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Abstract 

While much of Renaissance literature is concerned with 
self-fashioning, certain Renaissance writers retain, even as 
they stress the need for the establishment of individual 
identity, a belief that the energies of the self remain 
subordinate to a greater power. One such writer was 
Marlowe, who was haunted by an intimation that could be 
called in the broadest sense mystical: the self which must 
be fashioned so heroically is in a sense illusory. 
Therefore the playwright, though extremely unorthodox in his 
religious thought, was deeply influenced by Augustinian 
theology, particularly as it questions the validity of 
humanism and a self-sufficient human identity. This 
religious outlook, however, is radically compromised in the 
plays by an energetic insistence that, without first 
establishing a viable human self, an individual can never 
hope to transcend it. 

The thesis recognizes Marlowe's psychological 
instability or uncertainty, which in part makes up the 
"meaning" of his texts. His unresolved psychological 
conflicts arise both from his peculiar religious temperament 
and from a difficulty in accepting and dealing with 
homosexual impulses. The plays are discussed in the order 
of Dido Queen of Carthage, Tamburlaine Parts One and Two. 
Doctor Faustus, The Jew of Malta, The Massacre at Paris, and 
Edward II. in the belief that this at least approximates the 
actual chronology. With respect to sexual conflicts, the 
last two plays reveal a greater acceptance of homosexual 
desire, which in earlier plays is resisted or evaded in 
various ways. With respect to religious conflicts, Doctor 
Faustus is a crucial play, in which Marlowe attempts to free 
himself from the religious dependency which is expressed, 
somewhat reluctantly, in Tamburlaine. In the later plays 
the characters must struggle more independently to fashion 
an identity, yet these works remain haunted by the 
Augustinian suggestion that humankind's ultimate permanent 
identity can only be a spiritual one. 

Since human identity is seen in essence as an 
imaginative construct, the plays develop a parallel between 
self-fashioning and artistic creation. A misuse of 
imagination and a difficulty in balancing assertive and 
passive impulses lead Marlowe's protagonists to a failure 
of self-fashioning. The tragic sense of this failure is 
intensified by the suggestion that for some individuals, 
because of their variance from social norms, self-fashioning 
becomes more difficult than for others. There is, however, 
also a larger, more disturbing implication that human 
beings, in relation to their creator, must play at a game 
they cannot win. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In Donne's "Good Friday, 1613: Riding Westward," the 

speaker's conflict is paradigmatic of a central paradox in 

Renaissance literature. Though his "soul's form bends 

towards the east" where he should see Christ crucified, he, 

the erring human, is carried by "pleasure or business" 

towards the west. He admits he is almost glad to "not see/ 

That spectacle [the cross] of too much weight for me," 

since "Who sees God's face, that is self life, must die." 

The speaker realizes he is not yet ready for the final 

surrender to God, but consoles himself by hoping that his 

act of disobedience, turning his back on Christ, will begin 

a process of transformation ("Burn off my rusts, and my 

deformity") which will eventually restore the divine image 

within him. West paradoxically becomes east, but the circle 

may be completed only because the speaker insists first on 

asserting his own identity. Self-assertion becomes the 

first step towards self-surrender. 

In the case of Dane's speaker the journey westward is 

further justified by the fact that he keeps the images of 

Christ's sacrifice "present yet unto my memory." But the 

poet does more than remember the passion; the poem itself is 

an act of imagination which gives meaning to the journey of 

1 
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self-assertion and gives hope for the future possibility of 

self-surrender. The conflict between self-assertion and 

self-surrender which Donne's poem seems to resolve so neatly 

recurs as a major source of tension in other Renaissance 

vrorks, though of course the conflict is not always easily 

resolved, and the imaginative response is often concerned 

with more than simply the "transformation of sin" in the 

sense of personal purgation. In a devotional lyric the 

parameters are necessarily limited—God, the human self, and 

the battle of wills between them—but much of the epic and 

dramatic literature of the period examines more fully the 

act of self-assertion, and sees it as, a heroic and sometimes 

tragic endeavour. In this literature self-assertion becomes 

more than simply an act of rebellion against the Godhead. 

It becomes a process and a project which, thanks largely to 

Stephen Greenblatt, has come to be known as "self-

fashioning." Among other examples Greenblatt quotes 

Calidore's statement from The Faerie Oueene VI.ix.31: "in 

each mans self.../ It is, to fashion his owne lyfes estate," 

and the critic argues that in the sixteenth century "fashion 

seems to come into wide currency as a way of designating the 

forming of a self."1 Much of the literature of the period 

is indeed concerned with this struggle to achieve and 

maintain personal identity. Yet certain Renaissance 

Renaissance Self-Fashioning (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 
1980) 2. 

http://VI.ix.31
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writers—Spenser and Milton are prime examples—retain, even 

while they stress the need for the establishment of 

individual identity, a belief that the energies of the self 

remain subordinate to a greater power. Even at their most 

"humanistic" they experience an intimation that could be 

called in the broadest sense mystical: the self which must 

be fashioned so heroically is in a sense illusory—it 

creates itself only in the end to surrender itself. These 

writers thus seem haunted by Augustine's admonition, also 

quoted by Greenblatt: "Hands off yourself. Try to build up 

yourself, and you build a ruin."2 Nevertheless, the heroic 

effort is recognized as necessary; inescapable, for much of 

this literature intimates an idea succinctly voiced by a 

modern psychiatrist and writer; "An identity must be 

established before it can be transcended."3 

This struggle to establish an identity—yet with the 

belief that it must be, or could be, eventually transcended 

—is central to the drama of Christopher Marlowe. I 

therefore suggest that Marlowe, though extremely unorthodox 

in his religious thought, was deeply influenced by 

Augustinian theology, particularly as it questions the 

validity of humanism and a self-sufficient human identity. 

i'i ' ' turn 

2Sermon 169, quoted in Peter Brown, Religion and 
Society in the Age of Saint Augustine (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1972) 30; Greenblatt 2. 

3Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled (New York: 
Touchstone, 1978) 97. 
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Patrick Grant in The Transformation of Sin argues that 

Renaissance literature in general can be understood in terma 

of an encounter Between Medieval guilt culture, with its 

emphasis on the Augustinian sense of inherited sin and the 

need for divine grace, and an emerging emphasis on 

enlightenment and individual achievement: "...the conflict 

between a deeply rooted mythology of fallenness and 

inherited guilt, against which human behaviour must be 

judged, and an ethical endeavour toward an autonomy of 

reason admired but still feared produces in the Renaissance 

both profound and disturbing theology and literature."4 

While Greenblatt as well acknowledges that Augustine's view 

was "influential" down through the centuries, I feel that he 

and the other new historicists underestimate the impact of 

Augustinian thought on Renaissance literature. Greenblatt, 

Catherine Belsey,. and Jonathan Dollimore are certainly all 

at pains to attack the idea that there exists an essential, 

universal human nature, yet their primary aim is to reveal 

that human identity is no more than a "cultural artefact." 

Thus Greenblatt in his studies "perceived that fashioning 

oneself and being fashioned by cultural institutions— 

family, religion, state—were inseparably intertwined"(256). 

For Greenblatt the end result of this realization of the 

"fictiveness" of the human self seems to be to halt suddenly 

on the precipice of a metaphysical void and suck in his 

4(Montreal: McGill-Quesn's UP, 1974) 38. 

I 
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breath: "...to let go of one's stubborn hold upon selfhood, 

even selfhood conceived as a fiction, is to die"(257). 

Belsey, in The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and Difference 

in Renaissance Drama, is much more obviously political in 

her e?stacks on the repressive ideology of "liberal 

humanism": subjectivity is "not natural, inevitable or 

eternal; on the contrary, it is produced and reproduced in 

and by a specific social order and in the interests of 

specific power relations."5 In Belsey's view even the most 

earnest and sophisticated inquiries into the nature of the 

inner self—psychoanalysis for example—primarily serve "to 

keep us off the streets"(54). All concern for the "truth of 

the self" is for Belsey either a red herring or a front for 

some repressive political agenda or other, and she can 

confidently assert in her study of Milton that "meaning is 

for us now no longer a metaphysical mystery, like Milton's 

Incarnation, but a site of struggle, a place to lay claim to 

the possibilities we want to realize."6 We may very well 

wonder, first, who has authorized Belsey to make exclusions 

from the list of possibilities "we" want to realize, and, 

second, how we can so blithely ignore what writers like 

Milton "wanted to realize," since the whole purpose of new 

historicism is presumably to increase our awareness of 

D(London: Methuen, 1985) 223. 

6John Milton: Language. Gender, Power (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1988) 104. 

I » I n • o 
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historical contexts. Although Dollimore is more sensitive 

to humankind's desire, even down to the present day, to 

cling to essentialist belief,7 his dismissal of religion is 

no less complete than Belsey1s. He does, however, encounter 

some difficulty in his argument that the "decentring of man" 

in the early seventeenth century—occurring after the 

decline of what he calls "Christian essentialism" and before 

the emergence of the essential humanism of the Enlightenment 

—resulted in an "emphasis on the extent to which 

subjectivity was to be socially identified"(155). The 

difficulty arises since he must refute any suggestion that 

the instability or "discontinuity" of the self in the 

literature of the period may be related to the very 

religious philosophies whose impact or importance he wishes 

to downplay. He does admit at one point that "In general 

terms essentialism might at least be qualified by... 

Augustinian [theology]... because of its emphasis on man's 

helpless depravity"(163) (and, I may add, on man's ultimate 

spiritual dependency). Moreover, he suggests a little later 

that Calvinism, because of its similar emphasis on 

depravity, created "a destabilizing tendency all its own," 

which presumably also had a major influence on a literature 

in which "man is decentred to reveal the social forces that 

both make and destroy him"(168). 

'See especially the final chapter of Radical Tragedy 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1984). 
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Yet how far is man "decentred," and does this 

literature retain any vision of an "essence" behind the 

image of humankind as a composite of social forces? Such 

vision varies greatly from writer to writer. Middleton, for 

example, comes close to the type of Renaissance writer 

Dollimore envisages: one who "transposes" theological 

contexts for socially subversive reasons. Marlowe, on the 

other hand, though also remarkably subversive, seems much 

more personally engaged in the theological issues he 

explores and more deeply concerned with man's "essential" 

nature., Marlowe, in fact, seems obsessed with religious 

ideas to a greater degree than any other major dramatist of 

the period. Though Paul Kocher may exaggerate when he 

argues that "criticism of Christianity... appears in all the 

biographical documents as the most absorbing interest of 

[Marlowe's] life,"8 he nevertheless underlines a very 

important element in Marlowe's life and work. What 

particularly needs emphasizing is that the intensity of the 

attack strongly suggests a peculiar "religious" temperament 

withj.n Marlowe himself. We can speculate that growing up in 

Canterbury, the "mother-city of the Church of England, the 

seat of the Primate and centre of national ecclesiastical 

8Christopher Marlowe: A Study of his Thought. Learning 
and Character (New York: Russell & Russell, 1962) 4. 
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affairs of state"9 may have had an impact on a sensitive and 

intellectually acute youth, and we know for certain that the 

Arcl_bishop Parker scholarship under which Marlowe studied 

for six years at Cambridge expected its recipients to enter 

the ministry. The fact that Marlowe did not might simply 

indicate that he discovered his first love for poetry and 

playwrighting, were it not for the other evidence in hand 

which suggests a continuing interest in religious ideas—an 

interest of a most radical kind. The Baines note,10 for 

example, is an intriguing account of Marlowe's unusual 

thought and behaviour—an account which, in light of the 

plays, definitely remains within the realm of credibility.11 

Kocher has examined the Baines note in detail12 and 

demonstrates convincingly, as J.B. Steane has recognized, 

"•an essential unity of design', showing how the accusations 

in the note can be grouped so as to summarize a broad and 

9A.D. Wraight, In Search of Christopher Marlowe 
(London: Macdonald & Co., 1965) 5. 

10"A Note Containing the opinion of on[e] Christopher 
Marly Concerning his Damnable Judgment of Religion, and 
scorn of gods word," by the government informer Richard 
Baines, was "delivered to the Privy Council on the day 
before Marlowe's murder"(Wraight 302). 

11I say this mainly in response to the objections of 
Malcolm Kelsall, who argues testily that "it is pointless to 
speculate how much the document tells us about Marlowe's 
mind or intellectual milieu"[Christopher Marlowe (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 1981) 7]. 

12Christopher Marlowe: A Study of his Thought. Learning 
and Character, 33-68. 
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coherent attack on religion."13 Yet another piece of 

historical evidence deserves, I believe, more attention than 

it has hitherto received. We know that the "atheistic" 

material found among Kyd's papers in May 1593 consisted of 

a copy of part "of an anonymous treatise quoted in full for 

purposes of confutation by John Proctor in 1549 in a book 

called The Fal of the Late Arrian."14 The "late Arrian" was 

probably John Assheton, who had attempted to deny the 

divinity of Jesus Christ and had afterwards recanted. Boas 

comments that "It is surprising evidence of the range of 

Marlowe's reading that he had once in his possession these 

portions of a heretical treatise more than thirty years old 

by an obscure parish priest"(112). This fact suggests, 

however, not so much an extraordinary range of reading as a 

peculiar obsession with, or at least an unusual ir.terest in, 

Arian doctrine. 

It is worth inquiring, therefore, into the 

psychological reasons for this particular interest, and to 

do so requires a closer examination of the Arian treatise. 

William Dinsmore Briggs informs us that "the sheets of the 

original MS. are bound up in reverse order, and that when 

properly arranged their contents is [sic] practically 

13Marlowe: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1964) 23. 

14Frederick S. Boas, Christopher Marlowe: A 
Biographical and Critical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1940) 112. 
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continuous, so that the document is not made up of a series 

of fragments, but is, though incomplete, perfectly coherent. 

It will be seen, also, that we possess something more than 

the first half of the document."15 Briggs then reprints 

the entire Arian treatise paragraph by paragraph, presumably 

supplying the second half from Proctor's book. That the 

Marlowe copy originally contained the entire Arian treatise 

is likely, judging from Kyd's claim that "amongst those 

waste and idle papers... w c h unasked I did deliver vp, were 

founde some fragments of a disputation toching that opinion, 

affirmd by Marlowe to be his, and shufled w t n some of myne 

vnknown to me by some occasion of or wrytinge in one chamber 

twoe yeares synce."16 The doctrine expounded in the 

treatise is, as Briggs points out, heretical but in no sense 

atheistical. I reproduce selected passages: 

What the scriptures do witnes of God, it is cleere 
and manyfest ynoughe: for fyrst Paule to the Romans 
declareth that he is euerlastynge, and to Tymothie 
inuisible and immortall, to the Thessaloniens lyuing 
and true.... We therfore cal God (whiche onelye is 
worthy this name and appellation) euerlastynge, in­
uisible, incommutable, incomprehensible, immortall, 
&c. 

And if Iesus Christ, euen he whiche was borne of 
Marye, was God, so shal he be a visible God, com­
prehensible, and mortall, which is not counted God 
with me.... 

For if we be not able to comprehend nor the angels, 

15"0n a Document Concerning Christopher Marlowe," 
Studies in Philology 20 (1923): 153. 

16Quoted in Wraight, In Search of Christopher Marlowe. 
311. 
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nor our own soules which are thynges creat, to wrong­
fully then and absurdly we make the Creatour of them 
comprehensible, especially contrary to so manifeste 
testimonye of the scriptures, &c. 

For howe may it be thought true religion whiche 
vnitethe in one subjecte contraryes, as visibilitie, 
and inuisibilitie, mortalitie and immortalitie, &c. 

(156) 

The divinity of Christ is thus denied, not through an 

atheistical denial of the Godhead, but through what seems a 

profound respect for it. What is perhaps the most 

interesting passage of the treatise occurs near the end: 
But not to trouble your lordship any lenger with my 
rude & barberous talke, shortly thus I thinke of 
Iesus Chryst. Verely that he was the most electe 
vessel, the orgen or instrument of the deuine mercy, 
a Prophet and more then a Prophete, the son of God, 
but according to the spreete of Sanctificacion, the 
fyrst begotten but emongest many brothers. 

(157) 

A doctrine that insists strongly on human limitation 

paradoxically suggests humankind's potential spiritual 

glorification; by denying divinity to Jesus Christ, it seems 

to promise quasi-divinity to all humankind. 

Marlowe's possession of such a document not only proves 

his fascination with unorthodox theological ideas (if the 

Baines note leaves us in any doubt of this fact), but also 

encourages us at least to wonder about his link to the kind 

of "atheistical" thought associated with Raleigh's School of 

Night. Evidence for the existence of the School has been 

sifted through by various scholars mainly in the first half 

of the twentieth century; the idea has recently received 

much less attention, probably due to a general realization 
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that, given the amount of evidence, the School of Night's 

existence can never be absolutely proven or disproven. M.C. 

Bradbrook17 and Eleanor Grace Clark18 come out in favour of 

such a School; Kocher19 attempts to cast serious doubts on 

its existence. More recently A.D. Wraight again treats the 

idea of the School seriously, and devotes a good deal of 

space to what he sees as a lasting influence on the thinkers 

of this group exerted by Giordano Bruno.20 Even John 

Bakeless, who finds the evidence for the School of Night 

"rather slender," remarks: "it seems probable that the 

Italian philosopher's visit helped produce a general 

atmosphere of religious speculation which both Marlowe and 

Raleigh found congenial."21 The possibility of Bruno's 

influence on Marlowe has been most thoroughly explored by 

James Robinson Howe in Marlowe, Tamburlaine, and Magic.22 

Although Howe's central hypothesis—that the warrior 

Tamburlaine is a completely admirable "metaphoric figure" 

representing the Renaissance magus or ideal man—remains 

17The school of Night: A Study in the Literary 
Relationships of Sir Walter Raleigh (1936; rpt. New York: 
Russell & Russell, 1965). 

18Ralegh and Marlowe (1941; rpt. New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1965). 

19Christopher Marlowe, 7-18. 

20In Search of Christopher Marlowe, 164. 

21The Tragicall History of Christopher Marlowe 
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1942) 1: 127, 129. 

22(Athens: Ohio UP, 1976). 
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doubtful, and though his discussion of Tamburlaine is full 

of questionable assumptions, he does, I think, persuasively 

argue that the "neo-Platonic-Hermetic line of thought" put 

forward by Bruno and other Renaissance philosophers had a 

profound effect on Marlowe. Howe quotes the modern scholar 

Eugenio Garin's description of the Renaissance magus 

figure: 

Among all human activities, magical work actually 
comes to assume a central position, so much so that 
in itself it expresses almost in the manner of an 
example that divine power of man which Campanella 
exalts in his justly famous verses. The man at the 
center of the cosmos is the man who, having grasped 
the secret rhythm of things, becomes a sublime poet 
but, like a God, does not limit himself to writing 
words of ink on perishable paper; on the contrary, he 
writes real things in the grand and living book of 
the universe.23 

This description would seem to be inspired by Ficino's 

assertion, also quoted by Howe (11), that "not only does the 

human intelligence claim for itself as a divine right the 

ability to form and fashion matter through the medium of 

art, but also to transform the nature of existence by its 

own power."24 The promise of almost unlimited personal 

power no doubt "inspired" Marlowe on some level, but my 

immediate qualification indicates my belief that, from the 

very beginning of his artistic career, Marlowe was not only 

impressed by the courage, glory and beauty of mankind's 

23Medioevo e Rinascimento (Bari: G. Laterza & F., 1954) 
151; Howe's translation (11). 

24Howe's translation of Theologie Platonicienne, Vol. 
1, trans. Raymond Marcel (Paris, 1964) 229. 
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highest aspirations, but he was also aware of how many of 

these aspirations must remain limited to the realm of the 

imagination; indeed, the relative power, or powerlessness, 

of the human imagination is a major theme of his writing. 

This dual viewpoint of course makes him a profoundly ironic 

writer, but he should not be characterized as a complacent 

and detached moralist calmly exposing the follies of the 

human race. It is true, I think, that his work exposes 

human limitation, and the folly of striving for unrestricted 

personal power; thus a "moral" critical approach to the 

plays often provides valuable insights. But it is also true 

that Marlowe identifies closely with his protagonists, that 

he "is deeply implicated in his heroes," as Greenblatt25 and 

other critics taking a "romantic" approach have argued. I 

contend that this close identification arises from the fact 

that Marlowe still "believed in" the necessity of self-

assertion, even while he could never fully escape a "belief" 

or suspicion of its ultimate futility. I thus feel that, by 

themselves, neither a moral nor a romantic critical approach 

to Marlowe's plays satisfactorily elucidates their meaning. 

I do feel, however, that such a divided mind on 

Marlowe's part sometimes results in irony and ambiguity 

which seems self-induced, a product of the author's own 

unresolved psychological conflicts. Marlowe, as I will 

25"Marlowe and Renaissance Self-Fashioning," Two 
Renaissance Mvthmakers. ed. Alvin Kernan (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins UP, 1977) 63. 
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argue from evidence in the plays, possessed a brilliant and 

inquiring mind but an uncertain sense of identity, and 

created characters whose identities are also extremely 

unstable. This uncertainty or instability is at least 

partly a function of the theological bent of his thinking. 

Returning to the question of a Hermetic influence on 

Marlowe, I quote a passage from Bruno's De Immenso et 

Innumerabilis: 

Hence it is clear that every spirit and soul has a 
certain continuity with the spirit of the universe, 
so that it has its being and existence not only there 
where it perceives and lives, but it is also by its 
essence and substance diffused throughout immensity 
as was realised by many Platonists and 
Pythagoreans.2 6 

Wraight sees a connection—rightly, I believe—between 

Bruno's thought and the Arian heresy. Indeed, Wraight adds 

that "even Raleigh is in essence a deist"(173), and John 

Aubrey's account of Raleigh's speech before his execution is 

interesting in its implications: 

I remember the first Lord Scudamour sayd 't was 
basely said of Sir Walter Ralegh to talk of the 
anagram of Dog [and that] in his speech on the scaf­
fold I heard my cousin Whitney say (and I think 't 
was printed) that he spake not one word of Christ, 
but of the great and incomprehensible God with much 
zeal and adoration, so that he concluded that he was 
a-Christ not a-theist.27 

Given Marlowe's probable sympathy with this kind of 

religious thought—in light of the Arian treatise in his 

Lib. I, cap. 7, quoted in Wraight 172. 

Quoted by Eleanor Clark, Ralegh and Marlowe, 386. 



possession—we may speculate on the effect it had on his 

life and work. It is likely that Marlowe shared with 

Raleigh an assertive, even aggressive, desire to eradicate 

the need for an Intercessor. Marlowe as an aspiring young 

poet and playwright would naturally be attracted to the 

philosophies of Bruno and Ficino since they would serve as 

an inspiration and a justification of his own creative 

abilities. As Dollimore remarks, "Humanists like Ficino and 

Pico, under the influence of neoplatonism, advocate man's 

spiritual self-sufficiency and even come close to suggesting 

an independent spiritual identity: 'With his super celestial 

mind he transcends heaven... man who provides generally for 

all things both living and lifeless is a kind of God' 

(Ficino, Platonic Theology p. 234)."28 Yet it is important 

to pause here in order to note the qualification "come close 

to suggesting," since an "independent spiritual identity" is 

in a sense a contradiction in terms; what the "humanism" of 

Ficino does, in effect, is to somehow incorporate the divine 

"other" into the self. This refusal to recognize the normal 

and natural limitations of humanhood and earthly existence 

might very well produce psychological tension for two 

reasons: either a difficulty in dealing with the burden of 

responsibility imposed by such God-like powers, or an 

exaggerated concern for, or dependency upon, or indeed doubt 

about, this supposed internal divine presence. Either way 

28Radical Tragedy. 162-63. 
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(and I'm not sure these possibilities are mutually 

exclusive) it is possible to see how such a philosophy could 

prove psychologically disruptive. 

It is also possible, however, to attribute some of 

Marlowe's apparent psychological instability simply to his 

immaturity and extremely rapid artistic development, and we 

must not forget that a man who is arguably the second most 

significant playwright in the language completed his life's 

work before the age of twenty-nine. In this light Ellis-

Fermor's comparison of Marlowe with Raleigh is worth careful 

consideration: 

There is in both men the combination of penetrating 
intellect with profound religious instinct. Both 
appear to have reached similar conclusions, apparent­
ly startling to their contemporaries (perhaps even to 
posterity), but actually the result of clear reason­
ing in the service of a fearless desire to have 
nothing but the truth. ...if we allow for the dis­
tinction between considered philosophic argument 
and the epigrammatic and aphoristic manner of a 
brilliant conversationalist, it is clear that the 
contents of the Baines libel has much in common with 
The Sceptic. 

...Both [men] appear as destructive thinkers 
engaged in clearing the ground... 
In both cases, the presence of urgent and intense 

religious feeling is implied in this preoccupation 
with the original essence of man's being. Marlowe 
was cut off before any trace of constructive thought; 
or any answers to his questions, had made their way 
into his work. With a mind whose grasp of metaphysi­
cal thought was as powerful and as comprehensive as 
his, the period of destruction and negation would 
necessarily be a long one; the process was thorough 
and went deep. But in the case of Raleigh... there 
is much material—the majority, in fact, of his 
written work—to indicate the later development of 
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positive and constructive thought.29 

I consider this account extremely perceptive, especially in 

its claim that the period of "negation" would be long. 

However, it is doubtful whether Marlowe's ideas were always 

"the result of clear reasoning" or whether he was always 

motivated by "fearless" desires. It is not, I think, simply 

idle biographical speculation to see in the excessive self-

assertions of Tamburlaine and Faustus a reflection of the 

insecurity of their creator, and there is certainly some 

element of truth in Kocher's remark that, however desperate 

Marlowe's desire to be free, "he was bound to Christianity 

by the surest of chains—hatred mingled with reluctant 

longing, and fascination much akin to fear."30 

There is another facet of Marlowe's personal life which 

creates as well this curious tension between fear and 

reluctant longing: his homosexuality. In his essay "Marlowe 

and Renaissance Self-Fashioning" Greenblatt remarks that, 

while the "family is at the center of most Elizabethan and 

Jacobean drama as it is the center of the period's economic 

and social structure," in Marlowe "it is something to be 

neglected, despised, or violated." The effect is to 

"dissolve the structure of sacramental and blood relations 

that normally determine identity in this period and to 

^Christopher Marlowe (London: Methuen, 1927) 163-64. 

3°Christopher Marlowe: A Study of his Thought. 
Learning and Character. 119. 
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render the heroes virtually autochthonous, their names and 

identities given by no one but themselves.'531 This aspect 

of Marlowe's work may in fact result from a subconscious 

intimation that he would have to achieve his own self-

fashioning without the supporting "structure" described by 

Greenblatt. I use the term "subconscious" since I believe 

that Marlowe only gradually recognized or admitted 

homosexual desires as he matured.32 In early plays such as 

Dido and (especially) Tamburlaine. we find a great 

resistance to sexual surrender since, as in Spenser, it is 

seen as interfering with heroic endeavour and encouraging 

effeminacy. Thus Tamburlaine checks the temptation to 

succumb to Zenocrate'c beauty with terms that resemble 

Atin's castigation of Cymochles in the Bower of Bliss: "Up, 

up, thou womanish weake knight,/ That here In Ladies lap 

entombed art,/ Unmindful of thy praise and prowest might" 

(The Faerie Oueene, II.v.36). Yet there is sufficient 

evidence throughout Marlowe to indicate that "Ladies lap" 

was not, for him, where the greatest temptation lay. The 

Spenserian resistance to romantic surrender is thus 

intensified by Marlowe's own aversion to heterosexual 

involvement as well as a reluctance to admit longings which 

31Two Renaissance Mythmakers. ed. Alvin Kernan 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 19'. ) 56. 

32For this reason I prefer to allow my discussion of 
sexual issues in Marlowe also to unfold gradually, saving 
the most detailed treatment of the subject for my final 
chapter on Edward II. 
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contradicted the sexual morals of his society. It is 

significant that when, in Edward II. romantic love is 

finally artistically embraced, it has become the heroic 

project and not an alternative to it. 

Having claimed that both religious and sexual conflicts 

in Marlowe's psychology must be taken into account in an 

exploration of his work, and having suggested as well that 

there is some kind of development from "early" to "later" 

works, I must now say something about the chronology of the 

plays. Very few Marlowe critics are foolhardy enough to 

claim absolute certainty about the order in which Marlowe 

composed his works, and I do not intend to offer 

incontrovertible proof in this dissertation for a definite 

chronology. I do intend, however, to discuss the plays in 

the order of Dido Queen of Carthage. Tamburlaine Parts One 

and Two, Doctor Faustus, The Jew of Malta, The Massacre at 

Paris, and Edward II, in the belief that this quite possibly 

represents the order of composition. This chronology was 

suggested by Ellis-Fermor, and in her essay "Edward II: 

Marlowe's Culminating Treatment of Love," Leonora Leet 

Brodwin compares it with other suggested chronologies, 

offering several compelling reasons for accepting Ellis-

Fermor 's.33 Kocher as well accepts this chronology. The 

biggest bone of contention is of course whether Doctor 

Faustus comes in the middle or at the end of the canon. On 

33ELH 31 (1964): 139-55. 



this question I would side with J.B. Steane in favour of an 

early date, for the general reasons given in the conclusion 

to his study.34 Steane builds upon the argument offered by 

M.M. Mahood in Poetry and Humanism, where she claims that in 

Marlowe's tragedies "'the whole story of Renaissance 

humanism is told', its worship of life and pride in humanity 

suffering gradual diminution and impoverishment.."35 If we 

ignore for a moment the minor plays, there is indeed a 

"gradual diminution" observable as we move from Tamburlaine 

through Faustus and The Jew to Edward II. However, I would 

insist this decrease in the heroes' virtu represents 

something more complicated than a steadily increasing 

criticism of "Renaissance humanism." Tamburlaine. itself a 

surprisingly complicated play, does I believes illustrate 

quite definitely what Steane has called Marlowe's 

"remarkable contrasts of mind: one cultivating a sharp, 

critical humour which is oddly destructive of the rapt high-

seriousness and idealism of the other"(346). Thus the play 

which seems an enthusiastic exploration of Hermetic 

"idealism" serves in the end as a critique of such 

philosophy, a critique which ultimately affirms humankind's 

subordination to a greater power. In Faustus Marlowe 

attempts to rid himself completely of the religious 

34Marlowe: A Critical Study. 337-62. 

35Steane 347, quoting Mahood (London: Jonathan Cape, 
1950) 54. 
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dependency which is expressed (somewhat reluctantly) in 

Tamburlaine. by exorcising his personal fears; the result 

is a devastating vision not of the tyranny, nor of the 

absence of God (for Marlowe cannot yet free himself from a 

poet's admiration of the glory and power of creation), but 

of His supreme indifference. Meanwhile Marlowe's 

philosophical interest changes, from the Hermeticism which 

informs Tamburlaine (tho\igh rather ironically) , to the 

Machiavellianism of the later plays. The self must now 

struggle more independently to fashion an identity—usually 

in the face of a hostile society, since the awareness of 

homosexual tendencies has become more conscious. Yet in 

spite of this struggle to come to terms with the physical 

and social aspects of human existence, the later plays 

remain haunted by the Augustinian suggestion that 

humankind's ultimate, permanent identity can only be a 

spiritual one. 

Thus it could be said that Marlowe's central artistic 

vision is a realization of the individual's responsibility 

for his own self-fashioning., but always with a concomitant 

awareness that such a self is ultimately illusory. 

Moreover, Marlowe seems conscious of a parallel between 

self-fashioning and artistic creation, since both in a sense 

involve the creation of fictions. It is the purpose of this 

dissertation to examine how the artistic imagination 

functions in this struggle towards creating and sustaining a 
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viable human identity, as well as to explore the reasons why 

the tension arising from the conflict between self-assertion 

and self-surrender always leads to tragic results in 

Marlowe's plays; that is, to a failure of self-fashioning. 

For Marlowe in his plays appears to be working towards a 

conception of *self-fashioning as a delicately balanced 

dialectic of self-assertion and self-surrender, but this 

balance is upset both by an overly aggressive, even 

pathological self-assertion, as well as by a tendency 

towards premature self-surrender. 



Chapter 2: Dido Queen of Carthage 

Marlowe's Aeneas, like Virgil's, is a man faced with a 

heroic project which has already caused him much suffering 

in the past and which promises more in the future; 

understandably he is tempted to abandon his struggle 

prematurely, taking refuge instead in the arms of Dido and 

behind the walls of Carthage, before the gods convince him 

he must resume his voyage. It is possible to view this 

archetypal narrative pattern in a more specifically 

psychological or Freudian sense, and Constance Brown 

Kuriyama, in a chapter of Hammer or Anvil entitled 

"Emasculating Mothers," sees the central conflict 

represented in the play as an attempt "to fulfill a 

predestined adult role [while] remaining hopelessly 

stagnated in a state of passive dependency by yielding to 

the wishes of... maternal characters."1 While I believe 

that Kuriyama overemphasizes both Aeneas* Oedipal conflict 

and the "emasculating" quality of the "maternal" 

characters, her discussion is up to a point quite 

illuminating since she sees the problem with which the play 

grapples as "essentially one of defining or confirming 

-̂Hammer or Anvil: Psychological Patterns in Christopher 
Marlowe's Plays (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1980) 61. 

24 
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identity"(53). 

The heroic project facing Aeneas is on a metaphoric 

level his own self-fashioning, the establishment of his own 

identity. It therefore may not be wrong to see the play, at 

least as far as Aeneas is concerned, as "adolescent in its 

basic concerns"(Kuriyama 53). After the fall of Troy, his 

birthplace, Aeneas must set out on his own and establish a 

new sense of. identity: 

Dido. What stranger art thou that dost eye me thus? 
Aen. Sometime I was a Trojan, mighty Queen; 

But Troy is not; what shall I say I am? 
(II.i.74-76)2 

Aeneas' question, "what shall I say I am?," rather than "who 

am I?," in itself would seem to indicate an "anti-

essentialist" bias in Marlowe's concept of identity, and 

his reply to Dido suggests that selfhood is determined by a 

cultural "other" with which the individual identifies. 

Identity in the world is, the play suggests, to a certain 

extent a cultural artefact, a construct, an object to be 

formed from the "materials" of one's social circumstances 

and environment. Because of his temporary uncertainty of 

identity, Aeneas is placed in some danger, for in Dido he is 

faced with a woman who, in response to her own needs, would 

impose an identity upon him, that of her dead husband: 

Ilio. Renowned Dido, 'tis our General: 
Warlike Aeneas. 

2A11 quotations of the play are from the Revels 
edition, Dido Queen of Carthage and The Massacre at Paris, 
ed. H.J. Oliver (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1968). 
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Dido. Warlike Aeneas, and in these base robes? 
Go fetch the garment which Sichaeus ware. 

(II.i.77-80) 

She thus poses an immediate threat to Aeneas' independence 

and integrity. This threat is the first indication in 

Marlowe that women are not welcome us romantic "others," 

that is, as positive mirrors of masculine identity. 

Dido's comparative forcefulness and Aeneas' weakness in 

their first exchange already suggests the inversion of 

conventional male and female active and passive roles which 

critics have noted in their relationship.3 While Virgil's 

Aeneas exhibits humility in his first encounter with Dido— 

Fit thanks for this are not within our power, 
Not to be had from Trojans anywhere 
Dispersed in the great world— 

(I.818-20)4 

there is certainly nothing in the epic to suggest Aeneas' 

repeated refusal to sit beside Dido during their first 

meeting in Marlowe's play.5 When Aeneas, having finally 

seated himself, accepts Dido's pledge "In all humility" 

(II.i.99), she chides him: "Remember who thou art: speak 

like thyself;/ Humility belongs to common grooms." Kuriyama 

JSee Kuriyama, Hammer or Anvil, 54. 

4A11 quotations of the Aeneid are from the translation 
by Robert Fitzgerald (New York: Vintage Books, 1983). 

5While the desire to avoid involvement with women is 
very often quite conveniently masked in the Virgilian plot 
by Aeneas' claims that he must fulfil the will of the gods 
and resume his heroic responsibilities, moments such as this 
seem inexplicable without recourse to speculation about 
Marlowe's uncertain sexual identity. 
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finds the tone of this speech "distinctly maternal,"6 

though it sounds more like the tone of a woman who does not 

approve of the submissiveness of her husband or lover. Dido 

is not threatening Aeneas with emasculation; she is rather 

encouraging him to take on a more assertive role (though, 

ironically, one wholly determined by her own expectations 

and desires). 

While this scene places Aeneas in a surprisingly 

passive role, it in some ways reflects even more poorly on 

Dido, revealing her shallowness ("Warlike Aeneas, and in 

those base robes?") and her lack of empathy for a man 

buffeted by fortune. Lest we judge Aeneas' weakness too 

harshly and forget what he has recently suffered, Marlowe 

has him quickly launch into his tale of the fall of Troy. 

Though critics have disagreed over the impression Aeneas' 

narrative creates or was meant to create,7 John Bakeless 

correctly suggests that it places Marlowe's Aeneas, in 

comparison to Virgil's, in an admirable light: 

Marlowe's Aeneas tells how he rushed alone against 
the Greeks; Vergil's is accompanied by a band of 
warriors. Marlowe's Aeneas fights his way boldly 
out of the city; Vergil's, like a prudent commander, 
moves cautiously in the shadows. Marlowe's Aeneas 
claims to have carried Anchises on his back, lulus 
in his arms, while leading Creusa by the hand; 
Vergil's Aeneas carries only Anchises. As a final 

6Hammer or Anvil. 55. 

7Some argue that the Troy narrative deflates Aeneas by 
revealing his tendency to desert women. See, for example, 
William Leigh Godshalk, "Marlowe's Dido. Queen of Carthage." 
ELH 38 (1971): 5. 



touch, Marlowe makes Aeneas leap into the sea in a 
vain effort to save Polyxena who is not even men­
tioned in Vergil's account.8 

Mary Elizabeth Smith quotes Bakeless's comparisons 

approvingly, but then goes on to conclude: "From Aeneas's 

own mouth we hear described feats of exaggerated boldness 

and strength, and so with his own words Marlowe cleverly 

mocks him."9 It is difficult to believe, however, that in 

a speech which J.R. Mulryne and Stephen Fender rightly claim 

"must be classed among Marlowe's most powerful, and most 

savage, dramatic writing,"10 the playwright is simply 

mocking his speaker's credibility. The fact that Marlowe 

has omitted Virgil's description of Aeneas' intent to murder 

Helen—surely his iaost questionable, least heroic moment 

during the fall of Troy—suggests that Marlowe was at pains, 

during the Troy narrative at least, to improve, not tarnish, 

Aeneas' heroic image. Oliver does argue in a note that in 

the Aeneid "Aeneas has his son by the hand, and Creusa is 

following him; this is why she can disappear without his 

noticing it until too late. By omitting not only this fact 

but also the details of Aeneas' frenzied search for her 

8The Tragicall History of Christopher Marlowe 
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1941) 2: 62. 

9"Love Kindling Fire": A Study of Christopher Marlowe's 
The Tragedy of Dido Queen of Carthage (Salzburg: Universitat 
Salzburg, 1977) 9. 

10"Marlowe and the 'Comic Distance'," Christopher 
Marlowe: Mermaid Critical Commentaries, ed. Brian Morris 
(London: Ernest Benn, 1968) 52. 
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through burning Troy, Marlowe certainly treats him with less 

sympathy"(33). To this one might object (echoing Bakeless) 

that by having Aeneas actually take his "beloved 

wife"(II.i.267) by the hand Marlowe places him in a more 

positive light than does Virgil. Marlowe does not include 

the frenzied search and the appearance of Creusa's ghost— 

one of the most moving moments in Virgil•s epic and indeed 

in all literature—perhaps because, as Oliver in his 

introduction suggests, the playwright "thought the whole 

story of Creusa was better played down in a tragedy about 

Dido"(xlii). In terms of Marlowe's sexual development, 

there may be a certain subconscious significance in Aeneas' 

lament that "manhood would not serve"(II.i.272) and in his 

failure to save three women (Creusa, Cassandra, Polyxena) in 

a row. Yet Virgil's Aeneas also stands "unmanned"(11.731) 

after witnessing the murder of Priam; thus the doubts about 

"manhood" at this point in Marlowe's play may reveal a 

conscious interest in gender expectations rather than 

subconscious homosexual tendencies. 

In spite of the doubts about Aeneas* valour expressed 

by some critics, the fact remains that the tale of Troy is a 

poetic tour de force. The power of Aeneas' narration moves 

Dido to the extent that she interjects emotionally several 

times: "0 Hector, who weeps not to hear thy name!" 

(II.i.209); "Ah, how could poor Aeneas scape their 

hands?"(220); "0 end, Aeneas, I can hear no more!"(243). 
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Yet her final remark at the end of the scene deserves closer 

examination: 

0 had that ticing strumpet ne'er been born! 
Trojan, thy ruthful tale hath made me sad. 
Come, let us think upon some pleasing sport, 
To rid me from these melancholy thoughts. 

It is a curiously dismissive, inadequate response; she has 

been discomfited, and now seeks more pleasant distractions. 

In this respect she differs greatly from Virgil's Dido, who, 

in subsequent days we are told, 

wanted to repeat 
The banquet as before, to hear once more 
In her wild need the throes of Ilium, 
And once more hung on the narrator's words. 

(IV.107-10) 

Marlowe's Dido does not make that kind of emotional 

investment, nor does she display so deep an imaginative 

response. J.B. Steane notices this quality in Dido even 

before Aeneas has narrated his experiences: "When Dido 

commands him to describe the fall of Troy she does it with 

little imagination or sympathy, having only the curiosity of 

one who has heard several versions and now has the 

opportunity to hear an authentic account."11 

While Dido lacks depth, Aeneas if anything is too 

sensitive and reflective for the role of an epic hero. 

Outside Carthage's walls he "stands... amaz'd"(II.i.2) at 

the sight of a statue of Priam. Aeneas' response initially 

suggests a complete evasion of heroic responsibility, for 

1:1-Marlowe: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1964) 45. 
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it seems he wants to become, like Marvell's nymph, an 

artefact of eternal grief: 

0 my Achates, Theban Niobe, 
Who for her sons' death wept out life and breath, 
And, dry with grief, was turn'd into a stone, 
Had not such passions in her head as I. 
Methinks that town there should be Troy, yon Ida's 

hill, 
There Xanthus stream, because here's Priamus— 
And when I know it is not, then I die. 

(II.i.3-9) 

(Interestingly, Aeneas chooses to expose his weakness to 

another man, "my Achates," and in his identification with 

Niobe he thinks of har mourning for her sons but not for her 

daughters.) Achates initially chooses to share Aeneas' 

fantas^, commiserating with him in his grief: 

Ach. And in this humour is Achates too. 
I cannot choose but fall upon my knees, 
And kiss his hand. 0, where is Hecuba? 
Here she was wont to sit. 

(10-13) 

Yet Achates will only accept the illusion of art up to a 

point, and immediately proceeds to emphasize the reality of 

their situation: 

but, saving air, 
Is nothing here, and what is this but stone? 

(13-14) 

Aeneas, however, chooses to continue the fantasy to the 

extent that it clearly alarms Achates, although Aeneas now 

sees the statue as an inspiration to heroic action rather 

than a source of paralyzing grief: 

Aen. 0, yet this stone doth make Aeneas weep, 
And would my prayers, as Pygmalion's did, 
Could give it life, that under his conduct 
We might sail back to Troy, and be reveng'd 
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On those hard-hearted Grecians which rejoice 
That nothing now is left of Priamus! 
O, Priamus is left and this is he! 
Come, come aboard, pursue the hateful Greeks! 

Ach. What means Aeneas? 
Aen. Achates, though mine eyes say this is stone, 

Yet thinks my mind that this is Priamus. 
(15-25) 

Yet the heroic impulse is finally subsumed in an act of 

self-sacrifice that becomes really a desire for self-

annihilation, denying all past and future suffering: 

And when my grieved heart sighs and says no, 
Then would it leap out to give Priam life. 
0, were I not at all, so thou mightst be! 
Achates, see, King Priam wags his hand; 
He is alive; Troy is not overcome! 

Ach. Thy mind, Aeneas, that would have it so 
Deludes thy eyesight: Priamus is dead. 

(26-32) 

Mulryne and Fender claim that the treatment of Aeneas in 

this scene "involves a certain deflation of the hero" while 

at the same time "Our regard for him remains undiminished; 

the feelings his delusion expresses are entirely 

praiseworthy."12 Because of the deflation, "there enters 

into our relationship with [Aeneas] a distance that is also 

an uncertainty." The "uncertainty" referred to by Mulryne 

and Fender can be related to the critical dispute concerning 

whether Dido should be regarded as a burlesque of Virgil or 

as a serious tragedy (see "Marlowe and the 'Comic 

Distance'," 51-52). Mulryne and Fender, though they regard 

Dido as a failure, believe that Marlowe was attempting 

something quite sophisticated: 

"Marlowe and the 'Comic Distance'," 50. 
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Marlova's subject in Dido was the not entirely un-
Virgilian one of men who choose, but do not choose, 
their destiny. Aeneas is at once the noble leader 
of a people and the victim both of a destiny chosen 
for him and of the wayward impulses of his own 
fancies and of others. The gods reflect his ambivalent 
situation by being themselves powerful and petty, 
dedicated to noble causes and to trivial pursuits. 
The situation is an absurd one in that contrary 
estimates of every action are possible and patently 
self-cancelling. (52) 

While this is an accurate description of Aeneas' dilemma, I 

am not certain that Marlowe consciously set out to 

establish this vision of "absurdity" throughout the play; 

the last sentence quoted above makes me particularly uneasy, 

for it seems to attribute to Marlowe a kind of modern 

nihilism. As my discussion of the play's opening scene will 

indicate, I do feel the portrayal of the gods is intended 

to increase our detachment and encourage our judgement of 

the play's action. However, as with other of Marlowe's 

works, I do not believe that all the oddities of tone and 

behaviour can be ascribed to a careful and conscious attempt 

to manipulate audience response. 

Uncertainty of response in the statue scene arises, 

Mulryne and Fender argue, from the coexistence of the 

"deflation of the hero" with an invitation to closer 

identification, for in "a very 'modern' way, Marlowe invites 

us to share Aeneas' psychology"(50). Aeneas' weakness does 

indeed call our attention to the psychological meaning of 

the play, the hero's struggle for identity. Aeneas strongly 

identifies with Priam, King of Troy, and has difficulty in 
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now living without that source of identification: "Ah, Troy 

is sack'd, and Priamus is dead,/ And why should poor Aeneas 

be alive?" There is a quality of heroic loyalty, rather 

than simply weakness or foolishness, in this identification, 

and if we are tempted to see Aeneas as completely ridiculous 

in this scene we should remember that Virgil * s Aeneas as 

well is deeply moved by the images of Troy he finds engraved 

on Carthage's walls: 

"What spot on earth," 
He said, "what region of the earth, Achates, 
Is not full of the story of our sorrow? 
Look, here is Priam..." 

He broke off 
To feast his eyes and mind on a mere image, 
Sighing often, cheeks grown wet with tears. 

(1.624-34) 

Moreover, Marlowe has precluded our passing judgement on 

Aeneas as a dreamer by having his hero, on first appearance, 

exhibit common sense and sound leadership, as Smith points 

out: 

He is a man of action in a world of concrete 
realities.... [E]xhorting his companions to 
"Pluck up your hearts, since fate still rests our 
friends"(I.i.149), he turns his attention to the 
practical necessities of lighting a fire and of 
discovering the identity of the strange land to 
which the wind has driven their ships.13 

It therefore seems likely that Marlowe did not intend the 

scene involving Priam's statue primarily to undercut or 

ridicule Aeneas, but that the playwright has here begun to 

explore a theme dear to his heart and central to his work: 

13"Love Kindling Fire", 7. 
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humankind's imaginative enhancement of experience. The 

ambivalence evident in this scene recurs in Marlowe's 

later treatment of this subject, for the imagination can 

both help the individual come to terms with the suffering 

inherent in earthly experience as well as delude him into 

believing he can escape or evade heroic endeavour. 

In Aeneas' case, despite his temporary lapses, there 

seems to be a definite attempt to use the imagination 

constructively; the same cannot be said, however, for all 

the characters in the play. There is a short exchange in 

Act III which nicely contrasts Dido's imaginative response 

to experience with Aeneas'. As the hunting party traverses 

the wood in Ill.iii Achates remarks to Aeneas: 

As I remember, here you shot the deer 
That sav'd your famish'd soldiers' lives from death, 
When first you set your foot upon the shore, 
And here we met fair Venus, virgin-like, 
Bearing her bow and quiver at her back. 

Aeneas replies: 

0, how these irksome labours now delight 
And overjoy my thoughts with their escape! 
Who would not undergo all kind of toil 
To be well stor'd with such a winter's tale? 

(51-59) 

Aeneas finds imaginative consolation in a narrative which 

mirrors the sufferings he has experienced. Art for Aeneas, 

whether a narrative or a statue, gives meaning to 

experience, allowing him to reflect on his heroic project 

and come to terms with the sacrifices he must make. While 

Priam's statue brought him close to despair, it also 
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focussed his heroic energies—"Come, come aboard, pursue the 

hateful Greeks"(II.i.22)—and now the prospect of 

accumulating "winter's tales"—records of "irksome labours" 

undergone and overcome—provides him with a sense of 

accomplishment and presumably prepares him for future 

struggles. Dido's reaction to this, however, is simply, 

"Aeneas, leave these dumps and let's away." Oliver believes 

that "dumps" here must mean "reminiscences", "moods of 

reverie", since the "context makes it unlikely that the 

other sense of 'doleful dumps', is intended"(53). Yet it is 

possible that both meanings are intended; all this talk 

about irksome labour and undergoing "all kind of toil" has 

made Dido decidedly uncomfortable, and she cannot 

sympathize with anyone who would find anything positive in 

such experiences. To her, Aeneas* remarks are certainly 

doleful, and she wishes to hear nothing more of the kind. 

Not that Dido lacks imagination. Like Aeneas she 

indulges in fantasies which seem to temporarily loosen her 

hold on reality. Unlike Aeneas, who tries to use his 

imagination to help him come to terms with his 

responsibilities and the demands of experience, Dido uses 

hers more to escape contemplating these demands, to indulge 

instead in fantasies of complete personal control. As noted 

above, she attempts to impose the identity of Sichaeus upon 

Aeneas the moment she first meets him. Just before the 

consummation of their love in the cave, she again reverts to 
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this fantasy of her first husband: 

Sichaeus, not Aeneas, be thou call'd; 
The King of Carthage, not Anchises1 son. 
Hold, take these jewels at thy lover's hand, 
These golden bracelets, and this wedding-ring, 
Wherewith my husband woo'd me yet a maid. 

(III.iv.58-62) 

But now it is Dido doing the wooing; the fantasy increases 

her sense of control over the situation. When Aeneas is 

brought back by Anna after his first attempt to depart, and 

has made his questionable excuses, Dido deludes herself into 

believing that his heart belongs solely to her, and 

wilfully continues to fabricate the illusion of immortal 

love between them, even in the face of his plainly expressed 

doubts: 

Dido. O, how a crown becomes Aeneas' head! 
Stay here, Aeneas, and command as King. 

Aen. How vain am I to wear this diadem 
And bear this golden sceptre in my hand! 
A burgonet of steel and not a crown, 
A sword and not a sceptre fits Aeneas. 

Dido. 0 keep them still, and let me gaze my fill. 
Now looks Aeneas like immortal Jove: 

Ten thousand Cupids hover in the air 
And fan it in Aeneas' lovely face! 

Heaven, envious of our joys, is waxen pale, 
And when we whisper, then the stars fall down, 
To be partakers of our honey talk. 

(IV.iv.38-54) 

The fantasy is immediately reinforced, however, since 

Aeneas, swayed by the power of Dido's poetry, capitulates: 

"0 Dido, patroness of all our lives,/ When I leave thee, 

death be my punishment!"(55-56). To Dido's credit she is 
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not, even under the spell of Cupid's arrows,14 completely 

deluded. "Ay," she muses, "but it may be he will leave my 

love,/ And seek a foreign land call'd Italy... I must 

prevent him; wishing will not serve"(97-98, 104). She has 

Ascanius/Cupid taken to a country house and commands that 

Aeneas' oars, tackling and sails be brought to her. 

However, in her lengthy address to this gear (IV.iv.126-

65) we watch Dido vacillate curiously, disturbingly (since 

she appears to be losing control of her thought processes), 

between the imaginative and the practical, the metaphoric 

and the literal: 

And yet I blame thee [the oars] not, thou 
art but wood. 

The water which our poets term a nymph, 
Why did it suffer thee to touch her breast 
And shrunk not back, knowing my love was there? 
The water is an element, no nymph. 
Why should I blame Aeneas for his flight? 
O Dido, blame not him, but break his oars. 

(143-49) 

She refuses to blame Aeneas for his faithlessness, 

transferring her anger onto personified objects; yet at the 

same time (since she cannot really deny to herself the fact 

of his infidelity) she hates him for it: 

For tackling, let him take the chains of gold 
Which I bestow'd upon his followers; 

i4I would not argue, as some have, that Dido is simply 
a victim of the gods in the play. It is certainly her 
destiny to fall in love with Aeneas (just as it is his 
destiny eventually to found Rome); that (I believe) is what 
the role of Cupid symbolizes. However, it is not her 
destiny to be destroyed by this love; suicide is a choice 
she makes on her own. 

http://IV.iv.126
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Instead of oars, let him use his hands, 
And swim to Italy. I'll keep these sure. 

(161-64) 

She thus struggles to maintain a more realistic assessment 

of the situation. 

By the end of the play, after Aeneas' second (and 

final) departure, Dido appears, pathetically and movingly, 

to succumb completely to fantasies: 

Dido. 0 Anna, fetch Arion's harp, 
That I may tice a dolphin to the shore 
And ride upon his back unto my love! 
Look, sister, look, lovely Aeneas' ships! 

Now is he come on shore safe, without hurt. 

See where he comes; welcome, welcome, my love! 
Anna. Ah sister, leave these idle fantasies; 

Sweet sister cease; remember who you are! 
(V.i.248-63) 

In response to Anna's admonition, Dido temporarily recovers 

herself. But almost immediately she decides that the only 

way she can assert her identity and maintain her self-worth 

is, paradoxically, to kill herself: 

Dido I am, unless I be deceiv'd, 
And must I rave thus for a runagate? 
Must I make ships for him to sail away? 
Nothing can bear me to him but a ship, 
And he hath all my fleet. What shall I do, 
But die in fury of this oversight? 
I, I must be the murderer of myself. 

(264-70) 

Before she dies she prays to the gods that Carthage may be 

revenged upon the race which Aeneas will found. Dido thus 

finishes her life with the ultimate act of control which is 

also, of course, the ultimate act of surrender. 

It is, in fact, the intensity of this conflict which 
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she experiences between the need to control and the desire 

to relinquish control, between self-assertion and self-

surrender, which makes Dido, far more than Aeneas, the 

prototype of the later Marlovian heroes such as Faustus and 

Edward. While Aeneas is faced with the choice between 

heroic duty and romantic love, in both cases his actions are 

so largely determined by external agents (the gods, Dido) 

that an internal conflict between assertion and surrender 

is not fully realized. Most of the dramatic tension of the 

play arises from Dido's conflicts: her attempts to assert 

herself as queen and ruler of Carthage and her desire to 

surrender to her passion for a man who, ironically, turns 

out to need commanding more than he commands. This conflict 

develops gradually. When first stung by Cupid's dart she is 

afraid of giving herself away: 

Love, love give Dido leave 
To be more modest than her thoughts admit, 
Lest I be made a wonder to the world. 

(III.i.93-95) 

When Aeneas has examined the pictures of Dido's rejected 

suitors and exclaims, "0 happy shall he be whom Dido 

loves!"(III.i.167), Dido vacillates between pride and coy 

submissiveness: 

Then never say that thou art miserable, 
Because it may be thou shalt be my love. 
Yet boast not of it, for I love thee not— 
And yet I hate thee not. [Aside] 0, if I speak, 
I shall betray myself! 

(168-72) 

She later proves that as a queen she can be quite forceful, 
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even tyrannical, for when Anna asks whether the 

Carthaginians will complain if Aeneas marches (as Dido 

wishes) through the streets as "their sovereign lord," Dido 

replies: 

Those that dislike what Dido gives in charge 
Command my guard to slay for their offense. 
Small vulgar peasants storm at what I do? 
The ground is mine that gives them sustenance, 
The air wherein they breathe, the water, fire, 
All that they have, their lands, their goods, 

their lives; 
And I, the goddess of all these command 
Aeneas ride as Carthaginian King. 

(IV.iv.71-78) 

Yet when Aeneas wonders out loud about the other kingdom 

destiny has promised him, Dido quickly replies, "Speak of no 

other land, this land is thine;/ Dido is thine, henceforth 

I'll call thee lord." The almost absurd incongruity of this 

last line v/hen compared with the above speech creates not so 

much a burlesque effect but rather pathos, as we view a 

simultaneous (and hopeless) need both to rule and submit. 

This desire for both personal assertiveness and self-

surrender seems at last to be nicely resolved emblematically 

in Dido's evocation of the Icarus myth after Aeneas has 

sailed away: 

I'll frame me wings of wax like Icarus, 
And o'er his ships will soar unto the sun 
That they may melt and I fall in his arms. 

(V.i.243-45) 

But this, or course, is only another fantasy. 

While Dido is torn between a need both to rule and 

submit, her sense of "ruling" does not take into account to 
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any great degree her duties as a sovereign, for she is far 

more concerned with her personal needs than with her 

responsibilities as a queen. She tells Aeneas, "So thou 

wouldst prove as true as Paris did,/ Would, as fair Troy 

was, Carthage might be sack'd,/ And I be call'd a second 

Helena!"(V.i.146-48). She says to Anna, after Aeneas' 

second departure, "Now bring him back and thou shalt be a 

queen,/ And I will live a private life with him"(V.i.197-

98). Her attitude here, as Leech points out,15 looks 

forward to Edward II's: 

Make several kingdoms of this monarchy, 
And share it equally amongst you all 
So I may have some nook or corner left, 
To frolic with my dearest Gaveston. 

(I.iv.70-73) 

However, Dido, like Edward, could never really give up the 

power and privilege which go hand in hand with great 

responsibility. She insists on having her own way, and in 

her egotism she cannot even entertain the existence of any 

will greater than her own, or one which would contradict 

hers: 

Aen. 0 Queen of Carthage, wert thou ugly-black 
Aeneas could not choose but hold thee dear; 
Yet must he not gainsay the Gods' behest. 

Dido. The Gods? What Gods be those that seek my 
death? 

(V.i.125-28) 

She cannot conceive of any universal order that would 

require her to sacrifice her own demands for a greater good. 

15Christopher Marlowe: Poet for the Stage, ed. Anne 
Lancashire (New York: AMS Press, 1986) 39. 
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The basic illusion under which Dido operates, then, is 

the paradoxical dream of control without sacrifice, or power 

without responsibility. This fantasy of absolute control 

finds expression in the play's opening scene, where Jupiter 

promises Ganymede he will allow him to "Control proud fate, 

and cut the thread of time"(I.i.29); ironically, such power 

would be granted by Jupiter and exercised by the boy in a 

state of perpetual sensual indulgence. As Smith points out, 

Marlowe is 

describing, with a zestful amusement which 
assumes a drastic irony in the context of the 
whole play, one kind of love. Jupiter's major 
fault in Dido is not that he should love a boy, 
but that his amours should promote in him lethargy, 
apathy, irresponsibility and inattention to duty.... 
Love draws him, as it does the mortals he would 
control, away from the practical problems and 
duties of the real world to a life in an illusory 
world of his own construction.16 

We question the validity of Jupiter's promises in the light 

of Ganymede's retort, "I am much better for your worthless 

love"(3) and the boy's claim that Juno gave him a rap on the 

head that "made the blood run down about mine ears"(8). The 

sudden, realistic evocation of human suffering and injury in 

these lines clashes strongly with Jupiter's images of God­

like control, such as his driving back the horses of the 

night (26) to prolong their love-making. And Jupiter is 

finally called back from romantic indulgence to a sense of 

duty by, ironically, the Goddess of Love, who chides him in 

"Love Kindling Fire". 50-51. 
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very un-Virgilian tones: "Ay, this is it! You can sit toying 

there/ And playing with that female wanton boy"(50-51). 

Yet Jupiter's reply (82-108) concerning the fulfilment of 

Aeneas* destiny and the founding of Rome is delivered with 

all the dignity and grandeur we could expect from the ruler 

of the gods; the speech is a convincing refutation of Venus' 

provoking remark that Aeneas might as well die "Since that 

religion hath no recompense"(81). Despite Venus' 

incredulity after this speech—"How may I credit these thy 

flattering terms"—Marlowe, unlike Virgil, actually 

increases Jupiter's concern and involvement by having the 

god directly order Aeolus to stop the storm, whereas in the 

Aeneid Neptune performs this function even before the 

Venus-Jupiter confrontation. 

Such words and action on Jupiter's part should make us 

hesitate to agree with those critics who suggest Marlowe's 

main purpose is to depreciate the gods. Don Cameron Allen, 

for example, believes that Dido clearly reveals Marlowe's 

"characteristic attitude towards those who think that there 

is a divinity that shapes our ends. In his poetic 

philosophy men are surely better than their gods and have 

only one mortal weakness: they lend their ears and their 

hearts to the advice and direction of the silly hulks they 

have themselves created."17 The later action of the play 

17"Marlowe's Dido and the Tradition," Essays on 
Shakespeare and Elizabethan Drama in Honor of Hardin Craig, 
ed. Richard Hosley (Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1962) 68. 
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does not, however, prove that humankind is better than the 

gods; if anything, Dido is worse than Jupiter, since while 

the god eventually resumes his responsibility, she 

permanently abandons hers. Though there is undoubtedly a 

disarming mixture of jocular and dignified tones in the 

opening scene, the artistic intent is to make the audience 

detached enough to sit in judgement not so much on the gods 

as on the human attitudes explored in the play. Marlowe 

took advantage of the anthropomorphic tradition in the myths 

of the Roman deities to present us in the prologue with an 

ironic mirror of humankind's dreams of unlimited, God-like 

powers and desires. If even Jupiter must eventually smarten 

up and attend to his duties—"Come, Ganymede, we must about 

this gear"—in order to ensure the fulfilment of destiny, 

how much less likely is it that a mere mortal like Dido can 

wilfully realize her own illusions in opposition to reality 

and fate. It is not so much the gods as humankind's 

conceptions of the gods (the projection through myth of the 

fantasy of absolute control) which Marlowe ridicules. 

In all fairness to Dido, she is not the only character 

in the play who retreats from life into a self-deluding 

fantasy world. The scene between the Nurse and 

Cupid/Ascanius (IV.v) provides us with another ironic mirror 

of Dido's dilemma: Cupid's beauty has reawakened sexual 

desire in the old woman, and like Dido she vacillates 
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between the realistic and the fantastic in attempting to 

control her response: 

Blush, blush for shame, why shouldst thou think 
of love? 

A grave and not a lover fits thy age. 
A grave? Why? I may live a hundred years: 
Fourscore is but a girl's age; love is sweet. 
My veins are wither'd, and my sinews dry; 
Why do I think of love, now I should die? 

(29-34) 

In the end she comes down on the side of delusion, her last 

words referring, presumably, to a wholly imaginary lover: 

"Well, if he come a-wooing, he shall speed:/ 0 how unwise 

was I to say him nay!"(36-37). 

This scene does not reflect only upon Dido's behaviour; 

in the subsequent action we find Aeneas himself indulging in 

a purely escapist fantasy. Having earlier been commanded by 

Hermes "in a dream"(IV.iii.3) to resume his voyage to Italy 

(a dream which may be construed as another example of 

positive imagination encouraging heroic action), Aeneas 

succumbs to Dido's spell and begins to take part in the 

construction of a new city: 

Carthage shall vaunt her petty walls no more, 
For I will grace them with a fairer frame 
And clad her in a crystal livery 
Wherein the day may evermore delight; 
From golden India Ganges will I fetch 
Whose wealthy streams may wait upon her towers 
And triple-wise entrench her round about; 
The sun from Egypt shall rich odours bring 
Wherewith his burning beams, like labouring bees 
That load their thighs with Hybla's honey's spoils, 
Shall here unburden their exhaled sweets 
And plant [furnish] our pleasant suburbs with her 

fumes. 
(V.i.4-15) 
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The intense lyricism, the surreal intensity, of the passage 

makes clear that Aeneas' mind is not bent on the practical 

aspects of urban planning or nation-building; he has entered 

a dream-world. The paradisaical quality in his vision of 

Carthage finds expression elsewhere in the play: Venus lays 

the sleeping Ascanius in a grove "with sweet-smelling 

violets,/ Blushing roses, purple hyacinth"(II.i.318-19), 

where he spends most of the play in "cooling shades/ Free 

from the murmur of these running streams"(334-35); and the 

Nurse promises Cupid/Ascanius a country-house with "an 

orchard that hath store of plums,/ Brown almonds, services 

[pear-trees], ripe figs, and dates,/ Dewberries, apples, 

yellow oranges" and a "garden where are bee-hives full of 

honey,/ Musk-roses, and a thousand sort of flowers,/ ... in 

the midst [of which] doth run a silver stream"(IV.v.4-9). 

The play is thus punctuated with references to idyllic 

scenes which contrast sharply with the images of war, 

suffering, and destruction. This pastoral strand woven 

through the epic tapestry contributes to a sense of longing, 

a desire for release and escape, in the emotional texture of 

the play. 

Aeneas' apparent "weakness" is therefore perhaps not so 

surprising or incongruous with respect to the overall tone 

of the play. Carthage holds much the same attraction for 

him as the Bower of Bliss for Verdant. He in fact receives 

the kind of advice from Achates which one might expect Guyon 
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to give Verdant: 

Banish that ticing dame from forth your mouth, 
And follow your foreseeing stars in all; 
This is no life for men-at-arms to live, 
Where dalliance doth consume a soldier's strength, 
And wanton motions of alluring eyes 
Effeminate our minds inur'd to war. 

(IV.iii.31-36) 

Aeneas, however, seems to have great difficulty following 

this advice—"I fain would go, yet beauty calls me 

back"(46)—and when Dido convinces him to stay he exclaims 

in her arms: "This is the harbour that Aeneas seeks,/ Let's 

see what tempests can annoy me now"(IV.iv.59-60). Therefore 

what he feared during his first attempt at departure has 

come true: 

Her silver arms will coll [hug, encircle] me 
round about 

And tears of pearl cry, 'Stay, Aeneas, stay!' 
Each word she says will then contain a crown, 
And every speech be ended with a kiss. 

(IV.iii.51-54) 

Everywhere in Dido we find the idea of being 

surrounded, protected, enclosed, contained. This idea is 

expressed in various images of enclosure throughout, the 

play. References to walls, for example, occur frequently. 

As William Godshalk suggests, "the image is taken from the 

Aeneid,"18 where it also recurs frequently. When Virgil's 

Aeneas first sees Carthage under construction, he remarks, 

"How fortunate these are/ Whose city walls are rising here 

and now!"(1.595-96); it is the desire to be through with the 

-^"Marlowe's Dido. Queen of Carthage," ELH 38 (1971): 
16. 
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heroic struggle, to have achieved the final resting-place 

now. In Marlowe, Ganymede says he was brought to Jove 

"wall'd-in with eagle's wings"(I.i.20) to spend a life of 

ease in the god's "bright arms"(22). Troy, of course, falls 

because Priam "Enforc'd a wide breach in that rampir'd 

wall"(II.i.174). Before the lovers' consummation in the 

cave, Aeneas promises, "Never to leave these new-upreared 

walls/ Whiles Dido lives and rules in Juno's town" 

(III.iv.48-49), but Hermes persuades him to go to Italy to 

build finally, as Jupiter prophesies to Venus, "those fair 

walls I promis'd him of yore"(I.i.85). Godshalk argues 

that "'wall' becomes a significant image, conveying its 

traditional suggestions of safety, integrity, and unity,"19 

yet he misses the ironic implication of some of these 

images. As we have seen, Ganymede "wall'd-in with eagle's 

wings" is not as safe as he would like to be. And Aeneas' 

projected "crystal" wails around Carthage, because of their 

inherent fragility, suggest a sense of false security or 

integrity. 

The cave is another enclosure in the play with negative 

implications. Godshalk, adopting an approach of which 

Kuriyama would approve, suggests "one might see Aeneas' 

entry into the cave with Dido as a symbol, not so much of 

"Marlowe's Dido, Queen of Carthage," 16. 
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sexual union, as of reabsorption into the maternal womb"20 

since the queen insists so strongly on imposing a new 

identity (Sichaeus) on Aeneas. Marjorie Garber, in her 

essay "Closure and Enclosure in Marlowe,"21 sees the cave as 

an emblem of Dido's attempt to encircle and enclose, but 

the lovers' exchange before they enter suggests "the irony 

of [Dido's] situation, the binder bound": 

Dido. Tell me, dear love, how found you out this 
cave? 

Aen. By chance, sweet Queen, as Mars and Venus met. 
Dido. Why, that was in a net, where we are loose; 

And yet I am not free—0 would I were! 
(III.iv.3-6) 

As Garber explains, "In her innocence, Dido thinks her lack 

of freedom comes from the need to tell her love; in fact, 

the net of passion holds her, and cannot hold Aeneas"(7). 

The "binder," however, continues her attempts to 

enclose, and her fantasies of absolute control often involve 

images of enclosure: 

0 that I had a charm to keep the winds 
Within the closure of a golden ball, 
Or that the Tyrrhene sea were in mine arms, 
That he might suffer shipwrack on my breast 
As oft as he attempts to hoist up sail! 

(IV.iv.99-103) 

In her desperation she even goes so far as to imagine Aeneas 

both sailing for Italy and simultaneously remaining a 

prisoner in her room in the palace: 

2U"Marlowe's Dido, Queen of Carthage," 8. 

21Two Renaissance Mythmakers, ed. Alvin Kernan 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977) . 
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I'll hang ye [the sails] in the chamber where 
I lie. 

Drive, if you can, my house to Italy: 
I'11 set the casement open that the winds 
May enter in and once again conspire 
Against the life of me, poor Carthage Queen; 
But, though he go, he stays in Carthage still, 
And let rich Carthage fleet upon the seas, 
So I may have Aeneas in my arms. 

(IV.iv.128-35) 

The irony of her fantasy underlines the hopelessness and the 

potential destructiveness of her unlimited wilfulness. The 

binder is, in the end, bound indeed, for Dido at last 

chooses what Garber terms "the ultimate enclosure of the 

funeral pyre."22 Dido is thus finally contained in an 

emblem which literalizes her fiery passion, a state she has 

described earlier in response to Aeneas' question about whom 

she loves: 

The man that I do eye where'er I am, 
Whose amorous face, like Paean, sparkles fire, 
When as he butts his beams on Flora's bed. 
Prometheus hath put on Cupid's shape, 
And I must perish in his burning arms-
Aeneas, 0 Aeneas, quench these flames. 

(III.iv.17-22) 

Dido's tragedy is that such flames of passion have been 

raised by a man incapable of quenching them, a man who does 

not in fact "burn" nearly as much as she imagines. Dido is 

deluded when she implies that Aeneas will be able to 

"balance [her] content"(III.iv.35). Whether "content" 

suggests the "pleasure she might have in the relationship" 

"Closure and Enclosure in Marlowe," 8. 
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or "what is contained in [her]; what [she] can offer,"23 

Dido certainly finds no balance in Aeneas. His will simply 

cannot, could not ever, equal hers. 

Although I have laboured thus far to exonerate the hero 

from some of the more serious charges laid against him, it 

must be admitted that Aeneas' characterization constitutes 

the most problematic element of the play. Particularly 

during the scene (IV.iv) after his first attempt at 

departure, Aeneas' vacillation borders on the ludicrous, and 

the play comes perilously close, though unintentionally I 

think, to burlesque. Part of Marlowe's difficulty may be 

related to what A.J.A. Waldock identifies as Milton's 

problem in Paradise Lost: the author has expanded his source 

at various points and raised awkward questions about human 

motivation and emotional response which the original author 

avoided. The careful reader of Book IV of the Aeneid will 

notice how surprisingly reticent Virgil is concerning 

Aeneas' thoughts and feelings towards Dido during their 

affair. The consummation, swiftly narrated by the epic 

voice, takes place in the cave with no speeches—no promises 

or protestations of love—and Virgil does not prolong the 

desertion by having Aeneas fail in his first attempt at 

departure. Thus, while Aeneas' essential ambivalence 

remains—Dido calls him "two-faced man"(417) and he can only 

counter, rather weakly, "I sail for Italy not of my own free 

230liver, 56. 
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will"(499)—Virgil deliberately restricts that part of his 

narrative which reflects badly, from the point of view of 

the romantic reader, on his hero. Marlowe, on the other 

hand, under the demands of dramatic dialogue and action, 

expands this part of the narrative, making the situation 

which Mulryne and Fender call "an absurd one" that much more 

so. 

Yet Marlowe's failure results only partly from his 

expansion of the source material. The playwright, I 

suspect, identifies more closely with Dido than with 

Aeneas,24 probably because he has an easier time imagining 

a male love-object than a female one. It is therefore 

Dido's romantic passion that truly inspires him, even while 

her love-object seems unimpressive at times. Moreover, 

Marlowe, with Dido, does not feel particularly attracted to 

the kind of man who would willingly undergo all sorts of 

toil to be well-stored with a winter's tale. Morally, the 

playwright recognizes the need to accept life's necessary 

2 4I would, however, stress that Marlowe also identifies 
(though not as strongly) with Aeneas, partly for the reasons 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter (Aeneas is the 
"adolescent" still struggling to fashion his own identity). 

Marlowe's double identification with both Dido and 
Aeneas also brings to mind Kocher's conclusion to his 
discussion of Tamburlaine: "...Tamburlaine is wrestling with 
God, from whom he cannot escape. He must conquer God, or 
else succeed in feeling that he stands in a special relation 
of favor to Him. And so perhaps it was with Marlowe"(103). 
Aeneas, as the subject of anxious solicitation from the 
gods, is the one who stands in a special relation to the 
divine power. Dido, with her disbelief that there can exist 
a greater will in the world than her own, is the one who 
wishes to challenge the gods' dominion. 
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trials and tribulations, but emotionally, artistically, he 

would rather play at a different kind of game. Thus 

Jupiter, in his speech of prophecy, refers to "bright 

Ascanius" as "beauty's better work/ Who with the Sun 

divides one radiant shape"(I.i.96-97). Ascanius, the god 

foretells: 

Shall build his throne amidst those starry towers 
That earth-born Atlas groaning underprops; 
No bounds but heaven shall bound his empery, 
Whose azur'd gates, enchased with his name, 
Shall make the morning haste her grey uprise 
To feed her eyes with his engraven fame. 

(98-103) 

Ascanius' enclosure becomes the whole created universe 

conceived of as a work of art; it is a setting for the jewel 

of his glory or fame ("enchased," 1. 101, can mean to place 

a jewel in a setting, as well as to enclose, engrave). 

Marlowe's preference for Ascanius as "beauty's better work" 

(a phrase not in Virgil) may indicate the playwright's own 

homoerotic tendencies, which will become more apparent in 

his later works. More importantly, the image is in a sense 

Marlowe's personal indulgence in the kind of fantasy the 

play exposes, for there is no recognition of the struggle or 

suffering Ascanius will undergo before becoming this great 

and mighty emperor. (As far as Dido goes, we know that 

Ascanius spends the major part of the action in an 

unconscious stupor in Venus' grove.) The image of 

Ascanius* final triumph, then, is very much another dream of 

obtaining power without paying the price. While Marlowe 
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recognizes this dream as a fantasy or impossibility, it 

nevertheless maintains a strong hold over his imagination 

and the imagination of his later characters. 

There is another reason why Marlowe's characterization 

of Aeneas is not successful. In the Aeneid narrative the 

hero eventually resumes the heroic struggle, goes off in the 

voyage of self-assertion, paradoxically in compliance with 

the commands of the gods, but Marlowe's mind is far more 

engaged by characters who assert themselves in defiance of 

destiny or traditional modes of conduct, for then the heroic 

project is entirely their own. The playwright's next hero, 

almost it seems in compensation for Aeneas, is much more 

consistent (and unorthodox) in his campaign of self-

assertion, and much more brutally successful in his 

resistance to beauty's powerful glance. 



Chapter 3: Tamburlaine the Great 

The two parts of Tamburlaine constitute an extremely 

controversial play, what Catherine Belsey calls "a 

notoriously plural text."1 Mulryne and Fender remark that 

"Critical dispute about the play, too familiar to summarize, 

centres round whether we 'blame' or 'sympathize with' the 

hero."2 This statement does not quite cover the entire 

controversy, for there is also the question of whether 

Marlowe intended such a divided response and, if so, to what 

purpose. Mulryne and Fender in fact offer an answer to this 

question, since they argue that Marlowe deliberately 

"develops and sustains an ambivalent attitude to 

Tamburlaine" in order to "produce in the audience a state of 

mind that is at once contradictory and yet profoundly true 

of thinking and feeling about the play's central topic, the 

fulfilment of will"(53-54). Other critics, though their 

numbers seem to have decreased in recent years, do not 

believe that Marlowe in Tamburlaine is in control of the 

ambiguities of his text. C.L. Barber claims that the play 

•'-The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and Difference in 
Renaissance Drama (London: Methuen, 1985) 29. 

2"Marlowe and the 'Comic Distance'," Christopher 
Marlowe: Mermaid Critical Commentaries, ed. Brian Morris 
(London: Ernest Benn, 1968) 54. 

56 
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"is deeply naive, a drama written partly in defiance and 

partly in ignorance of the limits of art. One way to 

describe Tamburlaine is to say that it is based on an 

unacknowledged pact, the author's identification with his 

protagonist, for the enjoyment of unacknowledged magic."3 

More recently Constance Kuriyama has argued that it is 

"fatal to approach this play with the conviction that the 

author is a totally conscious creator";4 for her, 

Tamburlaine renders experience in terms "that all seem 

ultimately related to a basic preoccupation with sexual 

identity," and she hypothesizes that "the authorial mental 

state" is "one of intense conflict of a marked homosexual 

character"(19). 

A good case for Marlowe as a highly conscious craftsman 

in Tamburlaine can be made by first examining closely the 

prologue to Part One: 

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.5 

3"The Death of Zenocrate: 'Conceiving and Subduing 
Both'," Literature and Psychology 16 (1966): 16. 

4Hammer or Anvil: Psychological Patterns in Christopher 
Marlowe's Plays (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1980) 8. 

5Ali quotations of the play are from Tamburlaine the 
Great, ed. J.S. Cunningham, Revels Plays (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins UP, 1981). 
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As Robert Kimbrough points out, this last line 

should not be taken as a typical Elizabethan 
plea for applause. Because it comes at the 
beginning of the play and because of the way in 
which the play develops, it is meant to suggest 
that within pageantry and through amazing rhetoric, 
the play will present a study of a grand figure 
in action, judgment of whom is left to the 
viewers.6 

The fact that judgment is left, almost as a challenge, to 

the audience suggests that Marlowe was well aware that there 

is more than one way to view Tamburlaine, and that those 

viewers not wholly dominated by one particular response 

would react ambivalently to the hero. The question is, to 

what moral or artistic end has Marlowe sought to create such 

a response? Furthermore, do Marlowe's intentions concerning 

our response to the hero represent the entire "meaning" of 

the play, or are we still inclined, with Kuriyama, to look 

for "unconscious meaning"? 

Recently the new historicist critics have offered one 

strategy for coping with the question of divided response. 

Belsey believes that the play does not answer questions such 

as whether we are to regard Tamburlaine as "a popular hero 

or an imperial tyrant" but "poses them with a certain 

sharpness to an Elizabethan society preparing to embark on a 

series of colonialist adventures."7 This view may well have 

been influenced by Stephen Greenblatt, who begins his 

6"1 Tamburlaine: A Speaking Picture in a Tragic Glass," 
Renaissance Drama 7 (1964): 22. 

7The Subject of Tragedy, 29. 
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chapter "Marlowe and the Will to Absolute Play" with an 

account of the gratuitous destruction of an African village 

by English explorers. Greenblatt concludes: 

If we want to understand the historical matrix 
of Marlowe's achievement, the analogue to Tam­
burlaine 's restlessness, aesthetic sensitivity, 
appetite, and violence, we might look not at the 
playwright's literary sources... but at the 
acquisitive energies of English merchants, entre-
peneurs, and adventurers.8 

A.D. Wraight calls attention to an even more convincing 

historical analogue to Tamburlaine's exploits by pointing 

out the parallel between Tamburlaine's siege of Damascus and 

Raleigh's actions at the siege of Fort Del Ore in Ireland. 

Quoting from Eleanor Grace Clark,9 Wraight summarizes the 

incident thus: 

Hooker, in his continuation of Holinshed, describes 
the slaughter of 400 Spaniards and Italians who were 
assisting the Irish rebels, and who held out although 
repeatedly called to surrender until they 

'began to fear, somewhat prophetically, that what 
they had built for a garrison would prove their 
monument, and they should be buried alive in the 
ruins of it. Therefore, finding no succours arrive, 
they beat a parley, and hung out the white flag, 
crying out, Misericordia, misericordia. But the 
deputy would not listen to any treaty with the 
confederates of traitors and rebels.' 

Ralegh, with Macworth, was placed by Lord Grey, then 
Lord Deputy of Ireland, in charge of the brutal 
massacre that followed, in which not even the women 

8Renaissance Self-Fashioning (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 
1980) 194. 

9Ralegh and Marlowe (New York: Fordham UP, 1941) 229-
30. 
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were spared.10 

While these historical analogues are extremely interesting 

and may very well have influenced, even inspired, Marlowe in 

his creation of Tamburlaine, we must seriously question 

whether the playwright's primary moral purpose was, as 

Belsey suggests, to promote contemplation among the more 

thoughtful Elizabethans about the social and ethical 

implications of colonialism. If Marlowe's challenge to the 

audience were of that nature, surely the text would offer 

more evidence of an authorial concern with political and 

social policy with respect to colonial expansion. The hero 

may conquer, murder, and pillage, but there is nothing in 

the play to suggest that such action constitutes a critique 

of Elizabethan or European colonial policy. Tamburlaine is 

not directly concerned with the challenges of colonization; 

nor do the hero's conquests seem even remotely related to 

this topic, since the outsider Tamburlaine represents no 

particular national or collective viewpoint. He does not 

"stand for" anything except his own aspirations. 

Tamburlaine, in fact, does not seem to be about social 

or political reality at all. The responsibility of rule, 

the relationship between king and commons, foreign policy— 

these are questions hardly even raised by the play, let 

alone seriously explored. As Richard A. Martin argues, the 

10In Search of Christopher Marlowe (London: Macdonald & 
Co., 1965) 135. 
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world of Tamburlaine lies closer to romance than realistic 

fiction. In romance "the imagination masters reality, and 

earthly glory becomes the medium of a limitless fulfillment 

of desire."11 In Tamburlaine the "language transforms the 

material world into art... and generates in the spectator a 

willing enthusiasm for the quest for an earthly crown"(251). 

Though this "notoriously plural text" may be interpreted in 

a variety of (often very interesting) ways, I believe that 

the true "inspiration" of the work lies in the Hermetic and 

neo-Platonic thought discussed in my Introduction. 

Tamburlaine seems Marlowe's test-case for the idea of man as 

a sublime poet who "does not limit himself to writing words 

of ink on perishable paper" but "writes real things in the 

grand and living book of the universe." The most 

fascinating effect of the Tamburlaine plays is that they set 

our minds to work on the question of what exactly 

constitutes "real things" in the play—and, ultimately, in 

real life as well. 

One of the critical commonplaces about Tamburlaine— 

that the play draws a parallel between rhetorical skill and 

personal power, between the word and the sword—has been 

reexamined in recent years by critics such as Martin, Judith 

H"Marlowe's Tamburlaine and the Language of Romance," 
PMLA 93 (1978): 248. 
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Weil,12 and Johannes Birringer.13 These critics all see the 

play as an exploration of the power of the imagination, 

although they offer different theories concerning the extent 

to which the play exposes, or intends to expose, the failure 

or even the foolishness of human imagining. Since it is 

Tamburlaine*s imagination which dominates in the play, we 

are in a sense thrown back to the question of whether we 

sympathize with or blame the hero. With respect to this 

question, it is my belief (and here I am in general 

agreement with Weil) that the play introduces a steady 

stream of ironies (some of which may register with the 

audience retroactively) which gradually override our 

sympathies with and encourage our detachment from the 

hero.14 Whereas Martin argues that the power of imagination 

to "master" reality is not called into question until Part 

Two, it is actually questioned (though fairly subtly at 

first) early in Part One, and both parts of Tamburlaine 

together must be regarded as a tragedy of "the consequences 

12Christopher Marlowe: Merlin's Prophet (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1977). 

13Marlowe's Dr Faustus and Tamburlaine: Theological and 
Theatrical Perspectives (Frankfurt: Verlag Peter Lang, 1984). 

14I am aware of the dangers inherent in any discussion 
of "audience" response, since the critic assumes a consensus 
of response among a group of individuals (either, in this 
case, Elizabethan or modern) who could very well differ 
greatly in their tastes and appreciations. Nevertheless, a 
critic must argue from the evidence s/he chooses to present 
what s/he feels would constitute a probable response for a 
majority of people. 
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of human imagining."15 

Returning to the prologue once more, we find in fact 

that the potential for irony is introduced with the play's 

opening words. For one thing, the prologue promises that 

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.... 

Yet, as Birringer points out,16 the play which has 

"announced itself in the heroic mode" immediately presents 

us with the clownage it has promised to eschew. The figure 

of the effete and rhetorically inept Mycetes easily becomes 

the butt (literally) of Cosroe's jokes: 

Mycetes. Well, here I swear by this my royal seat— 
Cosroe. You may do well to kiss it then. 

(1 I.i.97-98) 

He even speaks in rhymes which, if not exactly the "jigging 

veins" of a poulter's measure derided by the prologue, 

nevertheless serve to render his rhetoric fatuous: 

Return with speed, time passeth swift away, 
Our life is frail, and we may die today. 

(67-68) 

But the play's opening lines introduce a greater irony, 

inherent in the equation of rhetoric and personal might: 

...you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine 
Threat'ning the world with high astounding terms 
And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword. 

Notice that these lines do not introduce a second verb to 

±bCunningham's phrase in his introduction (38) to 
describe Judith Weil's approach in Merlin's Prophet. 

'Marlowe's Dr Faustus and Tamburlaine, 57. 
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correspond to the second participial phrase; we shall "hear" 

Tamburlaine threatening the world with high astounding 

terms, but we shall not "see" him scourging kingdoms. We 

shall only hear, or hear about, him doing that as well. In 

other words, the prologue subtly suggests that Tamburlaine 

will be all talk and no action, which in fact is very much 

what happens throughout both parts. It is unfortunate that 

so few of us have ever seen Tamburlaine (or any of Marlowe's 

plays except Doctor Faustus) performed, since the power of 

Marlowe's rhetoric often influences us to view the 

characters in ways which the physical presentation of the 

drama on stage might very well alter. Readers of 

Tamburlaine will no doubt remember the hero as the 

invincible conqueror, but do we ever see him conquer anyone 

on stage? Surprisingly, no. In fact, Marlowe is very 

careful to deny us the kind of combat scenes that 

Shakespeare provides between Hal and Hotspur, Macduff and 

Macbeth, or Edmund and Edgar. Tamburlaine's first potential 

battle, towards which the play has built up a great deal of 

suspense, is postponed in a manner that, in spite of the 

hero's subsequent rhetorical triumph, seems inescapably 

bathetic: 

Tamburlaine. Then shall we fight courageously with 
them, 

Or look you I should play the orator? 
Techelles. No: cowards and faint-hearted runaways 

Look for orations when the foe is near. 
Our swords shall play the orators for us. 

Usumcasane. Come, let us meet them at the mountain 
top, 
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And with a sudden and an hot alarm 
Drive all their horses headlong down the hill. 

Techelles. Come, let us march. 
Tamburlaine. Stay, Techelles, ask a parley first. 

(1 I.ii.128-37) 

The first "battle scene" in Tamburlaine involves nothing 

more than the farcical exchange between Tamburlaine and 

Mycetes concerning who gets to keep the crown. The 

encounter concludes: 

Tamburlaine. Well, I mean you shall have it 
[the crown] again. 

Here, take it for a while, I lend it thee, 
Till I may see thee hemmed with armed men. 
Then shalt thou see me pull it from thy head: 
Thou art no match for mighty Tamburlaine. 

[Exit.] 
Mycetes. 0 gods, is this Tamburlaine the thief? 

I marvel much he stole it not away. 
(l I.iv.37-43) 

Obviously, a battle between Tamburlaine and Mycetes would be 

beneath the hero and would do nothing to prove his prowess; 

yet we never do see him defeat the king while the latter is 

"hemmed with armed men." Cosroe is defeated off-stage and 

attributes his demise to Tamburlaine, but also, it seems, to 

Theridamas (1 II.vii.1-6). When Zenocrate's betrothed, the 

King of Arabia, enters mortally wounded near the end of Part 

One, he does not, as one might expect in a heroic-romantic 

context, ascribe his defeat to the mighty Tamburlaine, but 

to the "infamous tyrant's soldiers" (V.i.405). The only 

time we see Tamburlaine in military action in either part is 

the battle with Bajazeth in Part One; after we have observed 
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Zenocrate and Zabina "tirad[ing] like fishwives,"17 Bajazeth 

briefly flies across the stage pursued by Tamburlaine. Such 

action, like the king-drawn chariot in Part Two, would 

inevitably border on the comic or ludicrous; it is unlikely 

that a director could manage the scene in such a way as to 

avoid inducing laughter from the audience. 

There is also, in Part One, a structure of parallel 

scenes which begins to make the whole idea of "rhetorical 

prowess" ridiculous. Bajazeth, like Tamburlaine, speaks in 

a mighty line (see 1 III.i.1-40) but his rhetorical excesses 

are rapidly exposed by the sycophantic affirmations he 

receives from his followers: 

Argier. They say he is a king of Persia— 
But if he dare attempt to stir your siege 
'Twere requisite he should be ten times more, 
For all flesh quakes at your magnificence. 

Bajazeth. True, Argier, and tremble at my looks. 
Morocco. The spring is hindered by your smothering 

host, 
For neither rain can fall upon the earth 
Nor sun reflex his virtuous beams thereon, 
The ground is mantled with such multitudes. 

Bajazeth. All this is true as holy Mahomet, 
And all the trees are blasted with our 

breaths. 
(1 III.i.45-55) 

The heroic defiance of the Soldan is even more seriously 

undercut in his exchange with the messenger at the beginning 

of IV.i; after he attempts to rouse the Egyptians and the 

messenger speaks fearfully of the "frowning looks of 

Tamburlaine"(13), the Soldan replies: 

1'Harry Levin, Christopher Marlowe: The Overreacher 
(1952; rpt. London: Faber & Faber, 1961) 65. 
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Villain, I tell thee, were that Tamburlaine 
As monstrous as Gorgon, prince of hell, 
The Soldan would not start a foot from him. 
But speak, what power hath he? 

The strong suggestion of doubt in the final query 

immediately, and rather comically, deflates the Soldan's 

courageous stance. On one level these examples certainly 

reflect well on Tamburlaine by demonstrating his verbal 

superiority. However, at the same time they have the 

unsettling effect of demonstrating that vaunts and boasts 

are, after all, only just that, so much hot air, and 

gradually encourage us to question our admiration for 

Tamburlaine's rhetorical power. 

What then is our final response to Tamburlaine's 

military prowess? We cannot say it becomes laughable, 

because thousands of people die, if not at Tamburlaine's 

hands, then at the hands of his soldiers. Yet such horror 

is strangely tempered by a sense of unreality in the play. 

When Tamburlaine cuts his arm as an example to his sons, he 

exclaims: 

View me, thy father, that hath conquered kings 
And with his host marched round about the earth 
Quite void of scars and clear from any wound, 
That: by the wars lost not a dram of blood, 
And see him lance his flesh to teach you all. 

(2 III.ii.110-14) 

Amazing, we think to ourselves, Tamburlaine has come through 

all his battles without a scratch. How is this possible, we 

wonder? And if it were possible, what could this man 

possibly know about the "fear of wounds," of the sufferings 
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of war? What could he possibly know about the processes of 

experience which go on in the real world? What could he 

possibly teach his sons, who are (unlike their father) 

human? They do, in fact, seem to occupy a world more real 

than their father's, which in Part Two gradually begins to 

displace the Tamburlaine world. To borrow from Frye's 

theory of modes, the play seems at times a curious mixture 

of romance and low mimetic. (The incongruency is 

particularly evident in Part Two when Olympia achieves her 

heart's desire—the release of her "troubled soul" from the 

"prison" of her body [IV.ii.33 ff.] by making Theridamas 

believe in something as patently unreal as a magical 

ointment.) But is Tamburlaine's world truly romantic? That 

is, is it imagination mastering reality, or only imagination 

masquerading as reality, acting as a substitute for it? It 

is (and I think we become more aware of this fact as the 

play progresses), a denial of reality in which Tamburlaine 

perversely attempts to become the all-controlling Word 

Itself, Christ incarnate: 

Come, boys, and with your fingers search my wound 
And in my blood wash all your hands at once, 
While I sit smiling to behold the sight. 

(2 III.ii.126-28) 

In one sense, this parody of the resurrected Christ and the 

atonement ironically serves to emphasize, through the hero's 

distorted vision, the unreality of suffering: Tamburlaine's 

sons must not fear wounds nor, by extension, must they 

scruple to inflict them on others. But this scene may also 

http://IV.ii.33
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be viewed as the one small sacrifice that Tamburlaine ever 

makes, the one time he suffers for others. (Should the 

director have the actor wince when he cuts his arm? After 

all, Tamburlaine, as he himself states, has never felt a 

wound.) Curiously, this one moment of passivity is 

expressed not only in religious terms but also, secondarily 

(perhaps subconsciously on Marlowe's part) in sexual terms, 

for the fingers in the wound involve a Freudian image which 

suggestively places Tamburlaine in the female sexual role, 

endowing him with the effeminacy which above all things he 

seems to fear. 

It is at this point that I would like to consider the 

problem of unconscious meaning in Tamburlaine. To what 

extent does the text offer evidence of unresolved religious 

and sexual conflicts in the psyche of its author? Was 

Marlowe fully aware of these conflicts, perhaps only dimly 

aware, or completely oblivious to them on a conscious level? 

Was he intentionally exploring them, working through them in 

his art, or were the conflicts controlling him as he wrote? 

An essential introduction for readers interested in these 

questions may be found in Norman Rabkin's short essay 

"Marlowe's Mind and the Heart of Darkness," where the author 

compares Judith Weil's emphasis in Merlin's Prophet on 

"Marlowe's intentionality, his control of himself as well as 

his audience" with Kuriyama's insistence that Marlowe is 
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"the creature of his own psychology."145 Many readers may 

feel more sympathy with Weil's approach (although it 

sometimes seems over-ingenious) since it acknowledges more 

readily what Rabkin calls Marlowe's "intellectual 

brilliance"(18). Weil's study also has the advantage that a 

great deal of evidence for careful and conscious artistic 

control can be garnered from the texts as they have corns 

down to us (even in their mangled state), whereas Kuriyama 

must rely on the presence of Freudian sexual motifs (often 

convincing but sometimes questionable) and a biographical 

sketch which speculates wildly, from extremely limited 

historical data, on the character of Marlowe's parents, 

particularly his mother.19 (It sometimes strikes me that 

Kuriyama is far more obsessed with the emasculating mother 

figure than she ever proves Marlowe was.) Moreover, when 

one reads Kuriyama's concluding remarks—"the psychological 

18"A Poet and a filthy Play-maker": New Essays on 
Christopher Marlowe, ed. Kenneth Friedenreich, Roma Gill and 
Constance B. Kuriyama (New York: AMS Press, 1988) 14-15. 

19It is interesting to observe that Kuriyama and 
William Urry come up with diametrically opposed portraits of 
Marlowe's mother Katherine. Kuriyama argues that the wills 
of Katherine's niece Dorothy and of her husband John—"in 
their brevity and in their dominant theme of complete 
surrender to Katherine"—suggest "the coercive power of her 
personality." She thus "dominated the Marlowe household" 
(Hammer or Anvil, 219) . Urry, on the other hand, observing 
that Katherine may not have had her final wish "of being 
buried by her husband in the churchyard of St. George's," 
refers sentimentally to "John Marlowe's patient and long-
suffering wife and widow, of whom so little is heard in the 
records which contain so much about her family"[Christopher 
Marlowe and Canterbury, ed. Andrew Butcher (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1988) 41]. 
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and intellectual cul-de-sac that Marlowe flailed about in 

was probably inescapable, and his human insight might never 

have broadened or deepened significantly"20—one suspects 

that, at the time of Hammer or Anvil, she had neither read 

Marlowe very sympathetically nor yet appreciated the extent 

of his achievement. However, by dealing with homosexuality 

and the concern with sexual identity, Kuriyama began to 

cover very necessary ground in our understanding of the 

playwright's work. 

For those readers who have simply and calmly intuited 

from a reading of Marlowe the fact of the author's 

homosexuality, it is surprising to examine how contentious 

the issue has been among critics. Homophobia has left 

certain critics highly indignant at the suggestion that 

Marlowe would ever portray homosexuality without clear moral 

condemnation. A case in point is William Godshalk's 

discussion of Dido Queen of Carthage: 

The action begins rather shockingly with the 
discovery of "Iupiter dandling Ganimed vpon his 
knee".... The viewer can hardly sympathize with 
what he sees and hears. As Don Cameron Allen 
remarks, the "affair of Jupiter with Ganymede is 
an example of amor illegitimus et praeternaturalis" 
... and we must stress the meaning of "unnatural" 
in praeternaturalis. Marlowe's initial presentation 
invites, or even demands, this emphasis, and it is 
from this tainted framework that we are introduced 
to the love story of Dido and Aeneas.21 

20Hammer or Anvil, 232. 

21"Marlowe's Dido, Queen of Carthage," ELH 38 (1971): 
2-3. 
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A little later in his argument Godshalk remarks, "Homosexual 

love is, by common judgment, completely without worth"(3). 

Steane, in his introduction to the Penguin Complete Plays, 

attacks A.L. Rowse's assertion that "Marlowe was a well-

known homosexual": "...for that there is no evidence at 

all.... Baines says that Marlowe said that 'all they that 

love not tobacco and boys were fools' and homosexuality 

plays a part in three of his works, in two of them very 

incidentally: these things are hardly evidence."22 Perhaps 

there is no concrete historical evidence; the suggestion 

from the works, however, is very strong. The whole 

induction to Dido Queen of Carthage, as Levin points out, is 

"elaborated con amore out of a half a line from the 

Aeneid."23 As Claude J. Summers argues, Marlowe's 

presentation in Edward II "of homosexual love in casual, 

occasionally elevated, frequently moving, and always human 

terms is unique in sixteenth-century English drama."24 The 

Neptune episode in Hero and Leander is intensely, hauntingly 

erotic. But perhaps the best literary "evidence" of all is 

the contrasting descriptions of Hero and Leander at the 

beginning of the poem, the former so detached and 

artificial, the latter so warm and physically appreciative. 

22(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1969) 15. 

23Christopher Marlowe: The Overreacher, 34. 

24"Sex, Politics, and Self-Realization in Edward II." 
"A Poet and a filthy Play-maker": New Essays on Christopher 
Marlowe, 222. 
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Yet I do not wish to argue that such examples prove 

necessarily that Marlowe accepted or celebrated his own 

sexual nature. According to Baines, Marlowe said not only 

"That all they that love not tobacco & Boyes were fooles," 

but also "That St John the Evangelist was bedfellow to 

Christ and leaned alwaies in his bosome, that he vsed him as 

the sinners of Sodoma."25 Though it could be argued that 

Marlowe in the latter case was simply relying on the shock 

value which any reference to homosexuality would carry in 

his society, elsewhere the Baines note indicates such 

contempt for Christ on Marlowe's part that it seems unlikely 

the playwright would attribute to this figure a 

characteristic he had come to regard as a positive aspect of 

his own personality. It is indeed a curious contradiction. 

Perhaps Marlowe, even after several years of adult life, 

could only partially accept his sexual tendencies, never 

quite overcoming concomitant feelings of guilt, anger and 

fear. Considering his historical context,26 such feelings 

25Quoted in J.B. Steane, Marlowe: A Critical Study 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1964) 364. 

26Alan Bray, in Homosexuality in Renaissance England 
(London: Gay Men's Press, 1982) 61, remarks: 

"Attitudes to homosexuality had hardly changed since 
the thirteenth century; it was in the Renaissance, 
as it was then, a horror, a thing to be unreservedly 
execrated. 

It is difficult to appreciate the weight of that 
condemnation if one has not read through—as the 
researcher must—the constant repetition of expres­
sions of revulsion and horror, of apologies for the 
very mention of the subject that it was felt neces­
sary to express whenever was mentioned the 'detest-



74 

would not be at all surprising. 

The evidence in Tamburlaine indicates that the twenty-

three year old author had not yet consciously recognized his 

homosexuality. I should make it clear here that I am not 

attempting an in-depth psychoanalytic reading of Marlowe. 

Those interested in such a reading from a classically 

Freudian point of view, with an emphasis on unresolved 

Oedipal conflicts, may consult Kuriyama's Hammer or Anvil, 

though they should keep in mind Summers* warning that the 

book's "naive and inaccurate concept of homosexuality (based 

on a discredited 1962 study of psychiatric patients) is 

fundamentally homophobic."27 A more recent psychological 

reading, Peter S. Donaldson's "Conflict and Coherence: 

Narcissism and Tragic Structure in Marlowe,"28 does more 

justice, I believe, to the central meaning of Tamburlaine. 

Donaldson relies on the psychoanalytic work of Heinz Kohut, 

an aspect of which involves the "shift from a model of the 

mind based on conflict to one in which the coherence of the 

self is regarded as prior to any conflicts in which the self 

engages"(36). Kohut's exploration of the pre-Oedipal stages 

of human development suggests that "castration anxiety, 

able and abominable sin, amongst Christians not to 
be named'." 

27"Sex, Politics, and Self-Realization in Edward II," 
237. 

28Narcissism and the Text: Studies in Literature and 
the Psychology of Self, ed. Lynne Layton and Barbara Ann 
Schapiro (New York: New York UP, 1986). 
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penis envy or other aspects of the Oedipal complex may be 

merely a mask for deeper fears concerning the cohesion or 

reality of the self"(37). Applying this theory to 

Renaissance tragedy, Donaldson argues: 

Interpersonal, even Oedipal conflict provides a 
frame for the inner drama in plays like Hamlet, 
King Lear, Edward II, and Dr. Faustus, but the 
point here is that such conflict is merely a 
frame, a structure which, like the outwardly 
Oedipal symptoms of Kohut's narcissistic patients, 
first masks and then reveals far deeper and 
more primitive terrors. (37) 

In his discussion of Tamburlaine, which takes up the greater 

part of the essay, Donaldson suggests that while 

Tamburlaine*s military conflicts "have the character of 

Oedipal victories," the hero's progress eventually leads to 

a revelation of "the precariousness of his self-cohesion and 

his radical dependence on the mirroring of others"(39); that 

is, he requires the presence of others as "selfobjects" 

which provide him with his sense of identity. Therefore 

"the effect of the play's interest in Tamburlaine1s 

impressive appearance and its quasi-magical potency is to 

point, finally, to his underlying need for assurance of his 

own worth and coherence, a need that leads him either to 

avoid conflict or to be unable to be nourished by it in a 

way that would assuage his hunger for endless repetition of 

approving, mirroring reactions from other characters"(40). 

While I regard Donaldson's essay as one of the most 

illuminating of the psychological studies of Marlowe, I 

believe certain modifications in his argument are necessary. 
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At one point he remarks: 

There is little sense of achievement in the 
military sphere, because Tamburlaine*s opponents 
are knocked down too easily, almost automatically, 
and there is little sense of intimacy in the 
gaining of a wife, for, like Tamburlaine's male 
companions, Zenocrate is to Tamburlaine little 
more than an extension of himself, or "portion 
of his glory." (38) 

There is no question that Tamburlaine reduces those around 

him to "selfobjects," extensions of himself, including (and 

perhaps especially) his wife, but surely the status of 

Tamburlaine's friends, particularly Theridamas, is 

different. Tamburlaine*s relationship with these men is, 

contrary to Donaldson's suggestion, curiously intimate. 

The difference between Tamburlaine's rapport with his 

followers and with his wife is evident in the scene in which 

the hero and Zenocrate first appear (Part One, I.ii). 

Although Tamburlaine's heroic identity seems already 

dependent on the "mirroring chorus"(Donaldson 39) of the 

adoring Techelles and Usumcasane, the protagonist treats 

them clearly as equals and not subordinates: 

Tamburlaine. Nobly resolved, sweet friends 
and followers. 

These lords, perhaps do scorn our estimates, 
And think we prattle with distempered spirits; 
But since they measure our deserts so mean 
That in conceit bear empires on our spears, 
Affecting thoughts coequal with the clouds, 
They shall be kept our forced followers 
Till with their eyes they view us emperors. 

(60-67) 

Tamburlaine sees his friends as partners in his imaginative 

project ("That in conceit bear empires on our spears") and 
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is willing to share centre-stage with them ("Till with their 

eyes they view us emperors"). In contrast, Zenocrate is 

simply an ornament to him; she must "grace his bed"(37) (but 

notice that he disrobes for her only to reveal "complete 

armour" and cutlass—not very inviting sexually). And while 

she is extremely valuable to him—"Thy person is more worth 

to Tamburlaine/ Than the possession of the Persian crown" 

(90-91)—she is still very much a "possession," booty that 

'he has seized. 

The greatest contrast in this scene, however, is 

between the wooing of Zenocrate and the much more intense 

and personal wooing of Theridamas. As C.L. Barber points 

out, Tamburlaine addresses Zenocrate with love poetry that 

is "literally frigid":29 

With milk-white harts upon an ivory sled 
Thou shalt be drawn amidst the frozen pools 
And scale the icy mountains' lofty tops. 

(98-100) 

The sexual threat of Zenocrate is thus put on hold, on ice. 

When, in his imagination, Tamburlaine conceives of 

Zenocrate's beauty melting the ice, he delays the dreaded 

consummation, the surrendering of himself, by the offering 

of "martial prizes, with five hundred men," who sound like 

sexual surrogates, or a multi-male bolster to Tamburlaine1s 

threatened masculinity. This love speech is concluded by 

the adolescent, embarrassed aside between Techelles and 

29"Trie Death of Zenocrate: 'Conceiving and Subduing 
Both'," 19. 
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Tamburlaine: "What now? in love?/ Techelles, women must be 

flattered"(106-07). How different is the "love speech" to 

Theridamas, in which Tamburlaine has no trouble imagining 

himself united with his new friend: 

Both we will walk upon the lofty cliffs, 
And Christian merchants that with Russian stems 
Plough up huge furrows in the Caspian Sea 
Shall vail to us as lords of all the lake. 
Both we will reign as consuls of the earth, 
And mighty kings shall be our senators. 
Jove sometimes masked in a shepherd's weed, 
And by those steps that he hath scaled the heavens 
May we become immortal like the gods. 
Join with me now in this my mean estate 
(I call it mean, because, being yet obscure, 
The nations far removed admire me not), 
And when my name and honour shall be spread 
As far as Boreas claps his brazen wings 
Or fair Bootes sends his cheerful light, 
Then shalt thou be competitor [partner] with me 
And sit with Tamburlaine in all his majesty. 

(192-208) 

The speech ends with a description that sounds very much 

like a royal marriage, and the concluding rhyming couplet 

and Alexandrine give it a sense of rhetorical consummation 

reminiscent of the more elevated moments of The Faerie 

Queene. Theridamas replies in terms not far removed from 

sexual surrender—"Won with thy words and conquered with thy 

looks,/ I yield myself"—and continues in terms that sound 

like a marriage vow: "To be partaker of thy good or ill/ As 

long as life maintains Theridamas"(227-30). Tamburlaine 

then replies in a speech which reinforces the idea of a 

"marriage" with Theridamas: 

Theridamas my friend, take here my hand, 
Which is as much as if I swore by heaven 
And called the gods to witness of my vow: 
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Thus shall my heart be still combined with thine 
Until our bodies turn to elements 
And both our souls aspire celestial thrones. 

(231-36) 

What is truly remarkable, besides the fervour of the 

emotion, is the aspiration towards a celestial throne, in 

direct contradiction to the coveted "earthly crown" at the 

conclusion of the more famous "Nature that framed us" speech 

(II.vii.18-29). What do we make of this? Must we say that 

the above speech is out of character, since it reveals an 

atypical aspiration of the hero? Tamburlaine certainly 

speaks elsewhere of becoming "immortal like the gods" but 

usually he does so in the sense of achieving the condition 

through heroic self-assertion. His speech to Theridamas is 

the only time, in Part One at least, that he speaks both of 

giving himself to another and of the dissolution of his 

body. 

I suggest that Tamburlaine can only conceive of • 

surrendering himself in the context of masculine intimacy, 

since the neo-Platonic frame for this surrender allows 

Marlowe to evade the possibility of sexual involvement. At 

this point I believe it is necessary to accept unconscious 

motivation on the part of the playwright. Tambu'rlaine and 

Theridamas are, in the scene examined above, expressing 

homosexual longings which Marlowe felt but had not yet fully 

accepted, and which were therefore expressed in quasi-

religiouo terms which nevertheless do not quite mask the 

sexual nature of the desires ("sit with me," "take my hand," 
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"my heart combined with thine/ Until our bodies turn to 

elements"[my emphasis]). The most positive sexual feelings 

expressed (though indirectly) in Tamburlaine are homosexual. 

The degree of affection Tamburlaine shows for his friends is 

unlike anything he shows for his wife until she is on her 

deathbed (when, significantly, she is no longer a sexual 

threat). We recognize Tamburlaine's speech to Theridamas as 

one of the rhetorical high points of the play, and I 

therefore do not want to imply that the neo-Platonic 

sentiments become merely a neurotic facade for an inability 

to deal with physical realities. Marlowe's emotional 

identification with his hero is, I believe, particularly 

strong here, since the speech is in effect a call for 

affection and companionship (and thus a much grander 

precursor of Barabas' pitiful "What, all alone?" outside the 

walls of Malta). It is possible to link the assertiveness 

here—"I hold the Fates bound fast in iron chains"—to 

Marlowe's intimation of how heroic he himself would have to 

be to express openly his own sexual desires. Significantly, 

the heroic energy is directed against the limiting power of 

Fate and Fortune, not destructively and cruelly against 

other human beings. 

It is, in fact, whenever Tamburlaine is forced into a 

heterosexual role, where heterosexual performance is 

required or expected, that the unconscious fears and 

stresses on the author take on rather ugly manifestations in 
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the play, many of which Kuriyama has explored. 

Tamburlaine's marriage to Zenocrate, whom he has preserved 

as a virgin all through Part One, is prefaced by the Siege 

of Damascus and the murder of the Four Virgins who appear to 

plead for mercy: 

Tamburlaine. Virgins, in vain ye 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 now is seated on my horsemen's spears. 

(V.i.106-14) 

The sword and the spear here carry obvious phallic 

suggestions; Tamburlaine reacts to the upcoming threat of 

sexual surrender with the other virgin, Zenocrate, by 

expressing his fear as aggression and transferring it onto 

the Virgins of Damascus. Significantly, however, he states, 

"But I am pleased you shall not see him there [his own 

sword]"; once again the actual "act" is passed on to 

surrogates, his "horsemen." A similar case of transferred 

sexual aggression against women occurs in Tamburlaine's 

treatment of the concubines in Part Two: 

Hold ye, tall soldiers, take ye queens apiece— 
I mean such queens as were kings' concubines— 
Take them, divide them and their jewels too, 
And let them equally serve all your turns. 

(IV.iii.70-73) 

Indeed, if, as Kuriyama argues, Tamburlaine's conquests are 
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all attempts to prove his masculinity, it is interesting how 

often the hero transfers the phallic aggression onto his 

soldiers, rather than claiming it personally: 

Now in the place where fair Semiramis, 
Courted by kings and peers of Asia, 
Hath trod the measures, do my soldiers march; 
And in the streets, where brave Assyrian dames 
Have rid in pomp like rich Saturnia, 
With furious words and frowning visages 
My horsemen brandish their unruly blades. 

(2 V.i.73-79) 

I would hesitate, however, to make sexual 

maladjustments on the part of the author the central 

"meaning" of Tamburlaine, or the sole driving force behind 

Marlowe's creation. In doing so, I believe Kuriyama 

drastically limits her understanding of the play and 

underestimates Marlowe's achievement. We can see in more 

general terms that Tamburlaine's resistance to sexual 

surrender reveals the fragility of his own self-image, so 

that the irony of his repeated, and increasingly brutal, 

acts of self-assertion becomes progressively more evident. 

Donaldson, for instance, points out how Tamburlaine's sexual 

reluctance and his physical cruelty are ironically linked at 

the end of Part One. With the corpses of Bajazeth, Zabina, 

and the King of Arabia lying on stage, Tamburlaine calls 

attention to these "sights of power" as 

objects fit for Tamburlaine 
Wherein as in a mirror may be seen 
His honour, that consists in shedding blood. 

(V.i.476-78) 

The Sultan seems perfectly agreeable (nullifying, Donaldson 
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suggests, Tamburlaine's Oedipal victory) and replies: 

Mighty hath God and Mahomet made thy hand, 
Renowned Tamburlaine, to whom all kings 
Of force must yield their crowns and emperies; 
And I am pleased with this my overthrow 
If, as beseems a person of thy state, 
Thou hast with honour used Zenocrate. 

(480-85) 

The repetition of the word "honour," Donaldson argues, 

"makes it plain that Tamburlaine's chastity, his sparing of 

Zenocrate's hymeneal blood, is related to his savagery, not 

an alternative to it—both are attempts to increase his own 

honor, conceived in self-reflexive terms"(45). Tamburlaine 

never really gives himself to Zenocrate; she 

is not the prize of a conflict in which fully 
formed selves have engaged with the risk of injury, 
nor is it clear that her husband to be has any firm 
conviction that she possesses a self of her own: she 
is, like her father and the corpses which are still 
littering the stage even as he places the crown on 
her head, just another mirror of a self that must 
desperately find its reflection everywhere rather 
than face its own emptiness. (46) 

Perhaps the most famous revelation of Tamburlaine's 

failure to "engage with the risk of injury" is his 

apostrophe to beauty. It is often suggested that this 

speech seems out of character for Tamburlaine, that it 

sounds more like "the poet himself" speaking, but that is in 

essence who Tamburlaine is: a poet in a self-created world 

who experiences difficulty confronting the demands of 

reality. This speech contains several ironies, the. most 

obvious of which springs up through the simple pronoun "my" 

in "What is beauty, saith my sufferings, then?" Tamburlaine 
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has just consigned the Virgins to an excruciating death at 

the point of his horsemen's spears, and proceeded to 

contemplate, rather placidly, the agony Zenocrate will feel 

at viewing the slaughter of her countrymen, and then he 

speaks of his suffering. The beauty of Zenocrate's sorrow, 

he seems to reason, tempts him to desist in the destruction 

of Damascus and "lays a siege unto [his] soul." He wonders: 

What is beauty, saith my sufferings, then? 
If all the pens that ever poets held 
Had fed the feeling of their masters* thoughts 
And every sweetness that inspired their hearts, 
Their minds and muses on admired themes; 
If all the heavenly quintessence they still 
From their immortal flowers of poesy, 
Wherein as in a mirror we perceive 
The highest reaches of a human wit— 
If these had made one poem's period 
And all combined in beauty's worthiness, 
Yet should there hover in their restless heads 
One thought, one grace, one wonder at the least 
Which into words no virtue can digest. 

(V.i.160-73) 

This passage, the finest moment in the work of a writer who 

produced some extremely fine poetry, presents us with two 

major ironies. First, it achieves what it states is 

impossible; it contains what it claims is uncontainable, a 

description of the ineffable, indescribable power of 

beauty. Kimberley Benston suggests this in his essay 

"Beauty's Just Applause: Dramatic Form and the Tamburlaine 

Sublime": "The remarkable order and control of this verse 

almost belies its own subject and is, therefore, exactly 

suited to the expression of an ascesis leading to 
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inexpressibility."30 The second irony, which must be 

considered in light of the overall movement of Tamburlaine's 

soliloquy, is that the speech does not contain the very 

thing we would expect: consciousness of the loved one who 

supposedly inspired these sentiments. It is clear Zenocrate 

falls out of sight, out of mind, long before Tamburlaine 

reaches the end of his musings, so what begins as a kind of 

love poem motivated by concern for her, ends, ironically, 

with her total exclusion; even, in fact, with an affirmation 

that he will continue to resist her—or at least resist what 

she represents to him ("thoughts effeminate and faint"), 

since by that point she no longer seems to exist. While 

"the humanizing effect of Beauty presupposes a recognition 

of what Kant calls a 'ground external to ourselves,' a sense 

of the Other...," the final passage of Tamburlaine's 

soliloquy, as Benston argues (rather poetically), is 

"nothing less than a grand act of sublime revision and 

restitution. What it revises—by recasting the soliloquy's 

essential terms of Beauty and virtue—is the relation 

between Eros and imagination; what it restitutes is the 

primacy of agonistic eloquence"(222). Tamburlaine claims 

the power of "conceiving and subduing, both," yet the beauty 

he "conceives" he does not create but only mirrors, and if 

he were a true lover he would not "subdue" it but surrender 

30Modern Critical Views: Christopher Marlowe, ed. 
Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1986) 221. 
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to it. Through poetry he manages to appropriate beauty and 

encase it in an exquisite apostrophe, yet he succeeds only 

by simultaneously annihilating the human (and by inference 

the divine) source of that beauty. He fails completely to 

appreciate beauty's true worthiness: that it inspires love. 

It is true that something that Tamburlaine calls love—"Of 

fame, of valour, and of victory"(181)—is still present in 

his thoughts, but he fails to recognize the true love of an 

"other" which encourages the lover to surrender himself, to 

"engage with the risk of injury." For him Eros can only be 

sublimated into heroic action—of a self-serving kind. 

Thus he does not use imagination to come to terms with 

romantic love as a process of experience, but effectively 

to exclude it. 

Tamburlaine*s exclusion or sublimation of Eros with the 

power of "agonistic eloquence" finds an interesting contrast 

in the behaviour of his son Calyphas. Calyphas, unlike his 

father, is rhetorically weak, and speaks with such halting 

rhythms and clumsily repetitive verbal constructions that he 

seems barely capable of blank verse: 

The bullets fly at random where they list, 
And should I go and kill a thousand men 
I were as soon rewarded with a shot, 
And sooner far than he that never fights. 
And should I go and do nor harm nor good 
I might have harm, which all the good I have, 
Joined with my father's crown, would never cure. 
I'll to cards: Perdicas! 

(2 IV.i.52-59) 

While Calyphas is certainly no poet, he seems in the context 
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refreshingly human, and though self-indulgent and cowardly 

he at least expresses a healthy sexual appetite, one major 

step towards a natural, sane acceptance of Eros: 

Calyphas. They say I am a coward, Perdicas, and 
I fear as little their taratantaras, their 
swords, or their cannons, as I do a naked 
lady in a net of gold, and for fear I 
should be afraid, would put it off and 
come to bed with me. 

Peridicas. Such a fear, my lord, would never make 
ye retire. 

Calyphas. I would my father would let me be put 
in the front of such a battle once, to 
try my valour! 

(67-73) 

It is, surely, just such a battle that Tamburlaine wants to 

avoid, and one wonders if Tamburlaine murders his son simply 

because Calyphas' military cowardice forms an unwelcome 

"mirror" of his father's glory ("Image of sloth and picture 

of a slave"[91]) or if, as well, Calyphas reminds 

Tamburlaine on some level of his own heterosexual 

inadequacy. Tamburlaine orders the "effeminate brat" buried 

by concubines so that "not a common soldier shall defile/ 

His manly fingers with so faint a boy"(162-64), a comment 

carrying homosexual overtones (the phallic "manly fingers") 

which oddly seem to rebound more on Tamburlaine and his 

soldiers than on Calyphas. Immediately Tamburlaine 

commands: "Then bring those Turkish harlots to my tent,/ And 

I'll dispose them as it likes me best"(165-66). How, we may 

ask (considering his usual sexual reluctance) will he deal 

with these concubines, who, in the context of his own 

rhetoric, amount to necrophile sexual partners of his own 
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dead son? 

Rhetoric, which Tamburlaine has used so successfully to 

both express his heroic self-assertiveness and to stave off 

the demands of reality and natural process, in the end acts 

as a kind of trap, exposing his own inadequacies in ever 

more disagreeable ways. The suggestion of necrophilia 

recurs, more obviously and significantly, at the end of the 

play, where the dying Tamburlaine addresses Zenocrate's 

embalmed corpse with the words: 

Now eyes, enjoy your latest benefit, 
And when my soul hath virtue of your sight, 
Pierce through the coffin and the sheet of gold 
And glut your longings with a heaven of joy. 

(2 V.iii.224-27) 

Donaldson comments: 

Part I ended with a mirror in which Tamburlaine's 
honor was reflected, and the content of that image 
was the lifeless bodies of his victims; here the 
image is of merger, not mirroring, and we are meant 
to know that the heaven of joy Tamburlaine proposes 
to himself amounts to fusion with a corpse. (52) 

Not only, then, is Tamburlaine's "honour" ironically 

mirrored by dead bodies, but his final vision of heaven is 

yet another dead body. What greater, more painful irony 

could there be than this failure of imagination? Can the 

mind of this man in the end reach no further than a coffin? 

While this "merging" with Zenocrate's corpse is the closest 

Tamburlaine comes to expressing sexual desire for his wife, 

the penetration is to be accomplished by the soul's eyes, 

therefore saving him one last time from imagining real 

physical intimacy. If we remember that the most significant 
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image of enclosure in each of Marlowe's plays—Dido's 

funeral pyre, Barabas' cauldron, Faustus' Hell, Edward's 

dungeon—occurs at or near the end, then it is difficult to 

overemphasize the importance of Zenocrate*s coffin in terms 

of the overall meaniug of the play. Though Tamburlaine 

refers to his vision as a heaven of joy, the piercing of the 

coffin and the glutting of his longings with the contents 

therein makes this enclosure as much of a personal hell as 

the four enclosures mentioned above. In spite of 

Tamburlaine's vision of Paradise as Zenocrate lay dying, his 

imagination at the last seems tragically unable to transcend 

the physical world. 

Tamburlaine's desire to escape into this enclosure 

seems intensely ironic for other reasons as well. His 

rhetoric has always been notable for the frequency of cosmic 

imagery—"And with our sun-bright armour as we march/ We'll 

chase the stars from heaven and dim their eyes"(l II.iii.22-

23)—leaving the impression that all the world was not 

enough room for him to move around in, as he himself claims: 

"For earth and all this airy region/ Cannot contain the 

state of Tamburlaine"(2 IV.i.119-20). (In this respect he 

differs so much from the more pusillanimous Aeneas, who, 

seeking enclosure, complains, "But hapless I... have not any 

coverture but heaven"[Dido, I.i.227-30].) And Tamburlaine, 

with his penchant for sacking cities, has always seemed 

intent on breaking down, annihilating enclosures, rather 
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than escaping into them. Finally, he has used the practice 

of enclosing others as a demonstration of his power: 

capturing Zenocrate, putting Bajazeth in a cage, and 

harnessing the kings to his chariot. 

The last example, perhaps the most notorious piece of 

stage spectacle in Elizabethan drama, has received much 

critical attention. Marjorie Garber remarks: "The visually 

spectacular entrance of the chariot in 4.3 makes metaphor 

into reality, reducing the subject kings to less than human 

states, while literalizing Tamburlaine's self-chosen role as 

the scourge of God."31 7. have suggested earlier the comic 

or ludicrous element in this spectacle, and Mulryne and 

Fender agree that Tamburlaine's tendency to literalize 

metaphor weakens our sympathetic identification with the 

hero by imposing a "comic distance" which encourages our 

detachment: 

...Tamburlaine's word—in both senses of 'word' 
[his literal words and his promises]—becomes a 
kind of cage too, and the price he pays for making 
good his hyperbole is the kind of ridiculousness 
that comes of trying to turn metaphor into fact. 
Equally powerful as our wonder at his ability to 
make good his threats is our sense of the ridicu­
lousness of hyperbole enacted.32 

Tamburlaine's desire to be reunited with Zenocrate's corpse 

may be seen as an extreme example of this tendency to 

31"Closure and Enclosure in Marlowe," Two Renaissance 
Mythmakers, ed. Alvin Kernan (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
1977) 8. 

32"Marlowe and the 'Comic Distance'," 54. 



"literalize"—to reduce all experience to a material state 

that can be handled and controlled-—yet at that point such 

behaviour no longer appears ridiculous or comic but becomes 

horrifying. Such, the play suggests, is the ultimate result 

of the refusal to recognize the ontological gap between 

language and being. The great irony—and this pattern 

recurs in the later plays—is that while the hero attempts 

to escape into an imaginative realm, the material world 

actually seems to become more intrusive, more powerful. 

Tamburlaine tries to avoid dealing with the physicality of 

experience, but the "body" in the end takes its revenge in 

the form of Zenocrate's corpse and the hero's obsession with 

it. 

The perversity of Tamburlaine•s imagination may be 

contrasted with the more constructive imagination of Aeneas. 

While Aeneas turns artefacts into real people (Priam's 

statue), Tamburlaine turns real people into artefacts, 

either as sideshows (Bajazeth), elements in an emblem (the 

harnessed kings), or, most extreme of all, a literal piece 

of e.rt (Zenocrate*s embalmed and gold-covered corpse). 

While Aeneas' imagination encourages his acceptance of the 

heroic project destiny has chosen for him, Tamburlaine's 

encourages him to believe that his project is self-chosen 

and always under his complete control,33 so that he in 

33There is one moment in Tamburlaine, however, where 
the hero's imaginative response vaguely resembles Aeneas'. 
In Part One, I.ii, Tamburlaine concludes Theridamas' 
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effect becomes his own script-writer and stage-manager. 

Yet not only his rhetoric but the action of the play 

ultimately betrays Tamburlaine's fantasy of absolute 

control. The episode of the king-drawn chariot demonstrates 

that the stage itself can act as an ironic enclosure, 

according to the brilliant theatrical analysis carried out 

by Birringer. I wish to reproduce a long passage from his 

discussion since the description illuminates very 

interestingly how the play in performance can make certain 

ironies apparent that the printed text itself may not 

communicate so clearly. The section I quote concerns the 

effect of the final moments of the chariot scene: 

At the beginning of his long speech, we find an 
implicit stage-direction in the text; answering 
Techelles' proposal to start with the attack on 
Babylon, Tamburlaine shouts; "We will, Techelles 
- forward then, ye jades!"(IV.iii.97). The chariot 
cannot be swung round and moved off since Tamburlaine 
here begins his long triumphant speech (36 lines) for 
which he will need at least two or three minutes. 
The staging, therefore, becomes problematic because 
the chariot ought to keep moving according to the 

acceptance into his inner circle of friends with the remark: 
These are my friends, in whom I more rejoice 
Than doth the king of Persia in his crown; 
And by the love of Pylades and Orestes, 
Whose statues we adore in Scythia, 
Thyself and them shall never part from me 
Before I crown you kings in Asia. 

(240-45) 
Here Tamburlaine allows himself to be influenced and 
inspired by the work of other artists (the sculptors who 
created the statues and the poets who have retold the myth) 
to give of himself, to experience an outpouring of affection 
towards his friends. He thus for once allows himself to be 
affected, rather than being the one who always affects and 
effects. It is another example of Tamburlaine directing his 
most natural, human feelings towards his close male friends. 

r 
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text-direction. Most likely, the performance will 
provide us with a most significant "speaking picture" 
at this point: the chariot will move in a circle, and 
it will probably have to stop several times in order 
to allow Tamburlaine to speak head on to the 
audience. We can also expect a number of physical 
gestures - Tamburlaine's handling of the reins and 
the whip - that will increase the disjunction 
between the poetry's imaginative appeal and the 
physically oversubstantiated chariot. 

Peter Hall's Olivier production superbly rendered 
the ambivalent effect of the spectacle, and the 
visual impact of the chariot's circling movement 
was enforced by the stage design. The enormous 
golden circular lighting grid, which was suspended 
over the whole stage of the Olivier Theatre, poured 
down light onto another matching circle painted on 
the floor and, with full intensity, highlit Tambur­
laine at one of the crucial moments of his speech: 
"I'll ride in golden armour like the sun." This 
dazzling effect was matched, however, by the more 
ominous, symbolic significance of the stage circle 
which had turned blood-red at each horrific moment 
of conquest in the play, suggesting Tamburlaine's 
violent destruction and re-mapping of the known 
world. 

In spite of Tamburlaine's heroic fantasy of rising 
to the lofty heavens, the staging suggests that his 
very physical chariot keeps moving round and round, 
along the blood-stained ground of "this disdainful 
earth"(V.iii.122) which is not yet completely con­
quered, not yet completely consumed and ransacked 
(cf.IV.i.192-206). The circling movement of Tambur­
laine' s earth-bound chariot conveys a sense of the 
maddening futility that is the reverse side of the 
triumph and glory of his exulting pride. This sense 
of futility grows stronger in proportion to the in­
creasingly hyperbolical efforts Tamburlaine must make 
in order to defy the limitations that have become 
visible and transform them into imagined success.34 

The "maddening futility" of Tamburlaine's heroic 

project becomes more evident in Part Two. Weil is certainly 

correct to suggest that the "tension between [Tamburlaine's] 

Marlowe's Dr Faustus and Tamburlaine, 147-48. 
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conceits and the intransigent matter of experience grows 

stronger"35 after the death of Zenocrate. For one thing, 

the most obvious failure of rhetorical power occurs 

immediately after her death, when Tamburlaine rails and 

Theridamas must gently admonish him: 

Ah, good my lord, be patient, she is dead, 
And all this raging cannot make her live. 
If words might serve, our voice hath rent the air; 
If tears, our eyes have watered all the earth; 
If grief, our murdered hearts have strained forth 

blood. 
Nothing prevails, for she is dead, my lord. 

(2 II.iv.119-24) 

Moreover, at his next appearance, Tamburlaine briefly falls 

into what for him is a surprisingly realistic mode, 

lecturing his sons on the "rudiments of war"(III.ii.53-92) 

before resuming his quasi-divine stance in the doubting-

Thomas parody. For a moment we are convinced that here is a 

man who does actually have to make use of the practical 

strategies of war; his series of triumphs, for once, do not 

appear as simply an epic poem he is writing about himself, 

as is almost literally suggested in Part One: "Those walled 

garrisons wiJ1 I subdue/ And write myself great lord of 

Africa"(III.iii.244-45). Still, Part Two only magnifies 

chinks in Tamburlaine's imaginative armour that have been 

present from the start. There is, for example, a very 

interesting moment early in Part One, just after 

Tamburlaine's wooing of Theridamas. The Persian lord, 

Merlin's Prophet. 137. 

I 
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having listened in awe to Tamburlaine's dazzling rhetoric, 

exclaims, "Not Hermes, prolocutor to the gods,/ Could use 

persuasions more pathetical," to which the hero replies, 

"Nor are Apollo's oracles more true/ Than thou shalt find my 

vaunts substantial"(I.ii.209-12). Yet the utterances of 

Apollo's oracle were notoriously ambiguous, and the allusion 

invites us, even at this very early stage of the play, to 

question the substantiality of Tamburlaine*s heroic project. 

This undermining of Tamburlaine's theatrical presence is 

admittedly much subtler than ones that occur later, such as 

his futile raging at Zenocrate's death, and the reader may 

thus suspect that Marlowe's method in Tamburlaine resembles 

the technique that Stanley Fish claims for Milton in 

Paradise Lost: to lure the spectator into a sympathetic 

identification with the hero, only to gradually expose the 

foolishness of this identification. But why exactly are we 

tempted to identify with Tamburlaine? Mulryne and Fender 

come closest to an explanation of Marlowe's artistic purpose 

with their claim, quoted at the outset, that the playwright 

sought to "produce in the audience a state of mind that is 

at once contradictory and yet profoundly true of thinking 

and feeling about the play's central topic, the fulfilment 

of will." However, deliberately creating an ambivalent 

response does not itself constitute a true "surprised-by-

sin" approach, and Mulryne and Fender do not believe that we 

are ever to resolve our ambivalence in outright 
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condemnation of the hero: 

In Tamburlaine, the appeal is rarely to orthodox 
moral ideas, and we certainly do not find a compre­
hensive moral framework behind the action as a whole. 
Our judgement of Tamburlaine, though it may on 
occasion appeal to basic humanitarian instincts, 
normally acts through a sense of proportion, a 
recognition of extravagance and triviality which is 
morally neutral. The only lesson that the death 
of Tamburlaine teaches is the existential one of 
man's common mortality: 

Shall sickness prove me now to be a man, 
That have been term'd the terror of the world? 

It's from just such a basic proposition—the ulti­
mate meaninglessness of endeavour—that the absurdist 
position springs.36 

It is in fact Mulryne and Fender's argument that Marlowe's 

work "provides models of an absurd universe"(50), and they 

quote a statement from Camus to illustrate the kind of 

worldview they feel Marlowe was endeavouring to communicate: 

There is in the human situation (and this is a 
commonplace of all literatures) a basic absurdity 
as well as an implacable nobility. The two coincide, 
as is natural.37 

Though Mulryne and Fender argue that this "coincidence in 

Tamburlaine is maintained throughout," the thrust of my 

discussion thus far will indicate my strong disagreement 

with the suggestion that Tamburlaine's "nobility" remains 

"implacable" throughout both parts. If Tamburlaine is about 

the fulfilment of will, its vision is not an absurdist 

recognition of the "ultimate meaninglessness of endeavour" 

36"Marlowe and the 'Comic Distance'," 56. 

37"Hope and the Absurd in the World of Franz Kafka," 
Kafka: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Ronald Gray 
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1962) 149. 
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and not as morally neutral as Mulryne and Fender imply. 

Not that I wish to argue that Tamburlaine is a morally 

straightforward text. The general consensus of more recent 

critics is that there is something "absurd" in Battenhouse's 

claim that the play is "one of the most grandly moral 

spectacles in the whole realm of English drama,"38 since it 

so blatantly ignores the more radical elements in the play. 

As Greenblatt points out, "Tamburlaine repeatedly teases its 

audience with the form of the cautionary tale, only to 

violate the convention."39 With the Baines note in mind, it 

is tempting to argue that Marlowe was motivated to a large 

extent simply by the desire to shock his contemporaries. 

Yet part of what Marlowe challenges in Tamburlaine is the 

conventional morality of his day which postulated a neat 

moral universe in which divine power operated to punish 

tyrants and overreachers and protect the innocent. Kuriyama 

suggests that the "four major concepts of godhead... in 

Tamburlaine [gods as rivals, gods as protectors, gods as 

examples to be emulated, gods as avengers and punishers of 

the wicked], all of them more or less in conflict," are 

evidence of "irrationality," unconscious motivation on 

Marlowe's part.40 But it is also possible that Marlowe 

J°Marlowe's Tamburlaine: A Study in Renaissance Moral 
Philosophy (Nashville: Vanderbilt UP, 1941) 258. 

39Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 202. 

40Hammer or Anvil, 9. 

I 
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consciously satirizes, as he did in Dido, humankind's 

conception of the roles of God or the gods in earthly 

experience. The gods are seen in whatever role is needed to 

justify an individual's action, or placate his terror, or 

provide hope for his salvation or the destruction of his 

enemy; as such needs change according to circumstance, so 

does the image of God entertained by the individual. I for 

one do not find it particularly disturbing that Tamburlaine 

can at one point conceive of himself as under Jove's special 

protection (1 I.ii.177-80) while later he denigrates that 

same deity by claiming that "Jove, viewing me in arms, looks 

pale and wan,/ Fearing my power should pull him from his 

throne"(l V.i.453-54). Such examples reflect Tamburlaine's 

remarkable egotism and suggest that he never seriously and 

deeply subordinates himself psychologically to his concepts 

of the deity. (He certainly has no fear of the gods, unlike 

Aeneas or Faustus; this strikes me as being one of the 

healthier aspects of his psychology.) The play suggests 

that often in human experience God is an act of imagination; 

if the divine being seems at times inconsistent or 

variable, such disparity arises, to paraphrase Weil, from 

the tension between the divine conceit and the intransigent 

matter of experience. Yet just as in Dido, where lurking 

behind the seemingly parodic version of the Olympian gods 

there is a Destiny or Fate which is never called into 

question, so behind the human concepts of godhead in 
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Tamburlaine there lurks a God, an Absolute Will (call it 

what you will) whose existence the play eventually confirms. 

Admittedly, the actuality of this divine presence has 

become a contentious issue in Marlowe criticism. It will be 

helpful to begin with Steane's statement that "God is the 

great unseen actor" of the play, since "on both occasions 

when supernatural power is challenged [Tamburlaine daring 

Mahomet out of his heaven and Orcanes invoking Christ's aid 

against' the Christians who have broken faith] the challenge 

is met."41 I believe Steane is essentially correct; 

although even these challenges are not free from 

complicating ambiguities of their own, the effect of these 

two episodes in performance would certainly go far in 

convincing the audience of a divine force in operation 

behind the human action on stage. While it is objected that 

Christ's supposed assistance to Orcanes is completely 

undercut by Gazellus* rather cynical comment after the fact, 

"'Tis but the fortune of the wars, my lord,/ Whose power is 

often proved a miracle"(2 II.iii,31-32), nevertheless a 

"slender" power ("Too little to defend our guiltless 

lives'* [II. ii. 60]) has been suddenly surprised and has 

emerged victorious. The odds were certainly against this 

outcome, and therefore the audience will find it easier to 

accept the "miracle" than Gazellus' cynicism. It is, in 

fact, very difficult for us not to identify with, or approve 

4Marlowe: A Critical Study, 114-15. 
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of, the grateful Orcanes when he replies to Gazellus, "Yet 

in my thoughts shall Christ be honoured,/ Not doing Mahomet 

an injury"(II.iii.33-34); his open-mindedress is rare in 

the play and undeniably attractive. 

Tamburlaine's challenge to Mahomet raises perhaps a 

more difficult problem of interpretation. Ian Gaskell 

points out that if "the audience sees Tamburlaine'f seizure 

as divine retribution then not only must they now 

imaginatively accept the power of the god [Mahomet] whose 

holy writ has been enthusiastically burned...; they must 

also logically deny the power of the God Tamburlaine 

asserts in his stead."42 The first half of the objection is 

perhaps best answered by recognizing that Marlowe's deity is 

not the partisan Christian one; as Steane argues, the 

"universal spirit" that Marlowe imagines "has power and 

dignity which extend beyond local allegiances, 

nomenclatures, rites and myths, and his essential attribute 

is energy."43 Yet if this is so, why, as suggested by the 

second half of Gaskell's objection, is Tamburlaine punished 

for recognizing such a deity? 

There is a God full of revenging wrath, 
From whom the 4.hunder and the lightning breaks, 
Whose scourge I am, and him will I obey. 
So Casane, fling them in the fire. 

[They burn the books.1 
Now, Mahomet, if thou have any power, 

42"2 Tamburlaine, Marlowe's 'War Against the Gods'," 
English Studies in Canada 11 (1985): 186. 

43Marlowe: A Critical Study, 115. 

I I 



Come down thyself and work a miracle. 

Well, soldiers, Mahomet remains in hell; 
He cannot hetir the voice of Tamburlaine. 
Seek out another godhead to adore, 
The God that sits in heaven, if any god, 
For he is God alone, and none but he. 

(V.ii.182-201) 

After all, Tamburlaine's concept of godhead is not 

dissimilar, as Steane points out, to the one expressed by 

Orcanes in his prayer to Christ: 

...he that sits on high and never sleeps 
Nor in one place is circumscriptible, 
But everywhere fills every continent 
With strange infusion of his sacred vigour. 

(II.ii.49-52) 

At one point in his argument (114-15) Steane suggests that 

Tamburlaine is punished because of the doubt expressed in 

the phrase "if any god"(V.ii.200), but surely the effect of 

the play in performance would see the retribution as a 

result of Tamburlaine's challenge rather than his doubt. 

The main difference between Orcanes and Tamburlaine is, I 

suggest, that Orcanes recognizes the special manifestation 

of God in the Son, while Tamburlaine does not. 

In my Introduction I argued that Marlowe's interest in 

Arian doctrine suggests a desire to eradicate the need for 

an Intercessor. According to Baines, Marlowe believed that 

"the first beginning of Religioun was to keep men in awe," 

and I suspect that Marlowe very much wanted to imagine a God 

who would not impose limitations, a divine spirit immanent 

throughout creation and not restricted to one incarnation or 

manifestation. For this reason he would have found Bruno's 

I 
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philosophy "congenial," as Bakeless suggests. Yet at the 

same time the playwright could not dispel his own doubts 

about the limitations of individual aspiration, and may 

secretly have feared the burden of responsibility which such 

beliefs imposed upon him. Such doubt or fear manifests 

itself artistically as the retribution resulting from 

Tamburlaine's challenge to Mahomet. The primacy of the 

Son44 is reaffirmed, as is the subordinate nature of the 

44To this it may be objected that in Islam, which lacks 
the doctrine of tne Trinity, Mahomet is not God's Son but 
only his inspired prophet. It is difficult to ascertain 
what exactly Marlowe's, and other Elizabethans', conception 
of Islam would have been. Samuel C. Chew in The Crescent 
and the Rose: Islam and England during the Renaissance 
(1937; New York: Octagon, 1965) discusses the welter of 
misconceptions about Islam which were propagated during the 
period. Chew does quote one writer who failed to realize 
the "unitarian" aspect of the Moslem religion (396). 

At any rate, with respect to Tamburlaine specifically, 
I think a close analogy between Mahomet and Christ can be 
established. Mahomet's supreme miracle was the revelation 
of the Koran, the divine word. Thus in a sense for Mahomet, 
as for Christ, the ontological gap between language and 
being is bridged through direct contact with the godhead. 
Tamburlaine fails, in the end, to achieve this kind of 
"rhetorical" mastery, for his physical being is endangered 
by his violation of the scripture of a truly inspired 
prophet. Moreover, as Kocher remarks (88), Tamburlaine's 
challenge to Mahomet, "Come down thyself and work a 
miracle," is very likely an allusion to the challenge to 
Christ on the cross (Matthew 27:40). 

Another point raised by Chew is too interesting to pass 
over without comment. The scholar informs us: 

Towards the close of the sixteenth century rumours 
were afloat about a certain scandalous treatise en­
titled De Tribus Impostoribus Mundi. The 'three 
impostors' who had deceived the world were, it was 
said, Moses, Jesus Christ, and Mahomet. The blas­
phemous charge against the Saviour and the associa­
tion of Him with the Arabian impostor roused general 
indignation. (405) 

Marlowe dismissed Moses, the divinely-inspired author of the 
Pentateuch, as "but a Jugler"; Christ, the word made flesh, 
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human individual. Tamburlaine is not Christ, the all--

controlling Word, after all. 

What I am thus suggesting is that while Tamburlaine the 

character never seriously and deeply subordinates himself 

psychologically to his concepts of the deity, Marlowe 

himself cannot quite escape the fear of retribution, even 

while his iconoclastic impulses are expressed vicariously 

through his hero. Yet perhaps there is after all an 

"existential" element in Marlowe's religious philosophy as 

expressed in Tamburlaine, for it is interesting to realize 

that the illness which strikes Tamburlaine is not, in actual 

fact, what destroys him. The disease, as the Physician 

makes clear, is serious but need not be fatal. In a 

diagnosis which shatters completely the already severely 

tarnished image of Tamburlaine as pure poetic force, the 

doctor remarks: 

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 elements 
But of a substance more divine and pure, 
Is almost clean extinguished and spent, 
Which, being the cause of life, imports your death. 
Besides, my lord, this day is critical. 
Dangerous to those whose crisis is as yours: 

"deserued better to dy than Barrabas"; and Mahomet, the 
revealer of the Koran, was notorious in the Elizabethan age 
as himself a "Jugler," a perpetrator of cheap tricks (see 
Chew, 406 ff.). Yet still Marlowe allows Mahomet (in lieu 
of Christ-Moses-God?) to have his revenge, as if the 
playwright could not help ultimately respecting or fearing 
the authority figures he wished to destroy. 



Your artiers, which alongst the veins convey 
The lively spirits which the heart engenders, 
Are parched and void of spirit, that the soui, 
Wanting those organons by which it moves, 
Cannot endure, by argument of art. 
Yet if your majesty may escape this day. 
No doubt but you shall soon recover all. 

(V.iii.82-99, my emphasis) 

The physician is telling Tamburlaine to rest. Tamburlaine 

is flesh and blood, of a substance more divine and pure, 

bound by other laws than his own will; he is a creature. 

Though the hero appears to accept the doctor's advice, 

immediately an alarm is heard, and he must go to face 

Callapine's army, an effort which exhausts him and destroys 

his chance for recovery. He is thus in effect killed by the 

demands of his own endlessly repeating heroic project rather 

than by the illness per se. God, it seems, has only warned 

him, has demonstrated to him that he is subject to natural 

processes which he cannot control or transcend. 

While Tamburlaine's prowess (at least poetically) has 

been formidable, he has never learned that life is a 

dialectic of assertion and surrender, that there are times 

to disengage. As if his heroic project is too much to bear, 

he has at moments contemplated release, such as in the love 

speech to Theridamas discussed earlier, and at the 

conclusion of the chariot scene: "So will I ride.../ Until 

my soul, dissevered from this flesh,/ Shall mount the milk-

white way and meet him [Jove] there"(2 IV.iii.130-32). Yet 

such surrender for him seems mainly a function of the 

afterlife; while alive he can never stop defending a self so 



precarious that it must constantly re-establish its 

identity by destroying or controlling others. Like Macbeth, 

Tamburlaine, once he has begun, cannot stop; he has 

"murdered sleep" for, having defined himself solely through 

assertiveness, he can never risk temporary surrender. 

It is therefore Tamburlaine's lack of integrity which 

in the end establishes the play's strongest moral comment. 

His obsession with honour appears in the end to be 

essentially lovelessness and a fear of disintegration. 

Perfect fear has, in fact, cast out love and masqueraded 

under the guise of honour and heroism. "Let not thy love 

exceed thine honour, son," Tamburlaine warns Amyras 

(V.iii.199), yet the real tragedy of the play is that unlike 

Amyras Tamburlaine has never learned to love, has never 

learned that self-surrender sometimes takes more courage, 

constitutes a greater act of heroism, than self-assertion. 

Moreover, Tamburlaine's failure to nurture his sons with 

love results paradoxically in their being less assertive 

than is necessary, for Amyras' startling gesture of self-

sacrifice as he ascends the "royal chariot of estate" does 

not augur well for the future of the empire: 

Heavens witness me, with what a broken heart 
And damned spirit I ascend this seat— 
And send my soul, before my father die, 
His anguish and his burning agony! 

(V.iii.206-09) 

Tamburlaine has given so little to his sons that they now 

feel incapable of functioning without him. The tragedy is 
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not only that Tamburlaine dies but that he leaves those 

closest to him unable to live. Having been so concerned 

with the exercise of his own will, he has never taught 

others to exercise theirs. 

Tamburlaine's imaginative response to experience has 

taught him only assertion, not acceptance. Though he seems 

to accept the "necessity" of his own death at the end, he 

does so only by monomaniacally projecting his suffering onto 

one last mirror of his greatness, his vision of his sons and 

companions grieving after his death: 

Farewell my boys, my dearest friends farewell, 
My body feels, my soul doth weep to see 
Your sweet desires deprived my company. 

(V.iii.245-47) 

Tamburlaine can thus be seen as a dramatic dialectic of 

fantasy and reality, with reality triumphing at the end. 

The tragic glass tempts the audience at first to accept and 

even applaud the effort of will behind the act of self-

fashioning, since every human individual must heroically 

struggle to establish and maintain an identity—"heroically" 

because the task is so difficult and seemingly neverending. 

Historically, Tamburlaine also probably had a subversive 

attraction for the Elizabethan middle and lower classes due 

to his rise from simple shepherd to world conqueror, which 

would further encourage the identification.45 At the same 

45While I find Simon Shepherd's study Marlowe and the 
Politics of Elizabethan Theatre (Brighton: Harvester Press, 
1986) for the most part unreadable—the fault may be my own 
lack of mental dexterity, I freely admit—this critic does 
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time the ironies of the play cause us to reflect upon the 

dramatic action and to finally realize that heroic self-

fashioning is only an act of imagination (and perfect heroes 

ultimately illusory), that human consciousness is not God, 

and that as we fashion ourselves we must take into account 

the presence of other selves and the exigencies of a 

universe which demands acceptance and surrender as often as 

it demands assertion and struggle. Tamburlaine is a 

particularly bleak play because so little good comes out of 

the acts of self-assertion, and because the hero dies with 

the total absence of anagnorisis: he recognizes neither the 

enormous suffering he has caused nor that Amyras is 

completely unequipped to take over the reins of his father's 

heroic project. If Marlowe created Tamburlaine in 

compensation for the weak Aeneas, he has come full circle, 

make an interesting suggestion concerning the audience's 
identification with Tamburlaine. Shepherd argues that "With 
the uncertainty about succession and Elizabeth's policy of 
pacifying where possible, the ideology of Protestant 
aggression produced the need for heroes"(150). These, if I 
follow the argument correctly, would be "new men" somehow 
closer to or more in touch with the people than the absolute 
monarch. Yet the 

...final irony of Tamburlaine's reflection of the 
Elizabethan need for heroes... is that the new 
cruelty is eventually not an opposition to but a 
completion of the old order. Tamburlaine receives 
the Soldan's permission to marry Zenocrate, the new 
man weds the established family and makes a financial 
deal with its father. The man who overthrows Turks 
himself has a 'Turkish' cruelty, and both the heroism 
and the cruelty can be accommodated to the old order 
of the Soldan. (152) 

It is thus rather like the end of Animal Farm, where one can 
no longer tell the difference between the pigs and the men. 



for Tamburlaine's sons display the same tenuous 

self-image and nervous dependency as the earlier hero. 

Though Marlowe may not share Augustine's faith in a God of 

succour and relief, he does seem to intimate the saint's 

balief in the fragility of the human personality, since 

Tamburlaine can only maintain his identity, his sense of 

personal power, by the wholesale destruction of almost 

everyone and everything around him. In Doctor Faustus the 

heroic struggle for self-definition resumes, but the later 

hero becomes more crippled by his psychological dependency 

(which he manages much less adeptly than Tamburlaine), and 

the dream of "a substance more divine and pure" which haunts 

the poetry of Tamburlaine becomes a nightmare. 



Chapter 4: Doctor Faustus 

If Tamburlaine is a notoriously plural text, then the 

much shorter Doctor Faustus is even more remarkable for 

density and complexity of meaning; an archetypal dramatic 

fable, the play is one of the richest and most significant 

works in English literature. Considering its obvious 

concern with magic, it might be expected that Doctor Faustus 

even more than Tamburlaine would reveal Marlowe's interest 

in Hermetic thought. However, as James Robinson Howe 

briefly points out, Faustus' magic is black, not Hermetic 

natural magic.1 The significance of this distinction is 

more fully explored by William Blackburn in his informative 

essay "'Heavenly Words': Marlowe's Faustus as a Renaissance 

Magician."2 Blackburn begins by considering Pico's Oration 

on the Dignity of Man, in which God explains to Adam: "We 

have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither 

mortal nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with 

honor, as though the maker and moulder of thyself, thou 

mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer" 

(quoted in Blackburn, 3). Pico believed that man could be 

Marlowe, Tamburlaine and Magic (Athens: Ohio UP, 1976) 
145. 

2English Studies in Canada 4 (1978): 1-14. 
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maker and moulder of himself partly through magic, but 

warned that there are two kinds: goetia (witchcraft) and 

magia. The former, the philosopher explains, "depends 

entirely on the work and authority of demons, a thing to be 

abhorred... and a monstrous thing. The other, when it is 

rightly pursued, is nothing else than the utter perfection 

of natural philosophy"(3). Unfortunately for Faustus, he 

"utterly and abysmally confuse[s] the two traditions of 

magic which Pico so carefully distinguishes"(5). Blackburn 

examines Faustus' incantation and finds it "utter 

nonsense": "In it Faustus calls upon both the Trinity and 

the gods of Acheron; in it the name of Jehovah is both 

abjured and invoked as a source of power. Faustus, while 

presuming to command the fallen angels... has also 'prayed 

and sacrificed to them'... as a witch or sorcerer would 

do"(5) . 

The "utter nonsense" of Faustus' incantation is in fact 

quite meaningful on a psychological level. Doctor Faustus, 

like Tamburlaine, is obviously a play about human aspiration 

to unlimited power, but it introduces more acutely the 

problem of self-subordination. Like Tamburlaine*s, Faustus1 

identity is extremely unstable, yet he exercises less 

control over the "other" or "others" against which he has 

defined himself; thus, while the desire to assert himself is 

still very strong, he is less successful in doing so, and 

experiences a more intense—a more hellish—personal 
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conflict. I believe in fact that Faustus' damnation, his 

descent into hell, is best seen as a theatrical metaphor 

expressing his inability to resolve the conflict between 

self-assertion and self-surrender. I thus choose to read 

the play not as an objective critique of Reformation 

theological systems and beliefs such as predestination,3 but 

as a more personal effort by Marlowe to attempt to free 

himself, or at least explore (rather anxiously) his own 

desire for religious surrender and self-subordination. As a 

result, almost by psychological accident, the play begins to 

uncover Marlowe's repressed sexual desires. 

Defining the "other" which functions in Faustus' world 

is a difficult task because the point is that Faustus 

himself (as his incantation suggests) cannot decide who or 

what it is. The confusion becomes most striking at the end 

of the play. The hero in his final soliloquy exclaims: 

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)4 

-̂ For an example of such a reading, see Birringer, 
Marlowe's Dr Faustus and Tamburlaine: Theological and 
Theatrical Perspectives (Frankfurt: Verlag Peter Lang, 
1984), who argues that "Faustus' inability to proceed 
towards repentance, to see God as a God of mercy, clearly 
indicates the typical blindness and insecurity of a 
reprobate"(164). 

4A11 quotations of the play will be from the Revels 
edition, ed. John D. Jump. I will refer as well when 
necessary to W.W. Greg's Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus": 
Parallel Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950). 
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The continuity of thought or intent in line 149 is more 

strongly implied by the punctuation of the earlier texts: 

Yet wil I call on him, oh spare me Lucifer! 
(A 1466) 

Yet will I call on him: 0 spare me Lucifer. 

(B 2051) 

The hero is already "tumbl[ing] in confusion" as the Bad 

Angel predicted (xix.132), and has in fact been dcing so 

since the beginning of the play. From what does he wish 

Lucifer to spare him? The most conservative reply to this 

question is considered by Max Bluestone: "Following Boas as 

sanctioned by Greg, most critics assume that the dark powers 

here fulfill their threat to torture Faustus for calling on 

Christ or forgetting his vow (vi.85-95; xviii.71-78)."5 Yet 

according to the dramaturgy of the play, the dark powers 

until Scene xix always appear in person; but Faustus during 

the final soliloquy stands alone, or, according to Greg's 

reading of the B-text, the devils stand on the upper stage 

or balcony observing Faustus. Thus it is unlikely that the 

devils exercise, either here or at the slightly earlier 

moment when Faustus claims that Mephostophilis and Lucifer 

hold his hands, a direct physical effect on the hero. Their 

hold is psychological rather than physical. What Faustus 

wants to be spared from in his final soliloquy is, I 

suggest, having to surrender to Christ, since that would 

5"Libido Speculandi: Doctrine and Dramaturgy in 
Contemporary Interpretations of Marlowe's Doctor Faustus," 
Reinterpretations of Elizabethan Drama, ed. Norman Rabkin 
(New York: Columbia UP, 1969) 77. 



mean a loss of self, of his own identity, a loss he cannot 

face. Of course by extension Faustus would also be spared 

having to surrender to Lucifer, for the same reason. It is 

the fear of disintegration (death, pain, dismemberment, loss 

of coherence-integrity-identity) which torments Faustus at 

the last but which has also tormented him to a lesser degree 

all along. Yet at the same time he cannot help praying to 

Christ-Lucifer since he needs them as a source of identity 

and power. He is reduced to a state where he wishes first 

that his body may disintegrate to allow his soul (his real 

self) to fly—intact—into heaven; next to become a soulless 

beast that cannot consciously experience the pain of 

disintegration since at death the animal soul simply 

"dissolves"(174-78); finally he does indeed wish for what he 

has feared all along, complete dissolution (though a 

perfectly painless variety): "0 soul, be chang'd into little 

water drops,/ And fall into the ocean, ne'er be found"(185-

86). Despite this final emphasis on the terror of physical 

pain, much of the anguish in the final soliloquy arises from 

Faustus' simultaneous aversion to, and desire for, self-

subordination. Lucifer and Christ for Faustus represent 

the same thing, the "other" from which he has acquired power 

(the one through his creation, the other through a special 

pact) and to whom he must eventually surrender himself. 

They become conflated in his final nightmare vision because 

he can live neither with nor without them. They both, in 
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this sense, tear him to pieces. 

The true dialectic of Doctor Faustus is not between 

good and evil, but rather between natural and unnatural 

(which most often figures in the play as the supernatural). 

Faustus suffers because he refuses to accept his human 

condition, the condition of a creature, his natural place in 

the hierarchy of created beings. In one sense, then, the 

play is vigorously "orthodox"—moral in the most commonplace 

fashion. When we are told by the Chorus that 

swollen with cunning of a self-conceit, 
His waxen wings did mount above his reach, 
And, melting, heavens conspir'd his overthrow 

(Prologue, 20-22), 

the lines may not finally argue for a malevolent divine 

force plotting to overthrow Faustus6 so much as they 

indicate the normal operation of the universe, "conspiring" 

or "breathing together" in a harmony which, like a healthy 

body, corrects or checks disorderly elements in the system 

as naturally as "waxen" (unnatural) wings melt in the heat 

of the sun. Yet at the same time the play as a whole leads 

us to question whether Faustus' "chiefest bliss"(27) is 

really, as editors of the play usually suggest, his hope of 

divine salvation, since his obsession with his 

6Though this reading is possible, and is the one 
suggested by Bluestone (35-36). However, Jump suggests we 
compare 1 Tamburlaine IV.ii.8-11: "God.../ Will sooner burn 
the glorious frame of heaven/ Than it should so conspire my 
overthrow." The heaven or heavens as Marlowe conceives them 
may therefore be less personal than would be required for 
the meaning of "malevolent conspirator(s)." 



eschatological destiny seems as psychologically damaging as 

his foray into necromancy; they begin to look like two sides 

of the same coin. As Edward A. Snow in his essay "Doctor 

Faustus and the Ends of Desire" concludes, "heroic 

overreaching" and "Christian self-abnegation" are merely the 

inverted images of each other.7 They are both unnatural and 

therefore ultimately destructive. In the context of 

Faustus1 dilemma, Snow reasons, 

...summum bonum medicinae sanitas [from Faustus' 
review of medical art in his opening soliloquy] 
begins to acquire gnomic resonance. Within the 
pre-Christian, pre-dualistic ontology that informs 
Aristotle's ethical vision, sanitas can be understood 
not merely as physical health but, more comprehen­
sively, as regularity, soundness of being, dis­
cretion, good sense, etc.—as if (to translate 
the vision back into the terms of post-Christian 
experience) what we term psychic or spiritual 
"sanity" were in the final analysis a matter of 
"our bodies health" (and madness the fear of or 
for it, or disgust with it, or a fever in it), 
the state of being grounded and stabilized in the 
continuity of physical existence. The values 
implied would seem to be in equal opposition to 
both Christian and Faustian man—who, from this 
point of view, seem but two manifestations of a 
single phenomenon. (90) 

There is thus a suggestion in the play that Faustus is 

not altogether wrong to bid "Divinity, adieu" (literally, to 

leave it "to God," in God's hands). He has turned to it 

presumably to increase a sense of personal power, to extend 

himself into the supernatural realm (the same reason he 

turns finally to necromancy)—and here of course he errs. 

1 Two Renaissance Mythmakers, ed. Alvin Kernan 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1977) 105. 
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However, divinity itself is inadequate or inappropriate for 

him, since it is a denial of his human selfhood, his 

necessary life as a man. It is true, as has often been 

pointed out, that Faustus omits from his Biblical quotations 

the subsequent passages which offer the hope of divine 

salvation. For example, the entire quotation of Romans 

6:23 reads, "For the wages of sinne is death: but the gifte 

of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord."8 Yet 

Faustus omits the second part not because he wilfully 

deceives himself (or because Mephostophilis leads his eye 

[xix.95] as the B-text may imply) but because they are for 

a man of his energy and ambition essentially meaningless. 

"Yet art thou still but Faustus, and a man"(i.23) implies 

not only his dissatisfaction with the hu«^n condition but 

also highlights that condition. He is still (for a time) 

Faustus, a man, and must go on with his manly life until 

such time as his mystical rebirth becomes a viable 

alternative. How then, to fill that gap between now and the 

gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ? What does he 

live through in the meantime except his identity of 

Faustus, a man? While it may be ultimately true that "When 

all is done, divinity is best"(i.37), quite clearly (for 

Faustus) all is not yet done. 

Mistakenly, Faustus is willing to overreach all 

natural endeavours, and forgo living a manly life. Until 

8A11 Biblical quotations are from the Geneva Bible. 



his fall into necromancy, Faustus' progress, the Chorus 

implies, has been remarkable but nonetheless natural, like 

the development of a healthy new strain of fruit-tree or 

flower. Born of "parents base of stock"(11), he in "riper 

years" (13) goes to Wittenberg, where he :'graces" (adorns) 

the "fruitful plot of scholarism"(16). But then the disease 

sets in, and he metamorphoses from a thing that gives and 

nourishes, into one that seizes and devours: "swollen with 

cunning of a self-conceit... And glutted now with learning's 

golden gifts,/ He surfeits upon cursed necromancy"(20,24-

25). This process is repeated for us in the opening 

soliloquy, as we observe Faustus review and dismiss the 

various professions he claims to have mastered. They are 

indeed "professions," practiced only "in show" (and the pun 

occurs again later in The Jew of Malta), because, while he 

has the wit and talent to have acquired rudimentary 

knowledge of them (as with law) or even to have practiced 

them very skilfully (as with medicine), he has not dedicated 

or given himself to any of them. He has, in spite of his 

stated intention, sounded none of their depths. If he had 

seriously chosen a career, it would have provided him with a 

legitimate heroic project and source of identity (Faustus 

the lawyer, Faustus the physician) through which he could 

continue to serve the common good (saving even more cities 

from the plague, for example). But in his egotism, he finds 

each alternative "Too servile"(36). Marlowe seems to imply 


