowledges. 

It is, of course, God; and Faustus' fundamental error lies in the fact 

that, through his dogmatic self-confidence, he refuses to see that true 

knowledge resides not in human understanding, nor in clever bits of 
33 

demonic information, but in the faith of knowing God correctly. In a 

Protestant context, Faustus' limitations are highlighted by the fact that 

theological"expertise lies in a simple human faith, while authority 

resides solely with"God. 

Faustus' loss of faith is symbolized by his compulsive desire for 
34 

the esoteric knowledge of magic. In malicious delight, he rejects all 

conventional learning for the intoxicating charms and symbols of 

witchcraft: ' 
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These metaphysics of magicians 
And necromantic books are heavenly; 
Lines, circles, letters and characters: 
Ay, these are those that Faustus most desires. 

(i. 48-51) ' 

But while he tries to distance himself from the petty parameters of 

human Jcnowledge, he only further isolates himself through pride. This 

alienation from his fellow man (seen in the fact that Faustus is usually 

either alone, with demonic spirits, invisible, or conspicuous among 

rustics) is a metaphor for Faustus" alienation from God, and it places 

the health of his soul in peril. Magic further weakens his faith and 

symbolizes his separation from -humanity at large in the telling question 

of the Scholar: "I wonder what's become of Faustus, that was wont to 

mak'e our schools ring with sic probo" (ii. 1-2) . As he loses faith in 

salvation, Faustus loses his sense of self as well, as is explained 

with grim irony in his own statement of resolve: 

ere I sleep I'll try what I can do:-
This night I'll conjure though I die therefor. 

(i.' 164-65) 

Faustus considers himself intellectually prepared to challenge' the 

black arts, and, alone in his study, he narrates his own actions with 

compulsive fervor: 

Faustus, begin thine incantations, 
And try if devils will obey thy hê st, 
Seeing thou hast pray'd and sacrifi.c'd to them. 
Within this circle is Jehovah's name 
Forward and backward anagrammatiz'd, 
The breviated names of holy saints, 
Figures of every adjunct to the heavens, 
And characters of signs and erring stars, 
By which the spirits are enforc'd to rise. 

(iii. 5-13)-

\ 
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He invokes the"infernal trinity of~Lucifer, Beelezbub, and Demogdrgon >. 

in resolute Latin," but the demon which appears is top horrible for 

a 
Faustus to face. He is Mephostophilis, a lost spirit, dead to eternity 

but changed easily into the figure of a friar to ease the terror of his 

true countenance. This disguise is an interlude convention as well as 

a convenient and ironic way'-for the erstwhile cleric Faustus to converse 

with a messenger from hell. Yet Faustus' conjuring by^itself has not 

made Mephostophilis appear. The demon explains (aping Faustus' own 

scholasticism) that his presence is but per accldens because of the 

blasphemy of Faustus' invocation, adding, " ' , 

when we heat one rack the name of God, 
Abjure the scriptures and his saviour Christ, 
We fly, in*hope to get his glorious soul; .. -
Nor will we come unless he use* such means 
Whereby he is-in dange* to be damn'd. 
Therefore the„shortest cut for conjuring 
Is stoutly to abjure t.he Trinity - -
And pray devoutly to the prince of hell. 

(iii. 49-56) 

Clearly, Faustus' soul is in dangê r. Mephostophilis even counsels him to 

give up magic, but the learned doctor'considers himself to be one 

proposition ahead of the demon. He knows the devil to be a liar by 

nature", and counters with incredulous self-assurance: 

What, is great Mephostophilis so passionate 
For being deprived of the joys of heaven? 
Learn thou of Faustus manly fortitude 
And scorn those joys thou never shalt possess 
Go bear these tidings to great Lucifer: 
Seeing Faustus hath incurr'd eternal death 
By desperate thoughts against Jove's deity, 
Say he surrenders up to him his soul 
So he will spare him four-and-twenty years, 
Letting him live in all voluptuousness. 

(iii. 85-94) 
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Faustus has movSoThimself into diabolic association through the 

presumptuous and mortal error of dismissing the concept of soul. Having 

flippantly interjected earlier, "But, leaving these vain trifles of men's 

souls, / Tell nie, what is that Lucifer thy lord?" (11. 64-65), he now 

goes so far as to disparage the concept of "eternal death" (1-, 90) : he 
« \ - ' "' 
denies "eternal, death" even as he admits his own incurrence of it. To . 

the sophisticated Faustus damnation is a j,okc, a medieval bogy, and he 

cavalierly fixes on the arbitrary terra of twenty-four,years of life in 

exchange for his immortal soul..-His pride blinds him to spiritual 

realities. As Frank Manley astutely*observes, Faustus is essentially 
* 35 I 

isolated in the mystery of self." He %^ lost in his own worldliness, 

condemned to his own limited terms which express desire with child-like 

^ compulsion. Everything Faustus sees, he sees in relation to his prideful 

self. And it is of key significance that pride led to the original 

damnation of Lucifer—Faustus' chosen role-model. 
i 

Rob*ert West might* argue the traditional 'insubstantiality of a 

36 
contract signed with demons, but there is an awesome finality about a 

deed of gift sealed with the power of Chxist/'S own last words. Faustus 

-. -ft. 

conveys his life to the Devil, and then lives under sentence of death. 

While one might morbidly predict the decade Of one's own death with some 

accuracy, Faustus' signed contract sets down the very day and hour. This 

unnatural localization of death emphasizes its important relation to 

every other occurrence in the play. Faustus' experience is inseparable 
> - . 

from it. As precise as, he is impetuous,t the scholar ensures thJh his 
contract is drawn up properly in correct legal language and form 

r 

(Faustus has already mastered the "drudgery" of law)', with all necessary 

conditions"states, all ambiguities resolved. "All this in spite of the 
'-" I. 
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fact that Mephastophilis never asjts for anything except Faustus's>soul," 

37 
alleges Edward A. Snow. * But the soul with which Faustus bargains so 

t casually contains the transcendence of self he so earnestly and blindly 

desires. With his soul mortgaged, he, will spend the remainder of life's 

t.erm in a gradual amortization of faith, and a constant fear of 

foreclosure. Wilbur Sanders is lucid on the fatalistic effect: 

If there were no more than this in Doctor Faustus, it would not 
exercise the'kind of fascination it does. But there is also a 
desperate fatalism about Marlowe's vision, a sense that all the 
most desirable and ravishing things, man's fulfilment itself, 
are subject to a cosmic veto. A tragic rift yawns between the 

t things man desires as man, and the things he must be content 
with, as sinner-. -And it is partly against this 'dark fatality 
that Faustus mobilises his doomed revolt. 

Edward A. Snow's challenging study focuses on the phenomenological 

"ends" of Faustus' desires. Like other commentators, Snow identifies 

39 
Faustus as an extended figure of gluttony, but goes further to see 

Faustus' human,will itself as subordinate to a constant desire for 

definition in terms of that which it can possess. The. prologue points 

up this pattern early: 

And glutted now with learning's golden gifts, 
He surfeits upon cursed necromancy. 

(11. 24-25) 

At the prospect of obtaining magical power, Faustus himself exclaims, 

"How am I glutted with conceit of this!" (i." 77). Having obtained a 

taste of magical satisfaction,"he further declares, "The God thou serv'st 

is thine own appetite" (v. 11). Recurrent images of eating and consuming 

emphasize the starvation of Faustus' soul, which mortal gratification 

cannot satisfy^and magical "gratification can only destroy.- Snow notes, 
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"The language of.achieving ends, making an end, coming to an end, etc., 

is a continual refrain of the opening soliloquy, and it recurs throughout 

* *** 40 
the course of the play." Having made these observations, Snow argues 

for a position which plays down moral judgments in favor of treating the 

41 
play as a "sceptical, nonjudgmental exploration of human consciousness." 

Yet the choice Faustus makes is of crucial moral significance. He has 

agreed to an end which is damnation—a -state he pretends to understand 

and not to fear. Instead, Faustus revels in the self-satisfied power of 

magic which facilitate's evil, and which he mistakenly considers a 

suitable end in itself. But while the divine power of good he has 

rejected is a means to an end as well as a gracious end in itself, magic 

is only an exploitative means: a set of occult circles and mystic , 

conjurations that grow ever more self-involved until the soul, deprived 

of God's grace, is eventually damned to eternal selfhood. This is the 

ultimate end, and it is starkly revealed during Faustus* first 

conversation with Mephostophilis: 

Fau. - Where are you damn'd? 
Meph. ^ xn hell. 
Fau. How comes it then that thou art out of hell? 
Meph. Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it. 

Think'St thou that I, who saw the face of God 
And tasted the eternal .joys of heaven, 
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 
In being depriv'd of everlasting bliss? 

(iii. 76-82) $. 

Faustus has deliberately chosen, to cut himself off from God's grace 

by pursuing mystic self-glorification in the occult And esoteric. He 

emphasizes his self at the expense" of his soul, and this erroneous 

imbalance tilts him in the direction of damnation. Consequently Faustus 

must reconcile his soul with God before death or he will suffer, as 
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Mephostophilis does, eternal exclusion from the grace of God: poena damni 

a . 42 -

—the punishment of loss—adroitly observed by Douglas Cole. Yet, and 

this is damningly ironic, Faustus feels that his soul has been rejected 

by God in the"first place, as noted by Arieh Sachs: "Faustus' loss of 

trust in personal salvation is explained by his conviction, reiterated 
43 

throughout, that God hates him." Tn the face of a momentary pang of 

conscience, the Bad Angel offers up the dismal choric fact: "Ay, but 

mr 

Faustus never shall repent" (vi. 17), and Faustus' own'introspection 

reveals only a further "hardening" of his hea"̂ (fc His self-conscious 

rejection of grace continues to ossify through the inflexibility of his 

own pride, and he despises his human limitations the way he rather 

paranoically imagines God must. To compensate, Faustus aspires to 

godhead himself and, in a flush of deluded self-confidence, shouts, "A 

sound magician is a demi-god; / Here tire, my brains, tp get a deity!" 

(i. 61-62). . . 

Yet it is a well-observed phenomenon that Faustus' actions,once 

charmed, fall miserably short of his stated aspirations. The text itself 

is often blamed, and Wolfgang Clemen's opinion is typical: 

We may disregard the interpolated episodes, which were" provided 
partly as comic relief and partly to pander to the audience's 
fondness for spectacle; Marlowe's authorship of these episodes 
is very questionable, and in any case .they do not represent the 

44 -core of the play. 

Still, in any honest performance of the play, the irony of.the middle 

scenes will emphasize a real core-of futility in Faustus' existence. 

Where the mighty Tamburlaine threatened the world with ."high astounding 

terms" and then proceeded brutally to fulfill the spirit of his metaphors, 

Faustus, alone in a cramped study, envisions impossible dreams: 
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Shall I make spirits fetch me what I please, 
Resolve me of all ambiguities, 
Perform what'desperate enterprise I will? 
I'll have them fly to India for gold, 
Ransack the ocean for orient pearl, *" 
And search all corners of the new-found world 
For pleasant fruits and princely delicates; 
I'll have them read me strange philosophy 
And tell the secrets of all foreign kings; 
I'11 have them wall all Germany with brass 
And make swift Rhine circle fair Wittenberg; 
I'll have them fill the public schools with silk 
Wherewith the students shall be bravely clad; 
I'll levy soldiers with the coin they bring 
And chase the Prince of Parma from our land . 
And reign sole king .of "all our provinces." 

(i> 78-93) 

Once his pact with the devil is signed, however, he never shows any 

inclination toward political, military, or social virtue. His one 

-significant plea for spiritual help—"0 Christ, my saviour, my saviour, / 

Help to save distressed Faustus" soul" (vi. 85-86)—sounds more like 

backsliding than like faith. 

Max Bluestone has shrewdly described Faustus' knee-jerk reaction to 

the psychomachia proportions of the Good and Bad Angels as "presumptuous 

45 
despair." Faustus actually thinks he has done atonement by calling on 

Christ at this point, but, at the same time, he shows a deeper lack of 

faith in Christian repentance. He remembers the Bad Angel's threat: "If 

thou repent, devils will tear thee in pieces" (vi. 83), and prematurely 

reacts: "0 Faustus, they are come to fetch thy soul" (1. 92) .' Lucifer 
i 

and "his companion prince in hell" do nothing of the kind, however, in 
n 

conformity with'the Good Angel's promise: "Repent, and they shall never 
i 

raze thy skin" (1. 84). Christ truly cannot save Faustus' soul because 

of its" present enfeebled condition, but then Lucifer cannot claim it 

teither because death is not at hand. This could be a spiritual turning 

J 
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point for Faustus but, instead, he turns it into a shW of weakness. He 

V 
allows himself to be bullied by the legbreakers from herl because of his 

real lack of faith; and Lucifer, infernally sensitive to •this failing in 

Faustus, distracts any further introspection with the histrionic 

legerdemain of the seven deadly sins. They troupe by in a grotesque 

cavalcade and Faustus, easily appeased, exclaims, "O, how this sight doth 

delight my soul!" (1. 170). But his soul is actually being ignored. In-

'a metaphorical sense, Faustus falls in behind this doomed paracLe. 

Indeed, from this point on, Faustus 'forgets his own idealized 

ambitions to imitate the demonic impresario. His career takes on the 

farcical tone of a Tudor interlude, and th« actual pointlessness of his 

position is emphasized by the jocose irony of the play's middle scenes. 

He turns invisible to wreak impolite'havoc at the Vatican, acts as 

outrageous court magician to the German Emperor and patronized 

illusionist for the Vanholt Duchy, and becomes the titillating terror of 

the gossiping country populace. Instead of exerting demonic power and 

infernal influence, he proves himself to-be-»an annoying trickster like 

the traditional vices of the interludes. In fact, his antics symbolize 

the essential ludicrousness of the man who declares'himself superhuman. 

Rather than a portrayal of steady decline, Faustus' involvement with the 

Horse-courser, Robin, Dick," and the others only further emphasizes his 

limitations as a simple human, and he enters the 'subplqt on their level. • 
N " 

Through his .prideful ̂-shortsightedness Faustus forgets (if he ever really 
\- . . 

knew) that "because the foolishness of God is wiser than men; . . . God 

' V 
hath chosen the foolish things of the -world to confound the wise'1 

(I Corinthians 1:25-27). His pedestrian"carryings-on, while imbued with 
6 

^demonic fiharm,are an ironic show of the horseplay of mortal life when 
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compared to the eternal value of the immortal life of the soul. 

ThV thunder-and-lightnmg conventions of extra-worldly power which 

open seem xvin subtly herald doom, and the doom of Faustus' profligate 

soul in particular. Wagner pointedly moves the action forward: 

I think my master means to die shortly: 
He has made his wi"ll and given me his wealth, 
lis house, his goods, and store of golden plate, 
Besides two thousand ducats ready com'd. 
wonder what he means. If death were'nigh, 

iHe would not banquet and carouse and swill 
Amongst the students, as even now he doth, 

< , ̂  \ \" who are at supper with such belly-cheer 
\ As Wagner flg'er beheld in alljjjhis life. 

S, " " V ' (xviii. 1-9) 

But death is-"nigh" and, while Faustus' behavior puzzles Wagner (who * 
— * • v , 

'? \ " " * 
probably deserves something"less than! inheritance), a legacy for the 

unaccomplished scholar "symbolizes Faustus' general disregard as the term * 
' \ *l * « , 

\ 

, of his contract expires, ,1m Jjact, Faustus' "w„ill" is synonymous, with the 

pointless "belly-cheer" in which he so heartily indulges. In'the face Of 

infinite possibility, Faustus has opted for twenty-four years of 

irresponsibility misconstrued," in his mmd, as powes.. He^has- deludedly 

fed the self while starving the soulC Soon he "must reckon accounts, and' his 
* -

present rev Iry at the banquet table only further emphasizes his actual 4 

insufficiency. t > " * 

The Old Man of scene xvin ,is an exemplar of the 'course still ppen 

to Faustus. -Something of a "Father- Time" 'figure, he heightens a sense of 

finality m Faustus' experience at the sam6 time as he provides the 
^ i 

concrete human symbolism missing in the^ineffectual Good,Angel. He 

exhorts Faustus to leave off the "damned art" of magic, yet fully 

realizes the difficulties of abnegation through faith. .Indeed, though he 



M 

4 
68 

chastizes Faustus" willfullness, he endeavors to lessen the severity of 

condemnation: * 

It may be this my exhortation 
Seems harsh and all unpleasant; let it not, 
For, gentle son, I speak it not in wrath 
Or envy of thee> but in tender love , 
And pity of thy future misery; 
And so have hope that this my kind rehuke, 
Checking thy Jjiody, may amend thy soul. 

(11. 48-54) 

The Old Man's enduring faith tjas helped him on the way to transcending 
J * 

the self, wha,le Faustus' relianqe on self-worth*fcondemns him to moral 

paralysis at this crucial Loin);. J "0**Nfriend," he responds, "I feel / Thy 

words to comfort my distressed soul. / leave me awhile to ponder on my 

sins'" (11. 65-67) . But this is no time to intellectualize. The power 
of the soul must be accepted irrationally on faith; and_ it insignificant 

t 
that the Old Man is neither a "good angel" nor even a clerical figure, 
(, ** % 

but simply an aged human who carries his mortality gracefully because of 
1 * . « • . ' 

the strength of his faith'. * 
> 

As death draws near, Faustus is at once the^Old Man's physical equal 

and pathetic spiritual opposite; and, instead of seizing ans-eleventh-hour 
* i 

.reprieve (the availability of which, illustrated by the thief on the 
'crosft, is the standard argument against despair), Faustus wishes for 

« . » „ 
death in a bluster of despair and self-recrimination: * ° 

\ 

Where*a^ft thou, Faustus? wretch, what hast thou done? 
° .Damn'd art thou, Faustus, damn'd? despair'and die! *Y 

(xviii. 55-56) 

•Mephostophilis cannily hands him.a dagger. Yet this is not FaustusT 

first attempt at suicide, as implied by his earlier terrified recollection: 
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Scarce can I name salvation, faith, or heaven, 
But fearful echoes thunders in mine ears, 
'Faustus, thou art damn'd!' Then guns and knives, 
Swords, poison, halters, and envenom'd steel 
Are laid before me to dispatch myself; 
And long ere this I should have done the deed 
Had not sweet pleasure conquer'd deep despair,,. 

(vi. 19-25) 

Faustus is doubly damned: both by his despairing lack of faith and by the 

mortal sins of "sweet pleasure" that illegitimately help to mitigate it. 

Susan Snyder's general observation is appropriate in Faustus' case: 

48' 
of self and ask for God's help." Yet the Old Man intercedes at this 

point the way Una, in Spenser's Faerie Queene, had had to come between. 

the Redcross Knight and the "man of hell," Despair, in a similar 
•*"». " ' 

*. '* 
situation: 

TJ\en gan the villein him to overcraw, 
-And brought unto him swords, ropes, poison, fire. 
And all that might him to perdition draw;. 
And bad him choose, what death, he would desire: 
For death was due to him,-that had provokt God's ire. 

(I. ix. 1) 

Faustus' error, like that of the Redcross Knight, lies in his'mortal 

fear of God's judgment and punishment,^instead of faith in God's mercy 

50 
and love. The confinement of his study is likewise analogous to the 

terrible isolation of the "cave of Despaire" in The. Faerie Queene. But 

the^leering allegorical figure of Despair is internalized „in Faustus' 

own grief and conscience.: „ 

a* 

I do repent, and yet I do despair; •* 
Hell strives with grace for conquest in my breast. 

. >• What shall I do to shun the snafes of death? 
. (xviii. 71-73) '• 

' * • » 
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* Mephostophilis suggests that he dispatch himself immediately, 

knowing that to claim Faustus' soul now would mean successful damnation. 

In fact, the eagerness of Mephostophilis is itself an argument for 

Faustus' reprieve," if he will only turn to God with a truly contrite 
« 

heart, as the Old Man exhorts him to. Unfortunately, Faustus' warped 

fixation on punishment forces him to transfer his own misbehavior to the 
,' * * / 

Old Man, and he bids Mephostophilis "Torment, sweet friend, that base and 

aged man / That durst dissuade me from thy Lucifer" (11. 84-85), only to 

be answered with a statement of evil's impotence in the face of true faith: 

His faith is great; I cannot touch his soul; 
But what I may afflict his body with 
I will attempt, which«is but little worth. 

(11. 87-89) 

In desperation Faustus changes the subject to focus on yet another 

desire. As his Contract expires he seeks to experience further earthly 

satisfaction, and he asks Mephostophilis to provide Helen of Troy not 

only to gratify his fleshly appetite but, in a perversely practical way, 

to take his mind off of the grace he need only ask for. Faustus imagines 

that the embrace\of He,len will, in his words, "extinguish clear / Those 
IF 

thoughts that \io dissuade me from my vow, / And keep mine oath I made to 

Lucifer" (xviii. 94-96}-. Yet the lyric that follows, beginning with the • 

famous "Was this the face than launch'd a thousand ships," does more than 

merely distract Faustus' attentionvfrom thoughts of repentance. It is a 

complex paean, tso demonic beauty,' equal and opposite to the moist moonful 

imagery of the like set-piece on Zenocrate in Tamburlaine. Here, however, 

the imagery bursts forth in violence and vertigo—"Her lips suck forth my 

,soul:"see where it flies!" (1. 102)—to hover in an air of flame where 

*f * ' 
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"all is dross that is not Helena" (1. 105). Ironically, Faustus' 

obsessive praise echoes an earlier statement on purity put forward by 

Mephostophilis:' "All places shall be hell that is not. heaven" (v. 127). 

Both characters seek to define absolute desirability,by excluding 

everything else. But Mephostophilis sees the eternal view of priorities 

at the last trump, while Faustus remains pathetically^localized within 

his own immediate appetite. .His infatuated "heaven is in these lips" 

(1. 104) falls woefully short of the more pertinent'state of .his eternal 

soul. Excluded from-'heaven, it must be in hell, and Faustus is drawing, 

ever closer to this terrible realization. 

Yet hellf ir.e is imagistically linked to sublimation m the present 

context. The flames, .concrete,,medieval symbol for punishment, have Keen 

subdued to this point in order to "heat up" the finale, but have also 

prefigured Helen in subtle and significant ways. Mephostophilis used a 

"chafer of fire" (v. 69 s.d.) to liquefy Faustus' congealed blood-ink and 

cause him to melt into demonic association. Also, Helen's "hot whore" 

understudy (v. 150) had been ludicrously presented as "a Devil dressed 

like a woman, with fireworks" (1. 148 s.d.). But the metaphorical flames 

that lick about Helen are neither emblematic nor grotesque. Their effect 

is sensual catalysis, and Faustus rhapsodically centers her in the 

furious heat of the sun: 

O, thou art fairer than the evening's air 
Clad in the beauty of a thousand stars, 
Brighter art thou than flaming Jupiter 
When he jappear'd to hapless Semele, 
More lovely than the monarch of the* sky 
In wanton Arethusa's azur'd arms, 
And none but thou shalt be my .paramour. 

(xviii. 112-118) 0 - % 

/ 
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She is a destructively enervating succubus, and Sachs aptly notes that 

her kiss is the kiss of death. But it is misleading to see her (as Sachs 

" 51 

also does) symbolizing some sort of decadent deajh-wish quiescence. 

Faustus is clea'rlŷ pn a pattern to self-destruction, and he mistakes this 

"paramour" for the eternal love of heavenly bliss, but his praise of 

Helen is meant to symbolize his actively burning lust. She metaphorically 

sucks life out of him, and he likewise indulges in the joyfully unbearable 

heat of the moment oblivious to the fact that in her face he sees his own 

—the face of damnation. 

The concluding scenes are powerfully intense,' and the approach of 

Faustus' death heightens.the extremes of polarization? between everlasting 

torment and everlasting.bliss. Lucifer returns, satisfied in his own' 
0 r 

contempt, and intent on delivering ."lasting damnation" (xix. 5) to his 

ironic protege. Beelzebub is sneeringly direct: "Here we'll stay / To 

mark him how he doth demean himself" (11. 9-10), and Mephostophilis takes 

sadistic.pleasure in describing Faustus' eleventh-hour desperation: 

Fond worlding, now his heart-blood dries with grief, 
His conscience kills it, and his labouring brain * • 
Begets a world of idle fantasies » _ . , < , * 
To overreach the devil; but all in vain:" 0 

His store.of pleasures must be sauc'd with'pain. 
(11. 12-16) 

» <• 

His indulgent globetrotting has indeed come"full-circle,.but it is a 

•cruel homecoming as the devils take their places to dbserve the final 

throes. Death, here, is not in any way equated with sanctuary in 

» 52 
Faustus' mind, as Snow would seem to have it, but with mortal illness, • 

relentless torment., and everlasting perdition. The scholars are 
' * » 

concerned and wish to summon physicians,' but Faustus is only too aware of 
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the lack of remedy for his situation. He descants how he must "remain 

in hell for ever. Hell, ah hell for ever! Sweet friends, what shall 

become of Faustus, being in hell for ever?" (11. 51-53). His mind is 

disengaged in fixation on the repeated certitude of "hell for ever . . . 

hell for ever." Indeed, overseen by a telling trinity of demons (and this 

is a remarkable theatrical effect), he pathetically intones the syllables 

in doomed understanding. At this p*feint Faustus is, as Arieh Sachs puts 

it, "a man utterly seduced by the prospect of his own damnation, 

hypnotized by it, made incapable of salvation by the fascination of his 

53 
own doom." 

Faustus' twenty-four years of "life" have, in fact, been a sentence 

of death. He arrives at this realization himself—much to his'own horror 

—but continues to stand outsidf his own existence watching himself 

perform. Morever, death, for Faustus, has an overwhelmingly tangible 

quality, an inescapable "thingness" that gapes open to devour him. His 

+ life has not been lived—it has merely dwindled away in ephemeral self-

satisfaction and petty pleasure. His preparation for death has be'en a 

twenty-four year term; but it seems as if he had served a twenby-four 

hour term, as alone again in his study, he mutters, 

Now hast thou but one bare hour to live. 
And then thou must be damn'd perpetually. 

(II.1134-35) 

Time is illustrated in Faustus'*very words, as» the sellBpnscious 

enunciation of each painful syllable slowly draws the "statement to a 

rapid volley of phonemes in "perpetually." He is miserably aware of 

death and damnation, and the absence of any "regret," as Spencer^ermed 

54 
it, following twenty-four years of enjoyment is inconsequential. A 
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deeper sense of futility mollifies regret'as it has defined, for twenty-

four years, Faustus' dubious enjoyment. 

In fact, Faustus considers himself beyond any hope that regret might 

imply, even to the point of his hysterical "See, see where Christ's blood 

streams in the firmament!" (1. 146). His hallucination is similar to the 

portentous "Homo fuge!" inscribed on his own arm in scene v and yet, even 

then, he thought himself incapable of gaining grace: 

*> 
Homo fuge! Whither should I fly? 
If unto God, he'll throw me down to hell.— 

. My senses are deceiv'd, here's nothing writ.— 
0 yes, I see it plain; even here is writ, 
Homo fuge! Yet shall not Faustus fly-.,, 

(v. 77-81) 
* 

Here, however, Faustus' exclaitation is'analogous to Tamburlaine's 

delirious imperative "set black streamers in the firmament" (Part II, V. 

55 
.iii. 49), a comparison drawn first by T.S. Eliot. The complementary 

* ;. -
red of blood and black of-°death string across both plays as violent -and 

paramount symbolism. In both cases death symbolizes an ultimate—the 
t « 

first of the four "las}: things"—and the course of the action is a 

to death for"'the hero, after which the dramatist simply defers 

his responsibility. 

Faustus is intent upon saving himself but, instead of looking to* 

God, he continues to seek external and elusive bits of information. k 
While his last speech is like the proverbial "flashing" of on*.'s life 

before one's eyes, Faustus damns himself through his own missapplied 
* -

terms: 

Ah, my Christ!— 
¥ Rend not my heart for naming of my Christ; 

Yet will I call on him. 0, spare me, Lucifer! 
(xix. 147-49) j 
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He first calls on Christ in pain, not out of contritions In fact, he 

uses the name in vain. Two lines later, when the meter of the verse and 
•tt 

the fate of his soul stand balanced on the crucial name '^Christ," Faustus 

can only provide the blurted multisyllable -"Lucifer!".- Ih fear", he calls^ 

. up traditional Old Testament mountains to ̂ obliterate hisI existence, an^ 

curses his birth through images of his own,gross humanityi\ 
• • „ , * • " : 

- Now ctra'w up. Faustus** like a foggy mist 
/ Into the^ entrails of yon labouring cloud, 

.That, when you vomit forth into the a"ir, * 
My limbs may issue from yoTitf smoky mouths, " 1 
So that "my soul may but ascend to heaven. **< * ^ 

*_ ' (11. ,159-63) ' "" * \ ;- ' 
m- > \ \ . 

' \ 
He desperately desires escape; he would rather-.not have a soul than have 

it damned. , His desire for total."non-be'ing riinkes him curse his parents, 

asJwPll as himself, before wishing the,',ultimate^""fcdisintegration: 

V* ' ' ' ' ,"* I > 
0- soul, ,be chang'd-into little water drops, '* 
Artd-tfall into the ocean, n**er be_ found. • • - , . ' 

""-' * ' (11. "185-86) ' r , 
' • • * - . , • . • , • * , - ' . ' ' 

- . • ' - • * \ 

' But death and hell occur contemporaneously for Faustus. His terrified 

exclamations dejscribe ugly ferocity and searing pain as he slides down to 

eternal torment gcjioing another'"multisyllabic name from which he „will 
0. 

nevei; be separated. . " « -, 
. ' ' 4-' * * * •' ' " " 

•jm "The- screamed "Ah, Mephostophilis!" (1.' 190) concludes'Faustus' life 
- i » 

at the same time as it voices-what J.v. Cunningham calls'-"the shocked 
'' ' ' 56 

limit o'fj/feeling . . , the extreme of fear." „ Plenty of interlude* 
' .. • ' ' 

sinners with names like Moros and Hichol Newfangle had bidden' to hell • 
" '" '.' '• ' \ . 

before'on the'devi.l's back, But they were ludicrous figured who elicited 
», » « 

raucous laughter to"accompany their roaring* joyrides. -Faustus, 4m the , 
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other hand, expresses painful internal suffering and even pathetically 

bargains—"I'll burn my books!" (1.- 190)—in a last act of desperate 

evasion. We"experience a vicarious wonder at the extreme of his 

feeling, and fear in a truly tragic context. The man of exceptional 

possibilities has brought damnation upon himself, like any unredeemed 

"hot whore" or burgher Duke. His primary error has been a deluded 

reliance on the self, as noted astutely by Max Bluestone: 

The form of Faustus' fortunes follows a clearly tragic curve 
from ambiguous decision 'to ambiguous death, from mystery to 
mystery. The nodes of the curve are familiar enough; heroic 
self-sufficiency and tragic self-confidence, decision as 
dilemma, choice, consequences, suffering, tardy transvaluation, 
and death,felt as loss, all these deeply Cross-purposed by 
good and evil as defined by Faustus', conflicting beliefs and 
doubts. 

By contrast, Tamburlaine, the all-po.werful chainer of Fate, is wiped out 
' J *" 

flike any of his victims when Fate decides it is time. Faustus' 
'"% ... . 

overriding irony lies in the fact that he chose the time himself. Both 

protagonists reach their heroic and pathetic limits in .death, and we, the 

living, behold them with awe. 

'Faustus, pictures the medieval punishments of hell ire his death 

A \ * • 
"throes, and the hellmouth stage property of the earlier drama is even , 
_ brought out (,}.. 115 s.d.) to ensure that• there -is no mistaking his fate. 

' • / • " * ' ' ' " ' • Indefed hisj scattered limbs, discove'red afterward; imply, an explosive. 

/ T '- .^ , • '- \ » 
force that sends the'soul out q^^fie body to angtiher^locality'. Faustus' 

/ * •;.' \ * * - " * " ' • • -̂  " ' ' * 

death has neen a wondrous, spectacle'of pain anff irretrievable loss. His 

*• intellectual* and moral "Spssibdl±iie*s!—"Cut is the .branch that might have 
•• - V • • - * • , . ,, ' • 

•',grown full straight" (Epilogue 1)—have been lost in sin and eternal' * ... 
death of/the .soul. Faustus*" main transgression is a failure to heed one 
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•of Christ's first lessons to hi* apontles: "And fear not them which kill 

the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which 

is able to destroy both soul and body in hell",, (Matthew 10:20). Faustus 

•has never shown fear in proper proportion—unequivocally set down in 

Psalm 111:10: "The fear of the LORD is the' beginning of wisdom"—'-ana is 

now utterly damned without recourse. 

While Faustus acts out the death of the soul, Tamburlaine's struggles 

are basically physical. The worldly conqueror exerts international 

military dominance because he feels that he can exploit death to hits. 

advantage. Faustus disregards death because of his misguided sense of 

powt;r—a solipsistic intellectuality. While death is a monstrous circle 

about Tamburlaine's experience where he exerts authority for a time, to 

Faustus it belongs-among the occult* categories wherein he pigeonholes 

such pathetic worldly aspirations as'lust, frivolity, and selfish desire 

in general. The double-barreled futility exhibited in these contrasting 

careers shows that Tamburlaine, for all his worldly power, is eventually 

reduced to nothing while Faustus' imperialism of the mind only leads him 

to a horrible.understanding of damnation. Indeed Tamburlaine, as part of 
» JO 

t 

a process to which he'could never be reconciled, ironically leaves sons « 

to further his earthly rule_, while Faustus, childless 'and s'elf*-involved, 
t 

is obliterated. 

't 
Yet both take on the appearance of death to become ugly symbols of 

the moral choices they have made: Tamburlaine, the "scourge of God," is a 

terrifying killer who eventually routs his enemies through his Very 

presence; Faustus, a spiritual suicide, denies God in himself, is totally 

unable to die t4 the-world, and inspires concern in his fellows where his 

features symbolize debilitating, rather than violent death. Both 
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protagonists are linked to an overwhelming inevitability in death, which 

is impossible; to circumvent, through simple human means. Like a 

monstrous beast at thti end of,life's path, death waits to devour them 

in all their deluded grandeur. Their self-satisfaction is the colossal 

error cf huipn will, and Marlowe presents them as symbols of external 

ani internal human aspiration. Faced with death" at' every point, neither 

Tamburlaine nor Faustus recognises it for what it' is--an ugly monster of 

gigantic proportions that reduces man to impotence or imbecility. 



Chapter III . "" . . < 

Tin Skeletal Grin in Marston and Tournour 

The diary of an Elizabethan law student, Jcbn Manningham, contains 
* ^ _ -. * 

fhe fallowing anecdotal entry for November 21, 1^02: 

'Jo. Marstr-nr the la^i Christmas whun he daunct with Alderman 
Meres wiffo^ daughter, a oraniarl borne, fell into a Strang 
cemmondac'ion of her witt'ani beauty. When ho had done, sheo. 
tlvught tc pay hiiti homt, ani told him she though[t] ho was a 
'poet. "Tis true," said he, "for pcetes fayne, ani lye, and soe -j 
dyd I when 1 cdmmended your'beauty, fnr you»|re exceeding foule." 

Marston has. b\een seen as a sleazy, .pathological insult artist ever since. 

Ho is never to be trusted because his satirical venom will come spitting 

out even in the most innocuous situations. It is no doubt this 
* . . . «.. , ..'-

impression, sustained by-Ben Jortson's oft-recounted-contempt, that 

informed Samuel Schoenbaum's naive identification of Mar.ston'with the 
» 4 , 

V . v 

" character'of Malevole as a maladjusted neurotic with a. penchant for ' 
• , , ' » « i 

violence." " • > * ' * ' » 

-Likewise;- T.S. "EliotVs'pronouncement.- on The Revenger's Tragedy" in 
. ^ -, . , _ / 
' 1930 was as critically illegitimate as "it was impressibnistically profound:' 

- - » " * " • * ' - . , . . * • " - * # . • , - " " ' • ' 

The cynicism, the loathing*and disgust, of humanity, expressed*>•• 
. \ consummately in*-The Revenger's Tragedy, ar-ê  immature in.'the«*^, *• 

'*,. ,_ r> respefetrthaj; .they exceed the ofcieet,̂  ' *Their objective 
4f '. , . equivalents a»% ̂ characters* practising*fiie grossest" vices; -, 
>"{• °" characters which seem merely to be spectres projected from the " 
' ". • * "poet's inner world, of .nightmare, some horror beyond "words.. So 

'- "«.' f* "•'- the play is a-«doc"Umen.t o*n ftumanity "chiefly because it is a 
• document on one' human being, To.urpeur; it,s motive is- truly the , 

2 « djea'th motive, for. it is the loathing and horror of.'life itself. "' 
*" • ' , . * ' " * » ' - ' \ ' ' 
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Tlit"! grotesque preoccupation with dea'tli of both dramatists xc BJ 
° " « *• 

beVitchingly repulsive/attractive that critics often require a specific 

place to lay blame/congratulations. The author, real or supposed (and 
\ 

in ToSijfeeaff*.-, case this uncertainty^ aide to the cryptic effect), liec^nec 

associated diractly .with the m c il vision of his 'work, and this leads to 

biographical astigmatism that-distorts a truly critical approach. This 

chapter is entitled "The Skeletal Grin _in (not of) Marston and Tcurneur" 

because tl. fleshless grinning1 that lurks in and around their satiric 

approach to the dirty joke of death is a matter of ironv and exposition, 
t 

. not .a personal moral stance. 

" . I plan to explore the purposeful grotesque of Ant on io' s Revenge, 

'.The Revenger's Tragedy, and The Atheism's Tragedy, with reforeifce, where 
'4 <. 

needed, to The Malcontent. No one dies in The Malcontent, which is 
technically a tragicomedy, but the overall tone is definitely funereal' 

• * • ' • * 

• ' 5 4 ' 
and the play develops a .character type of extreme, 'importance. My , " 

' " ' - * 
emphasis throughout will be on tragic satire, where humanity is mocked 

" / 
by reductive portrayals of tortured life.and violent-death. There is an 
"unremitting" quality to these plays—a sarcasm and overstatement—that v 

'" '« * ' « * - . / - • ' < 
presents moral matters as morality by default. Consider the overstated 
openings of theSe plays: .. • 

Eriter PIERO unbraced, his arms bare, smeared'in blood, a i 
»poinard in one hand, blooc"y, and :a torch in the other, STROTZO " 
following him with a cord. ' , . < ' •'" ' > 

*• ' ' T ^ (ARtoi..i.. s;<i.) ;' '-* 
* ' .» - • r**'* * , * • - - . 

' * ' * S \ * 

'' The vilest out-of-tune music being heard, .enter BILTOSO and 

'^'-Tt\ ">' " (Male;,I. i. s.d.) "* , . 



\ 
\ 
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Enter VINDICE [holding a jkull; he watcher, as]the Duke, 
Duchess, LUSriURIOSO hisi-rJn, SPURIO' the bastard, with a train, 
pa^s over the stage with torch-light. 

(RT> I. i. s.d.) . ' 

A sensational conjunction of bleed, violence, and darkness sets'the tone: 

i"id, lewd, and murderous. Indeed the explicit cacophony, of 
* ' *• * *" ' „ 

;'he Malcontentto opening,is q isetaplior fertile disjointed and nightmarish 

world of all the plavs to be diacusced in this chapter." 
- ** ~ v ,% 

Antoiiio'vS Pevomo begins at^&n exclamatory homicidal pitch,, as Piero 

maniacally crows, ' 

Ho, Gaspar Sferotao, bind Feliche's trunk 
Unto the panting K-ide -of Mellida. "[Fx it STROTCO.] 
'Tis.now dead* night; yet all the earth is clutchscL 
In the dull leaden hand of snoring sleep; '» 
No breath disturbs the quiet of the air",- , 
No spirit: moves upon the breast'of earth, 
Save nwling, dogs, nightcrows, and'screeching owls, 
_Save meager ghosts, Piero, and black thoughts. 

' • - {Clock strikes.j 
. - , (I. i. .1.-8 s.d.) ^* ~ 

Horrific and deathly symbols of cryptic insubstantiality are- shouted to 

the fore: night, darkness, howling dogs, owls, ghosts. They contrast with 

the swea.ty physicality of "Feliche's trunk," "the panting side of 
/ ' " '» 

Mellida,""and "the -dull leaden hand of snoring sleep" to reinforce nervy, 

secretive criminality. Piero clearly sees himself as an elusive spirit of 
•; _. - ; 

revenge as .well; and the action is swift and ghastly as one mur*deref 
. * • , - / ." " - " " * 

exits, the other gloats, and a clock ominously strikes the small'hour-s. 
"" ' ' , , . • * . " . (. ' *** 

Ironic evil is doubled from the ou.tset: for grotesque effect.' , Piero, 
» ^ • • . ,' ' ' 

a justified' revenger -in his own,mind, revels in triumph over." his victims 

while his goon-accomplice -vainly tries.to ,canvey important (aft'd cherished) 

informations Finally,- iJisuit-ed for his lack of eloquence, Strqtzo breaks 

/ ' ' - . » " ' ' '- ' ' 
f • - * *' 

in: 
PA 
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I would have told you, if the incubus 
That rides your bosom would have patience, 
It is reported that in private? state " . , „ 
Maria, Genoa-'s Duchess-, makes to court, 

' • Longing to see him whom she ne'er shall see, 
Her lord, Andrugio. 

M l . i. 90-D5) ^ - -

Note the corrupr comical image of "incubus" anct "bosom," along with'the 

snickering, trivialized affect "of "Longing to r-ee him whom phis 'ne'er shall 

see." Restricted to little tâ ro than frustrated monosyllables to this 

point,- Jtr- tzo maliciously comment? 'en how Maria will find the current • » 

reconciliation'between Piero and the murdered Andrugio, "reconciliation 

with" a death!" (1. .97). Throughout Piero'*s-savage monologue-, Strotzo 

(himself s-trangle&̂ with ineloquence) has been farcically unable to 
• . • > -• _ « i . 

articulate himself". .And, having finally explained the faxrorable 

circumstance of'Maria's presence, he is„again silenced by the ludicrous" 

extent -of Piero's passion: • ' .. • " • 

0, let me swoon for joy. By heaven,.'I think 
I ha' said my prayers, within this month at 'least, 
I am so boundless*.happy. Doth "she come? 
By this warm reeking gore, I Ml Jjjarry her. 
Look I hot now' like an inamorate? »' v 

* J -' ^ ' ' -
Poison the -father, byjfccher"the son, and marry the mother—haI 

(I. "i. 99-104) •* " 

Cleanly "Antonio' s life is in danger,*" but the son "butchered" _at this 

point is'that of Pandulpho Felichev. The_,stagfi , i's set for the sensational • . 

discovery of the killing,.where Antonio )F'his motther Maria, and the aged" 
- , . . . j i " .-̂  °s •* 

"* pandulpho are all present at the window<pf Antonio's Deleted Mellida. ( • 
, I, -J . ( . 0 

The effect, stage-managed by the evi>J| Pia,ro, „is as• ominous as it is " 

* grotesque^ Antonio cropns,. "See,u look,the curtar|i -stirs"; shine, nature's 

pride, / Love's vital spirit; dear Antonio's bride!" "(J. Iii.* 128-29},,. 

nu,' 
'/*, 

' i' 'rls: *' 

• •$ - " > *%< <k 



• }. 

\. 

. . as 

as the curtains part to reveal-"the body of FELICHE, stabbed thick with 

wound's [and] hung up" (1. 136 s.d.). Piero freely admits to the killing, 

but claims he did it m rage at discovering Felichc in flagrante delecto 

with his^daughter, Antonio's love, Meliid*. Strotzo immediately takes 
S 

his cue and enters with news of Andrugio's death, reportedly due %c ' 

overjoyousness. Death and.dishsnor dangle before ex'ery character, in 

"accordance with .Piero's own Suggestive image: "Felichc hangs / But as a 
; , (, 

Bait upon the line of death" (I. i. 15-16). They are all in the terrible 
' * *. 

danger of being reeled in on Piero's crazed trawl line. 

The sensational opening scenes effectively polarize another set of 

ironic doubles in-the aggrieved pair, Antonio and Pandulpho. The 
, i- -

'youthful Antonio is outraged and impassioned as he cries out in confusion 
' •* 1 t ** 

and disbelief, ,- „ > • * ; < . t > 
f » 

My father dead, my love attaint of lust, . 
(That's a large lie, as Vast as spacious hell!), 

.Poor guiltless lady-to accursed lie! 
What, whom, wither, which shall I first lament? 
. ft dead father, a dishonoured wife? 

'j ' , ' (I.-v... 27-31) ' ' 

* " " ' " ' 
''He spurns all consolation, declaring patience a "slave to fools" (l.r 36), 

and comfort "a parasite" (1. 49), as he exits in wretched bluster. t 

' i 
Pandulpho, on the other hand, laughs off *the horror of his4 «lain son in 

' ' '*" ' " Y 
'sickly ra€ionalizatipfl* , ' >• , 

(•. * • , » 

How provident our quick Venetians are ' °- n, 
., Lest 'hooves of ja>2es should trample on my boy; '« 

Lc-Q*k.how they lift*him up t<4 eminence, 
. . Heave him 'bove reach of flesh. Ha, ha, ha. . 

, . . (11. 71-74) 

, • . ' I 
, <- , , UnJwJke Antonio—in h i s impetuous fervor?-Eandulpho 'comforts hims.elf/with * 

/ • ' • • ' • ' • • " • 

^ » • '» • "„ 
j * ' * ' "' . «' - -" - ' 
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the cowardly stoicism that follows unspeakable terror. He masks his 

passion in the guise of social expediency: N 

Wouldst have me cry, run raving up and down 
For my son'is loss? Wouldst have- me turn rank mad, 
Or wring my face with mimic action, 
Stamp, curse", weep, rage, and then my bosom strike? 
Away, 'tis apish action, player-like. 
If he is guiltless, why should tears be spent? 
Thrice blessed soul that dieth innocent;. 
If he is lepered with so foul a guilt, 
Why should a sigh be lent," a tear be "spilt? 

(11. 76-84) 

Neither character can reconcile himself in the face of inscrutable death, 

_j3ut while Antonio wrestles with-the agony of emotionalised woe, Pandulpho, 

. his partner in grief, suffers a paralysed-wonder. 
'*, -' 

The opposing reactions of Antonio and Pandulpho are suggestive of 
* ' " . ' • , . . ' ' 

the .-central ̂ critical problem'with Marsfcon:'where is the line of 

demarcation between'tragedy and satire? This problem is addressed 

directly by R.A. Foakes' reading of Antonio's Revenge. Others had 

apologized, fpr the play's extreme self-^-consciousness ̂ ""though Caputi 

noted something of the' irony in a chapiter entitled- "Lovefs-in-Distress 

i • '• I 
Burlesques and Antonio's Revenge," and W. Reaviey Gair- concluded his 

7 
introduction to the play by endorsing.its'worth as a parody of Hamlet. 

But Foakes' view of th'e i-rony -took into account not only the play's text, 

but its calculated ridiculousness as well when performed by the boy, >r 

actors of Paul's: . » . « 

• : " > ' ' . " * l ' " , • 

ft The peculiar tone of, the Antonio plays is' largely generated 
f through the-exploitation of the clash between .'the "infant 

"weaknesse" of the boys and-their "passion"; they speak'more 
than gods,»and, at the same time,'-* Marston does not'let his 
audience forget that they are less than men. 8 

. - • * . : • . - \ * . - # • . 

V, 
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• - * 8r> 

Foakes noted the conscious detachment in characters like Pandulpho and 

Alberto, who call for music (which dutifully begins) and then proceed to 

comment on the action (I. v. 62-67). Balurdo, in turn, draws attention 

to the play's hyperbole by inditing "godd words" throughout. Indeed 

. the second act rs but barely underway when Balurdo bursts ludicrously 

upon the stage ."with a beard half off, half on'" (II. i. 21 s.d.); and 

Foakes draws further attentiojKto the grotesquely childish strutting 
\ -

- involved in impassioned, figures*.like,Piero and Antonio. The players 

themselves are their own satiric comment. 

The boy actors had been a comic staple for decades, ranting in such 

oversize parts as that of John Heywood's Thersites, and their youth, 

. atta'ched incongruously to the viciousness of the roles in Antonio's Revengefr^f 
smacks of satire in the grimmest sense. -Yet T.F. Wharton argued against 

ironic readings by claiming a thoughtlessness for Marston that 

' ' 9 
disregarded conscious parody in favor of his whim, as* author. .. apt what 

Wharton saw as "randomly repetitive" in Piero and Antonio is visually % 

repetitive as well. Each is a'revenger, self-justified in his own 

i " violence, and .Antonio "his arms bloody, [bearing] a torch and a poinard" 

» (III. v. 14 s.d.) recalls'Piero at the play's very opening: "his arms 
f • ' • » , 

•bare, smeared in blood, a poinard in one hand, bloody,- and a torch in 

the other"." Another set of ironic contrasts resides in Piero's / 

contemptuous gloating:_ _ ' t ^* -
• " • * * " ' „ ' • _ , ' 

Rot there, thou- cereclpth that enfolds 'the flesh 
, * - Of my loathed*foe; moulder to crumbling dust;, 

, ̂ ""^Qblivion choke the passage of thy fame! ' * -
•,. „•.- *%*•. '* . » ( i i . . ' i . 1-3)- y 

*p •• • " - • . * : % 

"f •, and in the first words spokali by Andrugio' s ghost: 

J 

^' 

t* 

\ 
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Thy pangs of anguish rip my cerecloth up; 
And lo, the ghost of old Andrugio 
Forsakes his coffin! Antonio,-revenge! 

(III. i. 32-34) 

Surely there is nothing "random" about the parallelism here; 

moreover, I feel that the Senecan.wail of revenge can be legitimately 

played for laughs as well. Why not? Marston himself was willing to . 

describe The Malcontent as a "harsh comedy" in his. Latin dedication to 

Ben Jonson, and anyone capable of penning Malevole's "I had rather follow' 

a drunkard, and live by lickin'g up his vomit, than by ser^uSe flattery" 

• (Mftic *f IV> v- 66-68) derives a certain enjoyment from stairring ironic 

sensations. Besides Balurdo's ridiculous antics throughout Antonio's 
* * — — — — — — ™ — — 

•> % « , 

Revenge,* Pandulpho is given the strange line "Antonio, kiss my foot" 

(IV. v-. 1) to begin the scene that ends in a collective resolve for 

vengeance! 

The problem of tone in Marston has been sharply .focused by a 

"Critical Forum" exchange in Essays in.Criticism. Richard Levin capped 

a controversy with R.A. Foakes on ironic readings by issuing the 

foJLlowmg statement of principle: 

1 
I believe we should approach the plays of this period with the 
assumption that they mean what generations of spectators and 
readers have taken them to mean t(when we have such a consensus*!, 
unless there is very good evidence to the contra^" *-® 

Levin's caution should be applauded—especially in the realm of 

Shakespearean criticism that renders rhe Bard incapable of anything short 

of perfection. But Marston's dramaturgy had become the main bone of 

A T 

cpntention in the conflict, and this, in itself, says something about 

/ Marston's power of'irony. Howler, I doubt, that a "caiiiensus" on the 

nature of Marston^s (or anyone else's) plays has* ever existed—at least 
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not much beyond a vague conformity found in a current of grotesque * 

latent in the English psyche, and generalized aptly by Nicholas Brooke: 

Before Marlowe and Kyd, English tragedy (apart from one 
isolated academic experiment, Gorboduc) was largely violent 
moral farce. It emerged from late medieval morality plays 
where sardonic humourists mocked and derided the solemn .morals 

« "-with .strikingly ambivalent results.il 

Each age interprets differently; and 'drama, with its potential for 

adaptation, is*most susceptible to flux. For me (and doubtless for 

Professors Levin and Foakes as welj.) this is where the enduring freshness 

of the genre lies. The ev<>< ative power of dramatic artifice should not jj 

be exclusively harnessed by "straight," "ironic," or (what might be even 

more reprehensible by Levin's or Foakes' standards) "close" readings. 

Part of the reason Levin objected to ironic readings was because he 

detested a tendency to rescue "bad" plays ( or portions thereof) by 

pleading parody—with the same irresponsibility that allows any statement 

to be made by" pleading irony. What is really offensive here is not the 

technique, but its underlying reality—a reality that does not particularly -

flatter the present age, and one which S. Gorley Putt has accurately 

described: ' -„ .'" 

Not 'all, the reasons for supposing the present time to be 
peculiarly favourable for an appreciation of "Elizabethan/ 
Jacobean drama > are complimentary to us'. There is much in this 
theatrical treasury which requires a strong stomach in the 
reader, let alone the watcher arid listener. We have that strong 

, - stomach. We have earned it the hard way. Nineteenth-century., 
v commentators were accustomed to*make ritual gestures of distaste 

when £hey were confronted by the crude brutalities of some of 
' ' these plays, whose authors picked unimproving themes and dragged 

up imagery from the unwelcome subconsciousness of their* 
* difficult age. We, who have lived through or inherited horrors 

glossed over' in the aighteenth-qentury and undreamed of in the 
nineteenth, have no cause to-flinch,12 

http://results.il
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Parody i s a fact of dramatic performance, aija^hs^fcft'entiet 

century 's Theater of. Cruelty has in f in i t e ly more-*in common]with the 

*( ' H f~v 

power of-Jacobean intrigue than with the drama of social'rewismi^rlier 

in this century. Its artifice goes a good deal further toward 

presenting an existential context of experience as well. Tom Stoppard's 

Rosencrantz and -Guildenstern Are Dead could not have been conceived 

through the neoclassical bias of* the -eighteenth century,-, the Victorian 

sensibility of the nineteenth, or the Romantic buffer zone that produced 

the partial information of Byron's Manfred. Even the lighter moments0of 

Waiting For Godot's "dreadful privation" are more in touch with the hi^h 

camp of Peter Quince's production of Pyramus and Thisbe, or "Bottom̂ 's 

Dream" ("because it hath no bottom") in"A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

Reality—so often a parody of itself—is thus confirmed through parody 

that is not necessarily cavalier. It chastens us with a paradigmatic • 

sense of our own shortcomings. It is all we know. 

Parody can only survive through repetition. The more lavage the 

incongruity, the more striking the effect. Wharton insists, however, 

that "Antonio's Revenge does not parody revenge ethics, but endorses 

• •* 13 
vengeance in its most sadistic form." Doubtless, he has the shocking 

« 
horror of Julio.'s death in mind;, and Fredson Bowers, earlier, had 

K ^ 
codified the scene as "a purely gratuitous piece of business brought iî " 

i 

* 14 
merely to make the audience shudder." But the scene is set up around 

clearly defined homicidal contrasts. Agitators "From above and beneath" 

(III. ii. 75 s.d.) cry "Murder" and the incensed Antonio pledges, "I'll 

suck red vengeance / Out of .Piero's wounds" (11. 77-78). Yet Piero "in'' 

his nightgown and nightcap" (1. 79 s.d.) is a touchinglyironic picture 
of concerned parenthood: 

y 
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U " - " * ' \ 
Jul. Ho„ father, father! 
Pie. Hqw^now, Julio, my pretty little son? 

['TQ^IOROBOSCQ] Why guffer you' the child to walk so late? 
-(-11: '83-85) ' ' 

•Antonio del-ays killing Piero at this point, vowing "I'll force him feed 

on life / Till he shall.loathe'it" (11. 89-90); and murdering Julio , 

" A 

seems the perfect way to begin. Yet it is difficult to place .the onus 

of revenge-on Andr-ugio's ghost (Geckle. claims that "Antonio is'being 
1 ' '. * 

forced to commit atrocities,by a spiritual force against which he is 

helpless" ,) or to sN̂ e Julio as some sort of "surrogate target." 
1 t i 

> sNee 

Instead,.the associations around the words "brother;" and' "father" sung 

from the mouth of this innocent only further'enrage Antonio: 

Jul. Brother Antonio, are you here i' faith? _ * 
Why^ do you, frown? Indeed my sister said 
That £ should call you brother, that she did, 

. When you were married to'her. Buss me,good; 
'Truth,-1 love you better than my- father, 'deed. 

Ant. Thy father? Gracious, 0 bounteous heaven! 
I do adore thy justice. 

* " . (III. iii, 1-7) 
/ 

The two would have been brothers—albeit brothers-in-law—in the 
• i 

marriage, of Antonio to Mellida. They will be step-brothers yet, if 

Piero marries Maria. Indeed this child, in the mind of Antonio, 

represents the son Piero would have by Maria; and the thought of it is 

. - * 
maddening. 0 

t 
The Halletts are- accurate on Antonio's state of mind at this point: 

Under the pressures of the passion for revenge, he begins to 
see the world in terms of the self, that is, he creates a " 
personal view of the world which clouds his vision and prevents 
him from comprehending .tjhe outside world as it really is.i^ 
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,. A son himself, \Antonio narrates «his stabbing of JuHo through operatic 
! ' ' 

• • S 

'' artifice that borders on the sacrificial. He then explicitly states— 

at his own father's graveside—••the conjunction of meaning and murder. 

.that he has perpetrated: ' ' * • . > ' 
He* is all PieMO, father; all; this blood, . 

' This breast, this heart, Piero all, 3 

Whom thus I mangle. Spri/te^of, Julio, 
Forget this was thy trunk. I .live thy friend. ' -
Mayst thou be twined with the soft'st embrace \ 

^Of clear eternity; but thy father's-blood 
I thus make incense of: [ANTONIO allows JULIO'S blood to fall 
upon the hfearse] to Vengeance! ,«-

,(III. iii." 56-63) 

**» 

Sadistic this is, but it' is more tlian that. Stage directions ensure \ 

" *-* 
the proper visual effect,-and the paradigmatic sense of revenge desired 

. * « 

is noted aptly by Richard W.' Hillman:' "The prospect of murder in<f**Julio, 
, - , * *» 

the unspeakable Piero'-S innocent young son, leads to a remarkably direct^. 
* , ' 

if self-contained, presentation of revenge as a matter of meaning -and 

. * " ',18 - « 
mortality." f * 

'• *" 
In Antonio's Revenge the* webbing of intrigue is not plotted out. . 

, * ' . 'i 

'Instead, the primitive operatic device-of high passion and gruesome 
"• . ^ $ ' 

, symbolism is used in a fashion similar' to that in the earlier scene of 

Julio's murder. Antonio puts of̂ E ,the' fool's disguise that hides him 
» * . 

from'Piero throughout Act IV, and. prostrates himself in despair: „ . . 
ft 

f • Death, like to a stifling incubus, 
Lie on my 'bosom. Lo, sir; I am sped: 
My breast is Golgotha, grave for the dead. 

, ' " ' (IV,. iv*. 21-23) " 

Meanwhile, Pandulpho actually lays the corpse.;of Feliche "thwart & ,> 

ANTONIO'S breast." Mute symbol of injustice, Feliche's bpdy, in ifs'i * 

winding sheet, focuses afctentioh as did the blood-drippiHg-body; of Julio. 

file:///Antonio
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t , /; 

. .They are not so much memento mori as gruesome reminders of irrational* 

violence. Against the conjunction of/-dead. Feliche and despairing 

Antonio, a medieval debat on the*-virtue of revenge is argued. Pandulpho, 
. ° \ -

\ 0-
1 the erstwhile stoiq of administrative proportions^ performs a surprising 

" " -J » , 

* about-face and stirsrAntonio with inflammatory rhetoric: 

*» 

»% 

./ 

Man will break out, despite philosophy. 
Why, all this while I ha' but played a part, 
Like to 'some boy that aGts a tragedy, 
Speaks burly words and raves out passion; 
But when he thinks upon his infant weakness,, 
He droops his eye. I spake more than a god, 
Yet am less than man. ,* 
I am the miserablest soul> that breathes,. 

(IV. v. 46-53) 

Woeful misery and wondrous resolution coalesce at this point. 
t »> • d* -

t 

Attention is again focused on deathly action-, 'as the motivating 

character bristles with indignation and resolve: 

V 

~ \ 0 / • • 

Why should this voidte keep tune, 
When there's* no music in the breast of man? 
I'll say an honest antique rhyme I have: 
Help me, good sorrow-mates, to give him grave. 

They all help to carry FELICHE to his grave. 
Death, exile, plaints and woe, , <-. 
Aretbut man's laUseys, not his foe. 
No mortal 'scapess"*&c4>m fortune's* war 
Without a wound, -ait least a scar. 
Many 'have led these to the grave, _ • 
But all shall follow', none shall save. 

(IV. v. 70-79) 

The poetry is not lost on Antonio,,who registers the grim decision, 

"Let's" think' a plot; then pell-mell vengeance!" -(1.' 95). An 

indiscriminate and "pell-mell" vengeance is to be pursued because the 

play's horrors have mounted to /the point where Piero, the villain, has 

become "prime symbol, sfor the entire range of disco'rd "in the breast of 
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19 - " N „ * 
man." The time has come for vengeance" because Antonio's .very time of 

life has become intolerable. Revenge},amoral and symbcrfic, will instill 
, "• . . * ' " . , ' "• 
ne* meaning. " . . . ' < 

itbcrfic, 

The sjfabolic dumb show at the outlet of Act V sets the violent' tone: 
*• - 4 r * 
* • * ' 

' various personages "make sem&Lancg of loathing/ PIERO and knit their 

fists*at him." 'Of.course the villain is oblivious, and his surprise 

amidst the gruesome revelxy will heighten the horror. During the , * -\ " 

'masque, the revengers continue in conspiratorial whispers/until Piero 

is bound" to a chair and tortured with insults, dismemberment, and 

.Antonio's arch comment as a Thyestean dash of roasted child is served: 

"Here's flesh and blood which a am sure thou lpvest" (V. v. 49). The 

tong'uele^s Piero pathetically "seems to condole his son," as the masquers/ 

continue their vilification: " * 
p 'i . 

•. 1 Ant. Scum-af_±he mud of hell!« • > 

. Alb. '* Slime' of all filth! 
Maf\ Thou most detested toad. 

, (11. £!-66) • • > 

-, * ° w * < ^ " 

They conclude with Balurdo' s absurd "Thou* most retort and obtuse rascal''." 

"' ' \ • I 

-Swords drawn, the revengers-"offer to run all at PIERO and on a sudden 

stop" (1. 73 s.d.) •In stooge-like zeal. The sweetness of the-moment 

must be drawn out, and Piero is stabbed one-by-one",in retributive 

sententiouSness before, finally, "They all run at PIERO with their 

rapiers" (1. 79 s.d.,). The villain is excised and a concluding scene 

sets normative social values, *' 
c 

Convention dictates that the revenger must be punished, however, 
J* 

Because his atrocious vengeance oversteps morality and justice, and 
. ' ' • ' ' r 

because it is simply not mortal man's prerogative to exact vengeance. 
, « . ' *> J 
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"Vengeance is mine; I-will rf-pav, oazth the Lcr.I" (Rcmane 12:1s*), and 

*t - M 

this is understood to be an excluniv^ right. Put "in Antonio' v, Rever.go 
#• . ) 

the revenger survives, despite his horrifying choreography of slaughter 
° - w * 

and defilement. The revenge group instead devolves, as a whole, into 

a monastic negation of- life (where the only alternative is suicide) 

A • - • 
because no one in the play wishes to condemn any of thent. Paridnlpho 

and Antonio are even offered a reward from the state/~£or eliminating 

Piero, and are blessed "by the official Senate body: "May your honours •>' 

live 7 Religiously held saci-e&jr.even for ever and ever" (V. vxt 10-11). 

But this is not a calculated blow to the myth-of, the, heroic revenger, 
* / - . ' . ' • . ' . " * 

nor a conclusion of "palpable nonsense," as yet another critic would * ° 
' . * , • V 

20 • ' *r / " 
•have it. Rather, the conclusion emphasizes an amoral reality through 
] A ' i / - -
repeating the very promise of absolution that the treacherous Piero had 

i 4/ 

offered Strotzo (II. v. 27-35), before uarroting him at the ironic (> 

moment df'-untruth (IV. iii. 64 s^d.). This blatant abuse of confession 

cqmbines with a literalistic religious viewpoint at the play's conclusion 
/ *" " "* ' t -

to satirize the vanity of moral rectitude.^ Morality is possible,«but it 

not man's prerogative. If vengeance truly is the Lord's, then any " *" " ?°* '.."*_ 

mortal"judgment of revenge is deluded,0and man's ability to dictate* 

terms of life and death is made grimly .ridiculous once again. ' f ' 
"*• ' * *« i , < * 

fyindice of The Revenger's Tragedy is "a more venomously internalized,, 

• -

a more, inwardly warped protagonist from the outset: 

Duke; "royal lecher; go„ grey-rhair'd adultery; 
And thou his son, as impious steep'd as he; 
And thoi} h,-.s bastard, 'true-begot in evi.1; 
And thou ,Mis duchess, that will do with devil. 
Four excellent characters. 0., 

(I,'i. 1-5) °o 
* \ 

* 
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* ' ' - * 1" ' ' * V. 
. Positioned tiudway between audience and- procession., Vindice, actn as 

•* 
disgusted interlocutor* for the showing of*freakish and debased"creatures 

,' " ' ' A ' ' , 
before u,s. What was witnessed in rhe character, and action of Piero in 

, Antonio's Revenge is here described by Vindice. This is the "ruling * 
* — i — — — — , , V A ' 

. . - / „ 
I. 

class"-—not a glittering spectacle of poise and ".pomp but, instead, a 

shadowy, shuffling group characterized strictly ;in terms of perverse 
1 - A • . - • ' - *v 

- sexuality. The ̂collective -description "Four excellent characters" is 
• • > * * '. i • . 

almost deffented in'*j,ts withering sarcasm. The hatred expressed here is 
» " ~ % • -"x ' "v. • 

restrained by the furious control of-a psychotic—a buckle that, when 
. ' " . 

snapped, .will unleash uncontrollable spasms of destructiqjh * 
' •' Vindice focuses on the Duke", the main object of.-his "contempt: 

* t - ^ ~ 

* * -
0, that marrowless age" , 

Would stuff the hollow bones with damn'd desires, , ., 
\ ' And '.stead of heat, kindle infernal f^res 

, Within i:he spendthrift veins of 'a,.dry)duke,,. ' , ̂  
A parch'd and juiceless luxur. 0 Goj3!—one vt 

* That has scarce blood enough to live upon, ^ 
And he to riot-it like a son and heir? * , | 

; - 0 , t-he'thotight of' that- ' r 
Turnsimy^ abused heart-strings into.fret. _ 

" *•*" " (I. i. 5-13) ' ' ' A 

A 

Therfstate's central-symbol^ of .authority i's described as a husk of 
s 

licentiousness and incontinence. His deathly lust'is morevof a senile 

, habit than a passionate pleasure, and it is^this sexual' inappropriateness 

in his behavior,, that'gnaws primarily at the fevered rectitude of Vindice. 

. Himself a ruined "son and heir," Vindice hates the disordered figure. 
S * 

that revelss in blandishments to which he has Been denied. But it is not 

simple jealousy. The general, atmosphere is- poisonous with soured hopes 

and rotten realities where Vindice's "abused heart-stfings" no longer 

strike proper, chords bite,' like-the "out-of-tune"' music of The Malcontent, 
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c-- * * **J * " * ' • 
are fretful and*unpredictable *in p'itqh. Vindice is all homicidal 

# • i • 

vengeance l«jokinq for a place to assert itself. Pete'r Lisca calls 
* ''" ' f ^ 

The Revenger's Tragedy "A Study in Irony," pointing"out that the play ̂  
1 » " 

"does not attempt to trace out the war of good with evil, nor the self-. 
' » - •» 
division of good, but rather the inte*stinal division of evil i«tself, a * 

•V "" " - J 
division-wharh while, seemirfq to lead W nultipiieation ironically ends • 
' -i . ' - - * ' 

21 ° * 
in cross-cancellation." - A revenger wrapped in a tragedy, Vindice and 

•• • %i 

the despised? Duke ar-=> two sinister wrongs that will eventually obliterate. 

each other in a wake of general destruction. - \ \ 

Vindice"s lover has been murdered nine years before." Yet-, he 

fondles her skull in the play's opening scene. Mo're than a.mere stage 

property, the skull is introduced'as a character in the play, and its ' 

very "presence"*will aid V-indice's gruesome revenge. tHe recounts his 

lover's demise at the hands of the "royal lecher" described earlier, and 
i *> ' 

the terms are as. disturbing as they are disturbed: 

Thou sallow picture of my poison'd love, 
My study's ornament, thou shell of death, 
Once the bright face of my betrothed lady, 
When life and beauty naturally fill'd out 
These ragged imperfections, 
When two heaven-pointed diamonds were set 
In those unsightly rings—then' 'twas a face 
So far beyond the artificial shine 
Of any woman's bought complexion, 
That the uprightest man (if such tfe 
That sin but seven times a day) broke" 
And made up eight with looking after 

. . . But 0, acq* 
Thee when, thou wert apparel'd in thy 
The old duke poison'd, ' 
Because thy purer part would not 
Unto his palsy-lust; for old me* 
•Do, show like young men, angry, eager, violent, 
Outbid like their limited jperformances. 

~ **"(!. i. 14-36) 

/ 


