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The Preface Books series approaches the work of the author from a particular perspective: by introducing the writer via a biographical sketch and a survey of his or her cultural and social context, it encourages readers to root their understanding of the texts in the period in which they were produced. The titles given to the two opening chapters – ‘Marlowe in his time’ and ‘The time of Marlowe’ – aim to reflect the commitment to a contextual approach. At the same time, both chapters urge a degree of caution, warning against the impulse to draw straightforward conclusions about Marlowe’s work from a knowledge of his life and times. In Elizabethan London his plays attracted large audiences, provoked respect, parody and vituperative jealousy among rival playwrights, and drew the sharp eye of the state censor. Marlowe himself was a remarkable and provocative figure, and it is tempting to correlate the controversial issues that the plays address with what we know (or think we know) about him, his personality and his beliefs.

Marlowe remains, for many critics, intricately bound up with his subject matter: if we choose to read Edward II as the story of a king brought down by his all-consuming love for another man, it is difficult not to make a connection with Marlowe’s reported declaration ‘That all they that love not tobacco and boys were fools’. Doctor Faustus and The Jew of Malta, in their different ways, can be seen to cast a sceptical eye on religion, and we learn that Marlowe was arrested on account of supposed heretical and atheistic beliefs – ‘monstrous opinions’, as his onetime friend and fellow playwright Thomas Kyd referred to them. Even Marlowe’s poetry caused controversy: an edition of his translations of Ovid was one of a number of books that the Archbishop of Canterbury ordered to be burned six years after his death. Tamburlaine the Great and The Massacre at Paris revel in their garish violence and Edward II includes one of the most shocking executions in stage history. But Marlowe himself remains perhaps more famous than his plays: his violent death at the age of 29, stabbed through the eye in a fight (we are told) over a bill for food and drink, intrigues us. For many, Marlowe is the Icarus of his age, soaring beyond acceptable boundaries and paying the price. However, as we shall see, the multiple stories that we can gather of Marlowe’s life and, in particular, of his death are like pieces from different jigsaw puzzles, each one startling and intriguing in its own right, but stubbornly refusing to fit with any of the other pieces. Any attempt to squeeze specific interpretations of his work into the same jumble of ‘evidence’ needs to be treated with a degree of circumspection.

There is a familiar image that adorns the cover of a number of works by and about Marlowe – a striking portrait of a handsome Elizabethan man that has been used so often that we tend to forget that there is no direct evidence at all to prove that it is actually Marlowe’s likeness. At the fringes of Marlovian studies lurk the scholars who would hitch his wagon to a bigger star. Members of the Marlowe Society have launched a hopeful vessel into the troubled waters of the Shakespeare authorship controversies. An annual competition, the Calvin and Rose G. Hoffman prize, was established to encourage scholarship in the field with the ultimate aim of finding someone who will furnish ‘irrefutable and incontrovertible proof and evidence … that all the plays and poems now commonly attributed to William Shakespeare were in fact written by Christopher Marlowe’. In his own time, Marlowe eclipsed Shakespeare; today, he is compared (almost invariably unfavourably) with him, except by those who wish to prove the two writers were one and the same person. Once again, Marlowe’s identity shifts in and out of focus. On the south side of the River Thames, a painstakingly researched replica of the Globe theatre, first built in 1599, has been erected, providing a site for the revival of Shakespeare’s plays in ‘Shakespeare’s theatre’. Not far away, in the basement of an office block, the foundations of the Rose (‘Marlowe’s theatre’) lie in a foot of soil and water. Since April 1999, a sound and light show designed to give visitors some idea of the original construction and history of the theatre has been on offer.

Although a degree of awareness of the context in which Marlowe lived and wrote is crucial to an understanding of his work, dramatic texts matter because they persist, they have an after-life, and they will mean something different in each new context in which they are revived. This book places a particular emphasis on the plays in performance, devoting attention both to what we can determine about their production and consumption in Elizabethan times, and examining how modern interpreters have approached them. Marlowe’s plays have sharp edges: they are disconcerting texts in many varied ways, and 400 years have, in most instances, failed to wear those awkward edges down. Marlowe’s Jew of Malta deploys anti-Semitic stereotypes in the cause of a brutal black comedy, and his Tamburlaine depicts, with a degree of irony that is hard to determine, the mighty acts of a fourteenth-century tyrant who slashes and burns his way through central Asia. Tamburlaine has the virgins of Damascus impaled on spears by his cavalry and casually hands over the women of another conquered city to be raped by his soldiers. At the time of writing this introduction to complete the book, rereading those passages cannot help but bring to mind the savage ethnic conflict in the Balkans, and the horrifying stories that are emerging from a shattered Kosovo.

The book ends with a concluding chapter entitled ‘Marlowe in our time’, which provides an assessment of some of the ways in which Marlowe’s work has penetrated our contemporary culture, and investigates how theatre practitioners and other artists, working in various media, have explored his plays or else appropriated them for specific agendas. In the critical survey section, studies of individual plays consider recent productions; the discussion of The Jew of Malta explores, in a postscript, a particular attempt to read the play systematically ‘against the grain’ in order to make it speak about (rather than simply speak out) ethnic oppression.

Marlowe’s brief life and slim volume of work retain their fascination because of the position they occupy at the intersection of a number of different discourses: religious, political and cultural. But any answers to the puzzles of his plays lie not in what we know (or what various dubious acquaintances of Marlowe’s would have us know) about their author’s life. Instead, the interplay of past and present constantly generates new meanings for these texts. It is the aim of this book to enable the reader to approach Marlowe’s work on those terms, recognizing the texts as documents determined by their original contexts, while being open to the new ways in which they may continue to resonate, 400 years later.




Part One The Writer and his Setting


Chronological table





	Year

	Marlowe’s Life

	Literary/Theatrical Events

	Historical Events






	1558

	
	
	Death of Mary I and accession of Elizabeth I




	1559

	
	
	Act of Supremacy and Allegiance: restoration of Protestant church in England




	1560

	
	Geneva translation of the Bible

	



	1562

	
	Norton and Sackville’s Gorboduc

	



	1563

	
	John Foxe’s Acts & Monuments, first edition

	



	1564
	6 Feb?: born at Canterbury
	23 April?: William Shakespeare born at Stratford

	



	1565–7

	
	Golding’s version of Ovid’s Metamorphoses published

	



	1565

	
	
	Great Siege of Malta




	1566

	
	Edward Alleyn born

	



	1568

	
	
	Mary Queen of Scots imprisoned




	1570

	
	
	Elizabeth I excommunicated




	1571

	
	
	Battle of Lepanto: Turks defeated by Christian forces




	1572

	
	
	Aug: St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre




	1576

	
	The Theatre opens; first Blackfriars opens (mostly used by boy companies)

	



	1577

	
	The Curtain theatre opens; Holinshed’s Chronicles published

	



	1578–9
	Educated at King’s School, Canterbury, on a scholarship

	
	



	1580
	Dec: at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, as a Parker scholar

	
	



	1581
	17 Mar: matriculates

	
	



	1581–6?
	Long periods of absence from Cambridge, apparently working for the Government’s secret service

	
	



	1582

	
	Sidney writes Astrophil and Stella (not published until 1591)

	



	1584
	Receives his BA degree

	
	



	1585–9

	
	
	Civil wars in France




	1586
	Writes Dido Queen of Carthage, possibly in collaboration with Thomas Nashe
	Death of Sidney
	Babington Plot uncovered




	1587
	Receives his MA degree; probably writes Tamburlaine in this year; it is staged in 1587 or 1588
	Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy Rose theatre built
	Mary Queen of Scots executed




	1588
	May have written Doctor Faustus about this time

	
	Defeat of Spanish Armada




	1589
	18 Sept: Marlowe and Thomas Watson imprisoned over death of William Bradley in street brawl; Marlowe on bail in Oct, discharged Dec

	
	Henri III of France assassinated; succeeded by Henri of Navarre (Henri IV)




	1590
	Tamburlaine first published
	Early parts of Spenser’s Faerie Queene published

	



	1590/1
	Writes and sees The Jew of Malta performed about this time

	
	



	1591
	Sharing work room with Thomas Kyd
	Shakespeare’s Henry VI parts 1–3 first performed Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella published

	



	1591/2

	
	Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, Comedy of Errors, Richard III

	



	1592
	In the Netherlands, counterfeiting money

	
	Plague; theatres closed for long periods




	1592
	Edward II probably written and staged in this year, possibly also The Massacre at Paris

	
	



	1593
	Writes Hero and Leander

12 May: Kyd arrested, and heretical papers discovered in the rooms he shares with Marlowe 18 May: warrant issued for Marlowe’s arrest 30 May: killed by Ingram Frizer in Deptford 1 June: buried 2 June: Baines accuses Marlowe of heresy 28 June: Frizer pardoned 29 June: Richard Cholmeley accuses Marlowe of atheism

	
	Plague; theatres closed for much of the year

July: Henri IV of France converts to Catholicism




	1594
	Dido and Edward II, and possibly Massacre, published
	Nashe’s The Unfortunate Traveller
	7 June: Roderigo Lopez executed




	1595

	
	Death of Kyd The Swan theatre opens

	



	1596

	
	Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice

	



	1597–1600

	
	Edward Alleyn retires from the stage

	



	1598
	Hero and Leander published

	
	



	1599
	Marlowe’s translation of Ovid’s Amores banned and burned
	Globe theatre opens

	



	1600–5

	
	Alleyn returns to the stage, then retires to theatre management; dies 1626

	



	1603

	
	
	Death of Elizabeth I; accession of James I




	1604
	Doctor Faustus ‘A-text’ published

	
	



	1616
	Doctor Faustus ‘B-text’ published

	
	



	1633
	The Jew of Malta published

	
	







Chapter 1 Marlowe in his Time
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‘A dead man in Deptford': the Marlowe myth

On Wednesday 30 May 1593, four men spent the day together in a house owned by a woman called Eleanor Bull in Deptford, a town set on the Thames, south-east of London. Ingram Frizer was an up and coming businessman beginning to make his fortune via financial investments in property and commodities. Robert Poley was an agent in Queen Elizabeths secret service who had worked in various shady capacities across the European continent. Nicholas Skeres was another dubious character who had connections with various moneylenders in London, as well as associates in the Elizabethan criminal network. The fourth man in the group was Christopher Marlowe, a young, successful, university-educated writer who had scored a number of notable successes with plays performed at the Theatre and the Rose, two of the early purpose-built playhouses in London. Having spent the day in each other’s company at Widow Bulls, they took supper together and Frizer, Skeres and Poley settled down to a game of backgammon. Marlowe lay down on the bed in the sparsely furnished backroom. Suddenly, a violent dispute erupted between Frizer and Marlowe, possibly provoked by a disagreement over the bill for the day’s food and drink. A fight broke out in which Marlowe beat Frizer around the head with Frizer’s dagger, and in the struggle Frizer regained control of his weapon and stabbed Marlowe in the face, the point of the dagger probably entering the top of his eye socket. Death was instantaneous.

It may seem odd to begin an account of Marlowe’s life at the point of his death. But one of the reasons why Marlowe continues to fascinate, 400 years or more after he died, is because it seems that we know more about his death than we do about his life: the coroner’s report on his death, meticulously detailed, is at the head of a family tree of documentation about the incident. Stories about his death quickly proliferated in a process akin to Chinese whispers: the narrative is embellished with increasingly gruesome detail, becoming more and more outlandish as it is handed from one teller to the next. The coroner’s report clearly identifies Marlowe as the aggressor: ‘it so befell that the said Christopher Morley, on a sudden & of his malice towards the said Ingram aforethought, then and there maliciously drew the dagger of the said Ingram’ and ‘gave the aforesaid Ingram two wounds on his head of the length of two inches & of the depth of a quarter of an inch’ (cited in Wraight & Stern, 1993, p. 293). The report continues:
and so it befell in that affray that the said Ingram, in defence of his life, with the dagger … gave the said Christopher then & there a mortal wound over his right eye of the depth of two inches and of the width of one inch; of which mortal wound the aforesaid Christopher Morley then & there instantly died …


The report makes it very clear how it perceives the killing – that Frizer acted ‘in the defence and saving of his own life’. We will return to this shortly, but it is worth tracing first some of the transformations this story underwent in the years following Marlowe’s death.

Thomas Beard was a Puritan who had been at Cambridge with Marlowe and would later be Oliver Cromwell’s schoolmaster. According to Beard, writing in his book Theatre of God’s Judgements (1597), Marlowe was ‘by practice a playmaker, and a poet of scurrility’ and a blasphemer who had ‘denied God and his son Christ… affirming our Saviour to be but a deceiver … and the holy Bible but vain and idle stories, and all religion but a device of policy’ (cited in MacLure, 1995; pp. 41–2). Incidentally, Beard actually uses the name ‘Marlin’ for Marlowe – as we shall see, Marlowe’s name is as slippery as the stories of his life and death. Beard, rabid in his condemnation of theatre and fanatical in his religious beliefs, must have been oveijoyed to find a man justly punished by God who was not only a playwright but someone rumoured to have been an atheist. Though it is impossible in medical terms, in the light of the report of Marlowe’s wound, Beard maintains that Marlowe ‘even cursed and blasphemed to his last gasp’. So terrible was the manner of Marlowe’s death, according to Beard, that it was ‘not only a manifest sign of God’s judgment, but also an horrible and fearful terror to all that beheld him’ (cited in ibid., pp. 41–2). Pressing the point home, as it were, with all the grim satisfaction of the zealot, Beard concludes:
But herein did the justice of God most notably appear, in that he compelled his own hand which had written those blasphemies to be the instrument to punish him, and that in his brain, which had devised the same.

[cited in ibid., p. 42]


Francis Meres, writing in 1598, refers to Beards account in his collection of jottings, quotations and literary gossip Palladis Tamia. Here, we learn that Marlowe was, apparently, ‘stabbed to death by a bawdy serving man, a rival of his in his lewd love’ (cited in ibid., p. 46). The nature of this ‘lewd love’ is left unspecified, but one possible interpretation is that it is hinting at Marlowe’s reputed homosexuality (Nicholl, 1992, p. 68). Certainly the familiar glib phrase, ‘all they who love not tobacco and boys are fools’, had already passed into the folklore gathering around his posthumous reputation, along with his supposed opinion that Christ and St John were lovers. It would be ill-advised to use these scraps of ‘evidence’ to draw a straightforward conclusion that Marlowe himself was a homosexual, however: to impose modern understandings of sexual orientation onto the early modern period ignores the immense cultural shift that separates us from the Elizabethans. As we shall see when we come to study Marlowe’s historical tragedy Edward II, there were significant differences in attitudes to and conceptions of sexual relationships 400 years ago.

We now have Marlowe cast as both lewd and heretical. William Vaughan, writing some years later (The Golden Grove, 1600), adds some gruesome detail: ‘he stabbed this Marlow into the eye, in such sort, that his brains coming out at the dagger’s point, he shortly after died’. He also reinforces the idea that Marlowe’s death was an act of God: ‘Thus did God, the true executioner of divine justice, work the end of impious Atheists’ (cited in Wraight & Stern, 1993, p. 307). Another furious religious tirade, blessed with the catchy title The Thunderbolt of God’s Wrath against Hard-Hearted and Stiff-Necked Sinners (1618), the work of one Edmund Rudierd, also drew on Beard, but managed to turn the story into a warning against playwrights and actors in general:
But hearken ye brain-sick and profane poets, and players, that bewitch idle ears with foolish vanities: what fell upon this profane wretch, having a quarrel against one whom he met in a street in London, and would have stabbed him: But the party perceiving his villainy prevented him with catching his hand, and turning his own dagger into his brains, and so blaspheming and cursing, he yielded up his stinking breath: mark this ye players, that live by making fools laugh at sin and wickedness.

[cited in Wraight &: Stern, 1993, p. 307]


Marlowes death, then, is interpreted in a number of different ways: first as a warning against atheism; then, connected with some kind of immoral sexual practice; and now taken as proof of Gods disapproval of the theatre. When we begin to look in more detail at Elizabethan society, we will explore further the opposition to the theatre that existed among certain influential sectors of the population. What is important to notice at this point is the fact that Marlowe’s unusual and untimely end is appropriated for different purposes by different writers. The ‘facts’ of the case mutate as they filter through different accounts. This gives us some kind of insight into how history works – less a collation of facts than a process of telling stories about the past. It is a notion we shall return to when we come to look at the story Marlowe told about the reign of Edward II. But to return to Vaughan’s account: for the Puritans, it seems, the story of Marlowe’s death is underpinned by a notion of God’s hand in human affairs, meting out suitable punishment for the heinous sins of blasphemy and atheism. How Marlowe acquired this reputation is another thread that we will trace shortly. But there is another tale to be told about Marlowe, and in order to unravel it, we need to return to his origins and trace his life from its humble beginnings in Canterbury in 1564.


Early years

Some rudimentary details of Marlowe’s early years can be traced. He was born the son of John Marlowe, a shoemaker in the ancient city of Canterbury, and Katherine, formerly Katherine Arthur. Of their nine children, Marlowe was the second, and the oldest that survived. He was also the only one of the boys to live beyond infancy; four of his sisters also lived to adulthood. We know that Christopher was born in February 1564, but it is after this bare fact that we stumble over the first gap in his biography, and we pick up the story again when Marlowe acquires a scholarship to attend the King’s School, Canterbury, at the age of fifteen (although it may be that he started at King’s before this date). Here Christopher would have received a thorough grounding in Latin and Greek grammar, and some ancient literature. He would have learnt about Roman history, as well as the familiar Greek and Roman legends. Canterbury, situated along the route from Dover to London, was a busy city, and Marlowe would have grown up in a lively atmosphere that was lent by virtue of its position something of a cosmopolitan air. One event it is safe to assume Marlowe witnessed, as a child of nine, was the procession that moved down the High Street in September 1573, as Elizabeth I made her royal visit to Canterbury Cathedral; it is likely that the spectacular pageantry would have made a strong impression upon him (Wraight & Stern, 1993, p. 23). Spectacles of another kind were provided by travelling bands of players – records survive of visits by a number of companies during Marlowes time in Canterbury, among them Lord Stranges Men, a group that would become closely associated with Marlowe’s own work. We know, too, that plays were regularly staged at the King’s School, and although there is no direct proof that Marlowe himself performed, it seems fairly likely that he did. He may well have taken part in performances by students at Cambridge, too: records survive of performances at Corpus Christi College during Marlowe’s time there.

In the winter of 1580, Marlowe arrived in Cambridge as the Archbishop Parker scholar at Corpus Christi College, one of the oldest colleges in the university which itself dates back to the twelfth century. Matthew Parker had been Archbishop of Canterbury from 1558 until his death in 1575. The Cambridge connection came via Parker’s period as Master of Corpus Christi College from 1544 to 1553. Three scholarships were established by the terms of his will (Parker had already set up a number of others), and Marlowe qualified for the first of these, which was set aside for a native of Canterbury educated at the King’s School. University life then was a very different experience from what it is now, as we might expect, but the immensity of that difference may still astound us: the student’s regime actually sounds more like a monastic lifestyle than anything else. Rising at four for prayers at five and breakfast at six, the students would attend a morning of classes lasting until dinner at noon: the first half of the afternoon would be taken up by more classes, leaving the rest of the day for private study. The afternoon classes might often involve attendance at debates: university examinations were conducted orally at this time, with a student required either to attack or defend a particular proposition in a kind of verbal combat with his peers. To receive his BA, the student would have been required to offer four such demonstrations of his skill in debate, two offensive and two defensive. The curriculum was again classically based, with a thorough programme of classical philosophy at its centre. Generally, students resided in college for eleven months of the year, although there were many instances of this rule being broken. Indeed, it appears that some questions were raised over Marlowe’s progress from the BA to the MA element of this degree because of his erratic attendance record. Marlowe lodged in a converted storehouse with three other scholars. Many of the students at Corpus Christi would have been younger than Marlowe, since the usual age for entry was fourteen. Although he arrived at Cambridge in December 1580, Marlowe was seventeen when he formally matriculated in March 1581. A total of six years’ study led to an MA, which Marlowe achieved in 1587. As a Parker scholar, he would have been expected to embark on a career in the church. However, it seems clear that Marlowe had very different ideas about where his future lay. He wrote Dido Queen of Carthage while at Cambridge, as well as some poetry (including translations of the erotic poetry of the Latin writer Ovid) and very probably most of the first part of Tamburlaine the Great.

At Cambridge we can locate a number of these fragments of biographical data that make the puzzle of Marlowe’s life so alluring. In 1953, a portrait was discovered amidst a pile of rubble left by builders repairing the Master’s Lodge at Corpus Christi (see the Frontispiece). Charles Nicholl provides some fascinating speculative background to the portrait in his investigation of Marlowe’s death, The Reckoning (1992), and the discussion here of the mystery surrounding it is indebted to that book. Although badly damaged, the painting was sent to the National Portrait Gallery, where it was authenticated as Elizabethan – an inscription bears the date 1585 – and, after restoration, it was hung in the dining hall of the college. Although the painting gives no clue as to who the sitter for the portrait was, it does tell us that the subject was 21 years of age at the time: Marlowe’s age in 1585. As we have already noted, Marlowe entered university unusually late, and it is unlikely that there were many – if any – other students of this age at that time. In 1585, he had received his BA and was embarking on his MA. This makes it more likely that the portrait is indeed of Marlowe. One of the mysteries surrounding the painting is its own history: it does not appear in a list of paintings belonging to the college compiled in 1884. The implication is that it was at some stage taken down and stored away, and then forgotten. Some scholars, assuming it is a portrait of Marlowe, have speculated that it might have been removed in the aftermath of Marlowe’s death and the scandal surrounding the event. Again, speculation piles upon speculation, but there are undoubtedly some good reasons for believing that it might be his portrait. Some of the reasons are soundly and logically based, whilst others are founded on a degree of romanticism that can be hard to resist, particularly when we read the Latin inscription beneath: ‘Quod me nutrit me destruif’: ‘that which nourishes me destroys me’. It is, as we shall see, a haunting and a provocative line, and one that fits conveniently into the Marlowe myth that we are now beginning to piece together; this has made it all the more tempting to assume that it is his portrait.

Trying to reconstruct Marlowe’s time at Cambridge is another game of deduction and speculation, but the most mundane of sources have the potential to offer up rich, intriguing clues, solutions and possibilities. These sources include the college accounts (complete apart from the 1585–6 academic year records, which are missing), which show the payments he received as a Parker scholar, and the Buttery book, which details expenses on food and drink for individual students. Scholars such as Frederick Boas (1940), Wraight Sc Stern (1993, first published 1965) and Charles Nicholl (1992) have studied the patterns of these records (there are photographs of some of the relevant pages in Wraight Sc Stern’s appendices), and made some fairly safe deductions from them. Their conclusions lead us back into the shadows that enveloped Marlowe at Eleanor Bull’s house in Deptford in May 1593. The records of attendance are not extraordinary for the first three years of his university career: a couple of periods of absence lasting six weeks each technically exceeded the college regulations, but were not unheard of. However, the 1584–5 session sees a sudden drop in Marlowe’s total scholarship payments: with the scholarship working on the basis of a shilling a week for every week the student was in attendance, the amounts paid to Marlowe during this academic year total only 195. 6d. The Buttery book fills in some of the detail for us, suggesting that Marlowe was absent for eight weeks between April and June and nine weeks between July and September, returning for the end of the Trinity term. For the next year, the Buttery book is all we have to go on, and it indicates another April-June truancy; and in 1587, college accounts show a further absence of a couple of months by the time the Lent term wound up on 25 March.

Marlowe’s absences had, of course, not gone unnoticed, and he was initially refused permission to proceed from his BA to his MA degree. The decision was overturned by a letter sent to the Cambridge authorities from Elizabeth’s Privy Council:
Whereas it was reported that Christopher Morley was determined to have gone beyond the seas to Reames [Rheims] and there to remain, their Lordships thought good to certify that he had no such intent, but that in all his actions he had behaved himself orderly and discretely whereby he had done her Majesty good service, and deserved to be rewarded for his faithful dealing: their Lordships request was that the rumour thereof should be allayed by all possible means, and that he should be furthered in the degree he was to take this next Commencement, because it was not her Majesty’s pleasure that any one employed, as he had been in matters touching the benefit of his country should be defamed by those that are ignorant in th’ affairs he went about.

[cited in Nicholl, 1992, p. 92]


Scholars have proved fairly conclusively that this Christopher Morley was our Marlowe; I have already noted in the discussion of Thomas Beard’s account that Marlin was one alternative form for Marlowe’s name, particularly in his days at Cambridge; Morley was another. ‘Reames’ is the French city of Rheims where the English College had been established, one of only a handful of Catholic seminaries established in Europe for Englishmen. The rumour that Marlowe had visited Rheims would have implied that he had defected not only in religious terms, from England’s Protestantism to France’s Catholicism, but in political terms too. What the Privy Council’s letter implies is that Marlowe, far from being a political and religious traitor, was in fact a loyal patriot. What we seem to have is a classic example of the undercover agent, working behind enemy lines.


Marlowe and Sir Francis Walsingham

The mystery of Marlowe’s life and death deepens, and we must pause as we take what may seem a fairly modern concept – the secret agent – and locate it in its Elizabethan context. A fuller account of the politics of Elizabethan England can be found in chapter 2, which also discusses the ways in which politics and religion were profoundly intertwined. For now, it is enough to bear in mind that England under Elizabeth was a Protestant nation, but one that was forced to meet the Catholic challenge on a number of fronts, both internationally (particularly in relation to the imposing empires of France and Spain) and internally. The Protestant Elizabeth had been preceded by her Catholic sister Mary Tudor, who had reigned from 1553 to 1558; Mary Queen of Scots (also Catholic) laid claim to the English throne (she was technically speaking Elizabeths heir) and consequently remained a thorn in Elizabeth’s side until her execution in 1587. One of the chief weapons in Elizabeth’s struggle against the Catholic threat was her secret service, and the key player in that organization was Sir Francis Walsingham. Walsingham, who was the father-in-law of the poet Philip Sidney, had spent a good deal of the 1550s abroad, becoming fluent in French and Italian and establishing contacts in those countries that would prove invaluable in the future. In 1568 and 1569, he was able via his Italian contacts to feed information to Sir William Cecil, Elizabeth’s right-hand man for most of her reign, about potential threats to the English queen, and between 1570 and 1573 he served mostly in France, working to establish some kind of settlement between France and England. But the so-called St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre on 24 August 1572, when thousands of Huguenots – French Protestants – were massacred at the instigation of Charles IX and his mother Catherine de Medici, brought these efforts to an end. (Marlowe’s The Massacre at Paris is a dramatization of that slaughter and its aftermath.) Walsingham left Paris soon after, returning to take up the post of Secretary of State, which he retained until his death in 1590. Walsingham was a Puritan and, particularly in the wake of the Huguenot massacre, obsessively devoted to the cause of stamping out the Catholic threat. He poured considerable amounts of his own wealth into financing the secret service, and his spies were everywhere. Although some government funds were at Walsingham’s disposal, the Elizabethan secret service remained outside the formal organization of the government. It is worth bearing in mind that there were no standing armed forces at this time either, armies being raised as and when necessary. With the secret service more akin to a network of paid spies and informers than to a formal and hierarchical marshalling of agents, loyalties were notoriously fickle and the accuracy of information, gained by word of mouth and by intercepting correspondence, was wildly unpredictable.

Although we cannot know for sure that Marlowe travelled to Rheims – it may only be part of the kind of malicious gossip that dogged him for much of his short life – it is quite possible that he did. This was a particularly volatile time: the Spanish Armada would sail against England the year after Marlowes mysterious first disappearance from the university records. Marlowes work for Walsingham may have included a part in the foiling of the Babington Plot, a conspiracy to assassinate Elizabeth and install Mary Queen of Scots on the throne, authorized by Mary herself. The Rheims seminary was a significant piece in the jigsaw of this particular plot, since the double agent Gilbert Gifford was firmly established at the seminary, and, deeply trusted by Mary and her associates, was able to feed crucial information to Walsingham in the months leading up to the arrests. It was the discovery of the Babington Plot that gave Walsingham the excuse he needed to execute Mary, and so remove this particular Catholic threat altogether. Whether or not Marlowe was involved, Robert Poley certainly was: playing the part of a Catholic loyal to Mary’s cause, it was his manipulation of Babington that secured an account of the plot that also implicated Mary herself. This is the same Robert Poley who was one of the party present at Eleanor Bull’s on the day that Marlowe died.

Walsingham had spies in foreign courts; places such as the English College at Rheims were also obvious target areas for his operatives, since the Jesuit seminary was not only a training school for Catholic missionaries but a haven and rallying point for those who dissented from Elizabeth’s Protestantism. It seems entirely possible that Marlowe spent some time at Rheims during his absence from Cambridge: the rumours of his travel to that place coupled with the Privy Council’s assertion that ‘he had been in matters touching the benefit of his country’ point to that conclusion. Scholars have also noticed that in times following his periods of absence, Marlowe seems to have been particularly extravagant, and this would suggest that he had been generously rewarded for the service he had done his queen, although any such payment seems to have been unofficial, since he does not appear in the accounts of the Queen’s Chamber where other agents’ fees are listed. If Marlowe did indeed travel to Rheims about this time, it would appear he operated as a spy, using the cover of being a convert to Rome. In this role, he would have been able to ascertain details of real converts and feed back this information to Walsingham. Intriguingly, it seems that another Walsingham, Thomas, second cousin to Francis, worked for the secret service: Thomas Walsingham, a year Marlowe’s senior, would become the playwright’s friend and patron. Again, pieces of the jigsaw suddenly snap together, since Ingram Frizer, whose dagger pierced Marlowe’s eye socket, worked for Thomas Walsingham at the time of Marlowe’s death. But while the pieces seem to fit, these new connections simply throw up further questions about Marlowe’s death. Once again, ‘facts’ mutate into alternative histories. Was the brawl a quarrel over the bill? Was it God’s justice on a sinner? Or might it have been a political assassination?


Marlowe's theatrical career

After the difficult but finally triumphant tussle for his Master’s degree, Marlowe sets off for London and promptly disappears from our sight for a short period: his exact whereabouts over the next couple of years are uncertain. We do know that by September 1589 he was lodging with Thomas Watson in Norton Fulgate, close to the Curtain theatre, in one of the so-called ‘Liberties’ – districts lying on the outskirts of the city that were outside the jurisdiction of the City authorities. Those who existed in the margins of the law chose to inhabit the Liberties – prostitutes, criminals, vagrants, lepers. Interestingly enough, the first public, purpose-built theatres, known as playhouses, were erected in the Liberties, north-east of Norton Fulgate, followed by the famous playhouses such as the Globe which appeared on the south side of the Thames, again outside the jurisdiction of the City Fathers (the reasons why the Elizabethans chose to build their theatres there, and the consequences of that decision, are explored fully in chapter 2). Norton Fulgate, known as a good residential district despite some of the more dubious elements of its population, was situated to the north-east of the centre of London and to the south of Finsbury, in an area of marshy land called Moorfields. Marlowe’s way into the city would have been through Bishopsgate, which would frequently have been decorated with the heads of executed criminals. Bedlam, the London madhouse, was located on Bishopsgate Street in Moorfields, and Finsbury Fields was a popular site for duels.

As a Parker scholar, Marlowe would have been expected to proceed from university into the ministry. We cannot know whether or not Marlowe himself ever seriously considered this as an option. It is doubtful whether anyone would have thought it likely by the time he graduated from Cambridge. It seems that he had harboured literary ambitions from his early days as an undergraduate: his first play, Dido Queen of Carthage, was probably written in 1586 and was preceded by some poetry. The title-page of the first printed edition of Dido (1594) tells us that it was first performed by the Children of Her Majesty’s Chapel. We do not know exactly when the play was performed but since the rather faddish boys’ companies were in decline by the time Marlowe left Cambridge, it is likely to have been before 1587. It is generally accepted that, by 1585, Marlowe had also translated the sequence of poems Amoves written by the Roman poet Ovid. We cannot know for sure exactly when Marlowe wrote this work, since earliest publication dates are notoriously unhelpful in determining dates of composition. We do know that a number of surreptitious editions of Marlowe’s elegies appeared towards the end of the century. In keeping with Marlowe’s tendency to attract controversy and outrage, in June 1599 one of these posthumous editions was banned by the church, and those copies that could be found were seized and burned. Marlowe also translated some of Lucan’s Bello Civili (‘Civil War’, also known as Pharsalia, after one of the battles Lucan records). This history of Julius Caesar’s career operates as a warning of the horrors of civil war. While Ovid’s Amoves are shocking for their frank sexual content, Lucan’s work is striking in the Elizabethan context for its contemporary relevance: as we have already noted, the threat posed by Mary Queen of Scots as contender for the English throne was not removed until 1587.

It is likely that Marlowe wrote at least part of his first major play, Tambuvlaine the Gveat, towards the end of his time at Cambridge. It was probably first staged by the Lord Admiral’s Men at James Burbage’s venue in Finsbury, the Theatre, the first purpose-built public playhouse. Edward Alleyn, one of the greatest of the Elizabethan actors, and the man who would go on to play the roles of Barabas in The Jew of Malta and Doctor Faustus, would have taken the title role here, too. Tambuvlaine probably premiered in 1587. Some critics have argued that the two parts of the play were conceived and written as a whole – a coherent, ten-act piece. It seems more likely that Part Two was written in haste to capitalize on the success of the first. The playwrights, theatre managers and companies then were as concerned with profits as, say, Hollywood film producers are now, and it is probable that the form in which we have received Tambuvlaine was shaped as much by commerce as by artistry. In any case, it is clear that the plays were a tremendous success, remaining a familiar fixture in the repertoire of the Lord Admiral’s Men. Philip Henslowe (d. 1616), owner of the Rose playhouse where most of Marlowe’s plays were performed in his lifetime, kept detailed records of his receipts (recorded in what has come to be called his ‘Diary’), and he lists numerous performances of Tambuvlaine in 1594–5. The thundering rhetoric of the verse, the spectacular visual effects (there are a number of notable references to the striking colours in Tamburlaine’s changing costumes, tents and banners), the graphic violence, all contributed to the play’s popularity. Marlowe was also breaking new ground with Tamburlaine. The Prologue is a bold proclamation, an advertisement for Marlowe as theatrical pioneer:

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 …

[I.Prologue.1–3]


There are signs here of what we may come to recognize as particular Marlovian traits as we become better acquainted with his work: a good deal of scorn for the current standard of the drama, impatience with its unadventurous style and an implied criticism of the way it panders to lazy audience expectations. As we shall see in the full discussion of Tamburlaine, the play may not have been as revolutionary as its Prologue would like to claim, but it remains a defining moment in the development of English drama.

By 1587, then, Marlowe had already made a name for himself among the London dramatists. This was the heyday of the so-called ‘University Wits’, a group of writers for the stage who had either passed from or passed over the professional careers they would have been expected to follow, and chosen instead to make their fortune writing for the various companies of players located in and around London. The epithet ‘Wit’, incidentally, does not imply wit in the sense we are most familiar with; it denoted intellect rather than a sharp sense of humour. Other members of the group included George Peele (1558?–1597?), John Lyly (1554?-1606) and Robert Greene (1560?-1592), the latter a bitter, probably envious rival of Marlowe’s. The emergence of the term ‘University Wit’ marks a significant shift in the production of English drama, moving from the guild-based Mystery cycles, through the maturing growth of the touring troupes of players, to the establishment of something very close to the profession of playwriting, an occupation to which well-educated gentlemen might devote themselves. The University Wits would have been familiar with Greek and Roman drama, and often would have been involved in performances within their colleges. There was a firmly established tradition at Cambridge, and shortly afterwards at Oxford, of staging both classical plays and works written by undergraduates. Although it is more likely that most of a typical graduate’s knowledge of Greek would have come via translation, his fluency in Latin would have been taken for granted. The students read widely in Latin poetry, history and philosophy, and even their knowledge of Christian doctrine would have come chiefly via Latin versions both of the Bible and of the writings of the Church Fathers. There is in Marlowe a good deal of confidence in the scope of his classical allusions, and not a little self-indulgence. Marlowe’s classicism also locates him in the vicinity of the humanist tradition: the revival of classical learning that was at the root of humanism took place in part as a reaction against the rigidly Christian scholastic tradition that had dominated the Middle Ages. It should not surprise us to find a writer with a reputation as an atheist choosing to place himself within the more anthropocentric school of humanism, and steeping his writing in the classics. It is clear, too, that a fair number of audience members must also have enjoyed these allusions.

This said, there were certainly significant dramatists outside the circle of the University Wits: Thomas Kyd (1558?–1594?), author of the remarkable and highly influential The Spanish Tragedy (1592), was one of those who did not receive a university education. Shakespeare was not university-educated either; he was in London at the same time as Marlowe, but, whilst Alleyn was strutting the stage as Tamburlaine, Shakespeare may still have been a few years away from seeing his first plays staged. When he did make his debut, it was probably with the Henry VI trilogy, which owed something of a debt to Tamburlaine the Great, just as his Merchant of Venice would draw upon Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta. Marlowe reappears in extant records in the autumn of 1589. By then he had almost certainly written Doctor Faustus: as we shall see later, the text of this play is unstable, coming down to us in two radically different versions, and any record of its early stage history is lost. However, it was repeatedly revived, and was evidently another great success in the theatre.

While the première of Faustus is not recorded, the next stage in Marlowe’s troublesome personal career is: this time he was involved in a brawl, or a duel, which ended in the death of one William Bradley. As in the case of Marlowe’s own death, the details of the victim’s injuries are precise: a wound in the right side of the chest six inches deep and an inch wide. The root of the quarrel seems to have been a debt owed by Bradley to a friend of Thomas Watson – Watson was a friend of Marlowe’s, and it is possible that he and Marlowe shared lodgings together. On the afternoon of 18 September 1589, Bradley accosted Marlowe in Hog Lane in Norton Fulgate (possibly this is where Marlowe was lodging at the time). They drew upon one another, and a duel began. Shortly afterwards, Watson intervened and Marlowe withdrew, since the true quarrel lay between the two of them, and the conclusion of the fight was Bradley’s death at Watson’s sword-point, who was himself also wounded. Marlowe and Watson apparently did not make any attempt to escape arrest – to flee would effectively have been to admit guilt – and they were locked up in Newgate Gaol (on the site now occupied by the Old Bailey) on suspicion of murder. Their trial the following day acquitted them, the jury accepting the plea of self-defence. Marlowe was bound over to keep the peace and fined £20, and released within two weeks of his arrest. It was clear to the jury that Marlowe had withdrawn from the fight, and there were no more charges for him to answer. Watson was less fortunate: although he was acquitted when the full case was finally heard in December 1589, he had to wait, in gaol, until February of the following year before he finally received his royal pardon.

It was around this time that Marlowe wrote The Jew of Malta, which seems to have been another tremendous box office success. Henslowe’s diary records ten performances between February and June 1592, each with substantial receipts. It is assumed, too, that these performances were revivals, since the diary entry does not note the 26 February 1592 performance as a première (Henslowe customarily wrote the letters ‘ne’ against certain plays in his records, and although we cannot be certain, it seems likely that this denoted a new play, although it could also refer to a new version of a play, or a new production). During the period July 1592 to December 1593, the Privy Council ordered the closing of the playhouses due to the threat of plague: a short month of playing was permitted during this period, and a performance of The Jew of Malta was accordingly slotted in. Further performances are noted in 1594, 1596 and 1601. For better or worse, the play’s harsh stereotyping of Jewishness and its savage black humour touched a nerve with Elizabethan audiences, and it helped to consolidate Marlowe as the great London playwright of the time. It may be that the 1594 performance was arranged in the wake of the execution of a famous Jew, Dr Roderigo Lopez, a royal physician who had been accused and convicted of treason. Certainly it would have been in keeping with the practice of the theatre managers to cash in on contemporary events.

By 1592, Marlowe was in trouble again. It seems that government business had taken him abroad once more, this time to Flushing in the Netherlands, where he was arrested for counterfeiting currency (a full account of the incident can be found in chapter 25 of Nicholl’s The Reckoning). Flushing, a Dutch town owned by the English, with an English governor and army, was notorious for this kind of activity. From the evidence that exists, it seems that Marlowe and his fellow agent Richard Baines had a falling out, each accusing the other of taking their ‘performances’ as counterfeiters too far and trying to make their own personal profits out of government work: Baines first accused Marlowe of persuading a goldsmith to forge some coins, only one of which, a Dutch shilling, was actually used. Baines also claimed that Marlowe was intending to defect to the Roman Catholic church. Marlowe retorted that he was only testing the goldsmith’s skill, and said Baines was equally implicated in the arrangement with the goldsmith. According to Marlowe’s account, he was merely acting as an agent provocateur, as we believe he may have done in Rheims. In the upshot, Baines’s word was taken over Marlowe’s. The two of them were sent back to England, with Marlowe and two others as prisoners and Baines accompanying them. Sir Robert Sidney (the poet and national hero Philip Sidney’s younger brother), Flushing’s governor, sent a letter with them detailing the facts of the case for Lord Burghley. We do not know what happened to Marlowe in the fallout from the business at Flushing. He may have been imprisoned for a couple of months. Whatever the case, he certainly escaped with a light sentence, since the official punishment for forging false currency was to be boiled to death in oil. We do know that he must have been out of prison by May 1593 since by then he was involved in another street brawl, this time with a couple of constables. He was fined and bound over to keep the peace. Within a few weeks, he would be dead.

It was probably in the year 1592 that Marlowe’s final two dramatic works, Edward II and The Massacre at Paris, were written, although, as with Faustus, hard evidence that would help us date the first production of Edward II is impossible to trace. Henslowe’s diary lists The Massacre at Paris as having been staged at the Rose by Lord Strange’s Men in January 1593, and it does bear the ‘ne’ mark that implies this was a première. Both plays are historical dramas, and on this account they seem to go together. Critical consensus dictates that Edward II is stylistically the most mature of Marlowe’s work. The Massacre at Paris has come down to us in a badly mangled form; it is generally accepted that the printers used a text that was reconstructed from memory, possibly by one or some of the actors, possibly by a prompter or someone else involved in the production. For this reason, it is almost impossible to make judgements that date the play by examining its style, but it does share some features with Edward II; the conjecture that these plays do mark the abrupt end of his career as a dramatist seems the most sensible one. In the space of twelve months from December 1592, it is believed that between 10,000 and 11,000 people died of the plague in London – about 5 per cent of the city’s population. The theatres were closed for long periods in 1593, and this meant financial ruin for some: neither the Queen’s Men nor Lord Pembroke’s Men survived. It also meant that playwrights were forced to find other ways of making ends meet. Shakespeare’s two narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece might have been the result of this particular force of circumstance, and it is likely that Marlowe wrote Hero and Leander at the same time. The text, which Marlowe never completed, was finally published in 1598, five years after his death.


‘Monstrous opinions': Marlowe and transgression

It is now 1593, and we are approaching Marlowe’s final turbulent weeks.
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		Left to right: Andrew Chisholm as Pilia-Borza, Jessica Lines as Bellamira, Lisa Curtis as Ithamore in the KAPAC production of The Jew of Malta (dir. Stevie Simkin), John Stripe Theatre, Winchester, 1997. (Reproduced by courtesy of the photographer, Peter Jacobs.)



		Tom Rennie as Barabas (left), Stewart Andrew as Ferneze In the KAPAC production of The Jew of Malta (dir. Stevie Simkin), John Stripe Theatre, Winchester, 1997. (Reproduced by courtesy of the photographer, Peter Jacobs.)



		Andrew Tiernan as Gaveston in Derek Jarman's film version of Edward 7/(1991). (Reproduced by courtesy of the photographer, Liam Daniel.)
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