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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND 

Purpose Statement 

Although numerous critics have denounced the 

subjective intrusion of Christopher Marlowe in The Jew 

of Malta, subjectivity is not so grievous a fault as it 

would appear; Marlowe's subjective approach remains 

just that--an approach. The actual character 

revelation and plot development are handled in a manner 

so objective as to be almost inhuman. The cold and 

callous intellectual scrutiny to which Marlowe subjects 

his Jews, Turks, and Christians is the very antithesis 

to subjectivity. Jews, Turks, and Christians are 

exposed to the same temptations; and, whereas their 

differing cultures and varying historic roles would 

indicate that their actions would be different, Marlowe 

shows the audience by a coldly rational and ironic 

dramatization that the same values and concepts are 

applicable to each character. 

Insight into this objective dramatic treatment 

can best be achieved through a study of irony in 

Marlowe's The Jew of Malta* for an understanding of 

irony is necessary to the understanding of the 



objectivity of the play. Therefore, The Jew of Malta 

is an appropriate background for a study of Marlowe's 

objectively ironic treatment of subjective material. 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide an insight 

into the objective character of Marlowe's The Jew of 

Malta through an analysis of his ironic technique. 

In Christopher Marlowe t A Study of his Thought, 

Learning« and Character. Paul H. Kocher states that 

Marlowe based all of his plays on his own subjective 

vision of the world and that all of Marlowe's plays 

could best be interpreted if one considers them as his 

subjective view of reality. *• . . . Marlowe stands 

out, it seems to me, as one of the most highly 

subjective playwrights of his age. In some degree 

every dramatist is bound to disclose in his work the 

major processes of his mind and emotion. • • • Marlowe's 

plays are Marlowe's not only in this general sense but 

also as projections of some of his more particular 

ideas and passions."^ Included in the objective of 

this thesis is an attempt to show that Marlowe, instead 

of adhering to his exact subjective views, displayed an 

extremely objective insight into reality. Refusing to 

be blinded by subjectivity, Marlowe coldly and 

rationally dramatised an artistically objective and 

unified representation of character, scene, and theme, 



using irony to point out the incongruity of accepted 

renaissance religious truth compared to actual 

objective truth. 

Although any playwright must have a large amoimt 

of objectivity in the planning of his work, he must 

also have enough subjectivity to be able to present 

meaningfully his characters, dialogue, and action. One 

of the most effective methods of presenting these 

necessary characteristics of drama is through the use 

of irony. Any irony is concerned with a value judgment 

of the author and must be grounded in his attitudes and 

opinions; in other words, any irony is based on the 

author's subjective treatment of the material. 

However, it is possible for the author to 

present his material by using a tone which appears 

subjective, but which in reality is objective. R. B. 

Sharpe, in his Irony in the Drama, states that irony 

is the perception of two contrasting or contradictory 

truths simultaneously, at a viewpoint detached from 

both Citalics minel.^ If this statement is true, irony 

must Itself be ironies it is both subjective and 

objective. It must be based on a subjective view In 

that it rests on value judgments of the author; 

however, it must be a subjective view reflecting a 

proper aesthetic distance from the subject, in other 



words, an objective view. This paradoxical statement 

hints at the character of the very nature of irony, 

which is in itself a contradiction. 

Sharpe defines irony in this way: 

**Intellectually, irony is the perception of incongruity, 

of dilemma, of paradox. Emotionally, in the feelings 

that go with this intellectual perception of things 

contradictory, we think and speak of irony as an 

attitude, a temper, a spirit in which one looks at life 

and art. It brings to light suid emphasizes by art the 

contradictions of living."-' In Of Irony. Especially in 

the Drama. G. G. Sedgewlck states that irony is based 

on more than incongruity. It is concerned more with a 

view of the artists' comprehension of incongruity than 

with the incongruity itself. Sedgewlck states: "Like 

Socratic irony, from which it took its cue, it is not a 

mere clash of speech with meaning or apparent situation 

with real situation, but the mental attitude of a 

being, divine or human, who beholds such things: a 

spiritual freedom viewing contradictions in the 

spectacle of life before it, and in the case of the 

artist, a creative power giving shape to that 

spectacle." Both Sharpe and Sedgewlck see Irony, 

however, as something which emphasizes the incongruity 

of life and living. Both view it, and rightly so, as a 



source of dilemma or contradiction which contributes 

to a sense of tension in the audience—a sense of 

unreconciled incongruity. And it is precisely this 

feeling that leads to the end of drama—a catharsis. 

Catharsis deals primarily with the purgation of 

emotions through the fear and pity of the audience. 

VThat better way to allow the audience to feel the 

emotion, the fear, and the pity than through a blinding 

flash of insight, a sudden realization of the disparity 

of appearance and reality? How better can the artist 

achieve the ends described by Aristotle in his Poetics 

than by allowing the audience an objective view of 

subjective material? 

Perhaps the greatest factor in the 

accomplishment of catharsis that depends on irony is 

timing. Since Irony depends on a sense of awareness by 

the spectators that the characters in the drama do not 

possess, It Is almost entirely dependent upon the 

audience's prior knowledge of the facts. This 

possession of awareness makes the timing Important. 

Dramatic irony can, therefore, be classified In two 

main categories: irony of anticipation and irony of 

reminiscence. 

While a great amount of attention has been paid 

to the first of these, the second. Irony of 



reminiscence, has largely been overlooked in the 

analysis of drama. The first, irony of anticipation, 

was probably most evident in Greek drama because the 

audience knew the plot and could look foiward to the 

conclusion, knowing all the time the incongruity of the 

actions and beliefs of the characters with their 

limited knowledge. Irony of reminiscence is, however, 

probably more evident in the drama after the Greeks, 

since the characters are not familiar to the audience, 

any more than they know the plot. The modem audience 

(from the renaissance to the present) finds it 

necessary to look back to the words and deeds of the 

characters in order to recognize the incongruity which 

is a necessary ingredient for irony. While this type 

of irony is less apparent to the audience because of 

the time lag between the inception and the fruition of 

the irony, it is sometimes more effective because the 

spectator in the audience has heard the character damn 

himself with his ignorance. This cold fact, when it 

registers with the omniscient audience, is sure to 

bring about the awareness of incongruity which is 

characteristic of irony. The knowing spectator is able 

to observe with a detached view while he watches the 

unfortunate, ignorant character strrxggle with the 

conflict between appearance and reality. Knowing the 



truth, spectators can observe with an ironic view all 

that takes place. They can watch the real situation 

dawn on the character as he begins to perceive 

actuality. And this sense of tension and growing 

awareness of objective reality is the basis for the 

tragic catharsis in ironic tragedy. 

In Poetics Aristotle states that the character 

must condemn himself, or else tragedy is not possible; 

the result of any other type of condemnation is not 

productive of tragedy, but of horror. This definition 

of tragedy, and therefore of the events leading to 

catharsis, would intimate that irony is a necessary 

ingredient for tragedy. And any play producing a 

tragic effect must of necessity be produced in the 

ironic frame of mind that we have discussed. 

The Artist. Irony. Sub.iectlvlty. and Objectivity 

Irony is produced when the author Is able to 

look dispassionately at two conflicting levels of truth 

and to see that both are at the same time true. The 

role of the author Is that of a primus motor who is 

able to sit atop a vantage point of objectivity euid see 

that temporary and subjective truth is not absolute. 

To the author, nothing is too sacred to touch with his 

objective handling of truth. To the ironist, mass 

superstitions, while they may contain grains of truth, 



appearance, unwarped by the superstitions held by the 

masses• 

A oonoentration of attention on the artist, 

Marlowe, shows that he did not present a subjective 

view of life in The Jew of Malta. Instead, he created 

characters who through the necessity of their 

personalities, cultures, and creeds are able to display 

the vices and virtues of the world as they actually 

exist. This portrait of reality could hardly be called 

a subjective treatment. If any label could be attached 

to the work, it would have to be "objective ironicism." 

The author, through a rational treatment 

unhindered by the shadows of superstition, bias, and 

preconceived ideas, demonstrated ironically that the 

subjective truths which he displayed were just that-

subjective truths. Without the muddying agent of 

religious bias to hinder the judgment of the audience 

and with the superficial realities of subjective truth 

stripped away, the audience is able to see that Barabas 

is not concerned with the tribal welfare of all Jews as 

traditional Jews should be; he was striving for 

personal gain. The Turk, Ithimore, likewise fails to 

adhere to the commonly accepted creeds of his race; and 

the Christian govenor of Malta, Femeze, although he 

quotes scripture to justify his actions, acts in every 
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way in as unchristian a fashion as may be imagined. By 

stripping away the pretensions of his characters 

through the use of irony, Christopher Marlowe 

demonstrates objectively the incongruity of the biased 

opinions of the characters and thereby those of the 

audience. 

The Objective and Subjective Frames of Reference 

Objectivity, which R. B. Sharpe feels is a 

necessary component of irony in that the ironist looks 

at the world from a distance removed from direct 

contact, can be defined in various ways. Aristotle 

defined an objective work as " . . . a self deteimining 

whole made up of parts, all organized around the 

controlling part—the plot—Itself a unity in which the 

component Incidents are integrated by the internal 

relations of necessity and probability."^ This 

definition accords with the view of the work produced 

by the ironist. No mention is made of the fact that 

the idea controlling the work may have had its genesis 

in the subjective opinions of the author. The 

necessary prerequisite for objectivity is merely a 

imity within the work dictated by necessity and 

probability. 

Coleridge's definition of subjectivity and 

objectivity treats the role of the artist in relation 
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to his work and life: Objectivity refers to any 

subject treated for itself, whereas subjectivity refers 

to a subject treated in reference to the author's life 

and experience.^ This treatment of a subject for 

itself does not, however, preclude the author's taking 

his subject from his personal experience and submitting 

it to a coldly objective scrutiny. 

Instead of presenting The Jew of Malta as a 

subjective image of his own experience, Christopher 

Marlowe begins with a subjective point of view and 

narrows it in the light of necessity and probability 

to produce a completely realistic picture of his 

subject. The method in which he displays the result of 

his intellectual scrutiny is through an ironic 

representation of conflicts between the subjective and 

objective "truths" of life. This role of an artist in 

presenting objectively his views has been masterfully 

described by James Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist as 

a Young Mans 

The simplest epical form is seen emerging out of 

lyrical literature when the artist prolongs and 

broods upon himself as the centre of an epical 

event and this form progresses till the centre 

of emotional gravity is equidistant from the 

artist himself and others. The narrative is no 
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longer personal. The personality of the artist 

himself passes into the narration, itself 

flowing round and roimd the persons and the 

action like a vital sea. . . . The dramatic fozm 

is reached when the vitality which has flowed 

and eddied round each person fills every person 

with such vital force that he or she assumes a 

proper and intangible esthetic life. The 

personality of the artist, at first a cry or a 

cadence or a mood and then a fluid and lambent 

narrative, finally refines itself out of 

existence, impersonalizes itself, so to speak. 

The esthetic image in the dramatic form is life 

purified in and reprojected from the human 

imagination. . • • The artist, like the god of 

the creation, remains within or behind or beyond 

or above his handiwork, invisible, refined out 

of existence, indifferent, paring his 

fingernails—'^ 

That the objective point of view used by Marlowe 

differs from this view expressed by James Joyce cannot 

be logically affirmed. The writer of this thesis will 

attempt to show that, according to Joyce's definition 

of objectivity, the role of the artist is the same role 

played by Christopher Marlowe in his The Jew of Malta. 
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After embarking on a treatment, loaded with subjective 

connotations, all of which are directly applicable to 

his own theories about the nature of existence, 

Christopher Marlowe refined the material by means of 

dramatic irony, irony which (if one accepts R. B. 

Sharpens definition of ironys the recognition of two 

varying but equally tenable truths by an author at a 

distance removed from the subject covered, to preclude 

his own personal or subjective intrusion) almost 

eliminated any possibility of subjective intrusion by 

the author. 

After setting up a basic situation, which in all 

probability referred to his own creed and beliefs as to 

the actions of men, Marlowe left his characters—Jew, 

Turk, and Christian—to work out their own imderstanding 

of the basic situation, totally unhindered by authorial 

intrusion. The basic differences in the historical 

roles of the varying characters do not Influence the 

different decisions that they reach: the ironic and 

objective analysis presented by the dramatist 

demonstrates that, by overreaching their respective 

capabilities, each character is headed for eventual and 

complete destruction by his own acts, and this 

self-destruction Is the basis of the irony. 

Each character falls to realize the basic 

duality of the world: that it is composed of varying 



levels of truth, and that any subjective analysis of 

these truths is doomed to a misunderstanding of the 

situation and will eventually lead to destruction. 

The cminiscient author is able to sit back and "pare his 

nails" while watching the characters weave their own 

destinies within the basic contexts of their respective 

characters, the source of the irony in Marlowe's The 

Jew of Malta. 

Were Marlowe as evident in the play as critics 

have accused him of being, his ironic treatment would 

not be worthy of the name. Subjectivity would run 

riot, and the most effective dramatic part of the 

play—the irony—would be lost. Marlowe's The Jew of 

Malta is not marred by the intrusion of authorial 

subjectivity; indeed, the most effective device in the 

play, irony, is unalterably opposed to subjectivity. 

Irony, the key to understanding of meaning and 

structure in Marlowe's The Jew of Malta, is everywhere 

evident. . 

The comprehension of the fact that irony exists 

in the world is in essence the realization of the fact 

that the world is based on a dualism of good and, evil. 

That this belief and realization were a part of the 

fabric of renaissance thought can easily be 

demonstrated. A. 0. Lovejoy's The Great Chain of 

Being treats extensively the problem faced by medieval 
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and renaissance philosophers, among them Abelard, 

Thomas Aquinas, Albertus Magnus, Sir Thomas Browne, and 

John Norris. The primary purpose of the scholars' 

meditations was to prove that God could make evil as 

well as good without detracting from His divinity; 

however, these men, by the fact that they actually 

quarreled about the dual existence of good and evil, 

demonstrated that the dual concept of the world (thus 

an ironic concept of life) had credence among 

renaissance thinkers and was a potential shaping force 

in the world of ideas. The quarrel of the churchmen, 

scholars, and philosophers of the renaissance about the 

dual nature of existence proves that the topic was of 

importance to the period. Since the dual reality of 

drama was good drama, since it was commercial, it can 

scarcely be doubted that irony ytas incorporated into 

drama of the period. Therefore, it is not surprising 

that the drama of the renaissance is heavily laden with 

dramatic irony. 

What is this thing called "irony?" Far, far 

more than the feeble attempts of the dictionary would 

have the student believe! In Irony in the Drama. R. B. 

Sharpe states that irony is the result of two or more 
o 

contrasting feelings.'^ Earlier in the same work, he 

states the case more strongly: 
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Intellectually, irony is the perception of 

incongruity, of dilemma, of paradox. 

Emotionally, in the feelings that go with this 

intellectual perception of things contradictory, 

we think and speak of irony as an attitude, a 

temper, a spirit in which one looks at life and 

art. It brings to light and emphasizes by art 

the incongruity of living. The ironist 

recognizes that in man two contradictory things 

can be present at the same time: the beast and 

the angel, the miser and the dreamer. And he 

sees that these contradictions do not cancel each 

other, but that, on the contrary, both are 

equally and simultaneously true.^ 

Irony is an attitude, a temper, a questioning spirit, 

which questions the very meaning of existence itself. 

The questioning of the ironist is a technique with 

which he delves and probes into the reality of a 

situation. The ironist sits as it were upon an 

elevated place in the heavens, dispassionately 

observing the subjective truths which bind the minds of 

less observant men while he, from the removed vantage 

point of objective truth, is able to point out their 

foibles. 

Historically, the meaning of irony is less broad 

than the implications of the proceeding paragraph. G. 
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G. Sedgwick tells us that irony originally meant only 

one who talks (but says less than he means).^^ This 

definition is hardly satisfactory for the purpose of 

this thesis, unless the meaning is extended to mean one 

who talks, says less than he means, and by dissimulation 

misleads those who listen to his speech. 

Another definition for the term "irony" is a 

type of xmderstatement similar to the litotes used by 

the skop of the Beowulf saga. This, too, leaves the 

student of the complex ironic situation unsatisfied. 

Irony is linked with \mderstatement, but it must mean 

more if comprehensively it is to explain the situations 

described as "ironic" by critics. 

Another well-known use for the term under 

discussion is in the context of Socratic irony. This 

form of irony is concerned with the well-known method 

of Socrates' feigning Ignorance to force his 

protagonist to arrive at an objective truth. The 

Ignorance professed by Socrates is the simulation of a 

minor truth in order to arrive at a larger truth. 

Irony, for the purpose of this study, 

incorporates parts of all the above definitions and 

will be examined in The Jew of Malta as a shaping force 

and as an indication of the objective point of view. 

It will be concerned with the varying concepts of 

file:///mderstatement
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truth, and it will be used to show that Marlowe's view 

of life In The Jew of Malta is not as subjective as 

critics have supposed; in fact, the study of irony In 

this paper will attempt to show that the subjectivity 

criticized by the critics is, in actuality, a form of 

objectivity which arose perhaps out of the author's 

passionate views, but which was refined and distilled 

until little of the author can be seen. 

The subjectivity of which Marlowe has been 

accused is primarily concerned with his views on the 

religious character of Christians, Jews, and Turks, 

Proof has been gathered by various critics to show that 

Marlowe, if he could be called a Christian at all, was 

an xmorthodox Christian. Paul Kocher's Christopher 

Marlowe: A Study of his Thought. Learning, and 

Character discusses the biographical background of the 

author with particular attention paid to the "Balnes 

Note.** After studying this material, Kocher concludes 

that the works produced by Marlowe must have arisen out 

of his immediate feelings as they are reflected in the 

information presented in the biographical information. 

This point of view, held not only by Kocher but other 

subjectively-oriented critics, insinuates that Marlowe 

was directly dependent on his immediate experience for 

the works that he produced, and furthermore, that the 
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role of the author was that of directly reproducing 

sensory eind mental impressions without registering a 

change. This assumption would seem to be a direct 

contradiction to the accepted view of the artist as an 

individual who, while receiving basic stimuli, 

transforms it into a coherent pattern which must have a 

unified purpose (all materials working toward a common 

goal), and which must be realistic in that it does not 

offend the sense of congruity held by the audience. 

The characters presented by Marlowe are presented in 

this unified manner by the use of a sense of the ironic 

so realistic as to be almost too real. His entire 

characterization of Jews, Turks, and Christians is 

based upon a revelation of ironic situation. 

The charge that the works of Marlowe reveal 

exactly his own impassioned views must be refuted If one 

understeinds that the artist can express his own views 

without being subjective If he does so without being 

personal In his presentation. If Marlowe's views of 

Christianity can logically be demonstrated without the 

author's impassioned Intrusion showing Itself, then the 

work in question can hardly be called subjective; and It 

is Improbable that the writer of The Jew of Malta could 

produce by means of irony the Illusion of reality if he 

were bound up in the center of the play himself. 
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Marlowe's Use of Machiavellian Ethics 

to Demonstrate Oblective Truth 

The basis for the conflict in The Jew of Malta 

arises from the discrepancy between the ideas held by 

those who profess to adhere to one of the accepted 

religions in contrast with such ideas of Machiavellian 

ethics as were circulated during the renaissance 

through Innocent Gentillet's Contre-Machlavel.^^ 

Gentillet's attack on the idesus of Machiavelli was 

published in France in 1576 and was reprinted four 

times by 1579. That it was familiar to the audience of 

Marlowe can scarcely be doubted. In Centre-Machlavel. 

from which Marlowe seems to have drawn most of his 

ideas for The Jew of Malta, Gentillet took several of 

the ideas most contradictory to Christian ideology and 

attempted to refute them. 

In his first chapter, Gentillet quoted this 

passage from Machiavelli's The Prince: "A Prince 

above all things ought to wish and desire to be 

esteemed devout, though he be not so indeed."^^ Using 

this statement as a basis for his argument, Gentillet 

argues that a prince is taught by Machiavelli to 

condemn all show of worship of God except as that 

worship serves to advance "policy." Marlowe, refuting 

the refutation, attempts to show that the world is made 
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up of people who actually follow this set of ethics 

laid down by Machiavelli. 

In the eighth chapter of Contre^'Machiavel. 

Gentillet quotes Machiavelli as saying that it was 

right that a prince could be counted cruel if by so 

doing he could make himself feared and obeyed.^^ 

Marlowe's demonstration of the actions of his characters 

l'̂  The Jew of Malta by use of an ironic device of 

objective intellectual scrutiny accomplishes the 

purpose of showing his audience that these exact 

conditions prevail. 

In the twelfth chapter of his refutation, 

Gentillet credits Machiavelli with saying that all men 

must have the nature of the lion and the fox.̂ '* By 

using the character of the fox (cunning and reason) men 

may aspire to power. But the force of the lion is also 

necessary if one is to keep the power over men that was 

attained by the use of policy. 

In the next chapter of Contre-Machlavel. the 

thirteenth, Gentillet quotes this maxim from The Prince: 

"any cruelty is good and acceptable as long as it leads 

to the desired end."^^ This pragmatic view of action is 

precisely that held by the characters in The Jew of 

Malta. All members of the sects and creeds in the 

drama use any means available to them in attempts to 
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achieve their desired goals. Jews mistreat Christians; 

Christians mistreat the Turks; Turks mistreat the 

Christians—all in the name of policy and all in the 

interest of achieving their desired goals. And each 

jTistifies his actions by misquoting and twisting the 

religious doctrine that he professedly believes. 

In chapter eighteen of his tract, the 

popularizer of Machiavelli's ethics states that 

Machiavelli advised the prince to cease his fears at 

deceiving his subjects since there are always those who 

are quite willing to be deceived. Gentillet comments 

that this assumption may be so, but he also states that 

the ruler will always find those who will deceive him, 

and the ultimate downfall of the prince will result 

from those who have taken his example to heart.^^ 

Marlowe, in The Jew of Malta, demonstrates this 

principle when he makes each of the major characters in 

the play attempt to deceive one of the other characters 

and be deceived in turn by those who were originally 

misled by the strategems of the first. 

Gentillet's twenty-seventh chapter states that 

Machiavelli warned the prince that any attempt to trust 

the world and to rule by grace and the precepts of the 

major religions would lead to disaster. ' Marlowe 

demonstrates that fact when Barabas is deceived by 
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Ithimore, whom he professes to love as a son. The 

irony Inherent in the deception of Barabas by Ithimore 

fiuid in the counter-deception by Barabas of Ithimore Is 

a major example of Marlowe's ironic technique. 

The characters of The Jew of Malta, when they 

follow the precepts of Machiavelli in preference to 

those of their respective creeds, succeed In their 

endeavors. When they stray from their professed 

adherence to Machiavelli's set of ethics, they begin to 

reap the results of their unwariness. Marlowe 

demonstrates by an ironic tour de force the subjective 

and therefore Imperfect view of reality held by his 

characters while, at the same time, he looks 

objectively at the real situation. In this objective 

perspective of reality, Marlowe observes and records 

for the audience the machinations of the characters as 

they attempt to solve their respective dilemmas. In 

this manner, Marlowe rises above subjectivity and 

becomes an Ironic observer and a chronicler of reality. 



CHAPTER II 

AN ANALYSIS OF IRONY AND OBJECTIVITY IN 

THE JEW 0^ MALTA 

The crux of the play's supposed subjectivity 

lies in the dramatic treatment Marlowe devotes to 

religious subjects. Patrick Crutwell, in The 

Shakespearean Moment, disoiisses the role of the 

freethinker in the renaissance. The rationalist, 

freethinker, atheist, or eccentric (one who refused 

to accept traditional dogmatic views) was often looked 

upon with suspicion and with fear, for the Elizabethan 

Englishman's idea of virtue seemed to be strict 

conformity to the values and concepts of the age.^° 

The critics who accuse Marlowe of expressing his 

subjective views on Christianity in the "Balnes Note" 

and in his drama are doubtlessly referring to this 

attitude of questioning held by Marlowe. However, 

these same critics should not suppose that a 

questioning mind's workings expressed in a drama should 

reduce this same drama to subjectivity; an attempt to 

express the world as it actually is should not 

necessarily put the attempt beyond the pale of 

respectability usually reserved for an objective work. 

24 
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Yet Marlowe's The Jew of Malta, a work based on the 

rationalistic spirit advocated by Machiavelli, has been 

branded as "subjective." Marlowe's Ironic presentation 

demonstrates a rational view of the world as it 

actually existed; Jews, Turks, and Christians were 

viewed in the same perspective and then were ironically 

exhibited in this light to show the lack of correlation 

between the accepted dogmatic views of contemporary 

society and the views revealed to be true according to 

reason. 

In the prologue to The Jew of Malta,^^ Marlowe 

sets the boundaries for the irony in the drama through 

the use of the rational outlook commonly attributed to 

Machiavelli by misinformed critics of renaissance 

England. The prologue, to be spoken by Machiavelli, 

warns the audience that the keynote to imderstanding of 

the drama is to be pure reason and that any deviation 

from the precepts dictated by reason will lead to a 

loss of power; he also warns that those who pretend to 

abhor his rules for attaining power are the same 

characters who make the most avid use of his preceptss 

Admired I am of those who hate me most. 

Though some speak openly against my books. 

Yet will they read me, and thereby attain 

To Peter's chair; and when they cast me off. 
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Are poisoned by my climbing followers. 

I count religion but a childish toy. 

And hold there is no sin but ignorance. 

(Prologue, 11. 9-15) 

That this speech is arrant hypocrisy is evident; that 

it is based upon an ironic view of life is sure. 

If the play follows this prologue in its 

development, it surely will be a teeming hunting 

ground for irony. The fact that the view taken by the 

followers of Machiavelli is directly antithetical to 

the "ideal" concept of human behavior of renaissance 

man is sure to produce an abundance of irony. The 

rational approach taken by the characters is bound to 

produce Ironical situations where the characters bring 

about their own destruction. 

This ironical presentation by Marlowe of the 

real moving forces in the renaissance microcosm, even 

though it sprang from his own views, cannot be 

logically called subjectivity; for a realistic 

presentation of the characters guided by the precepts 

of Machiavelli leads them to perform logically and 

rationally the roles in the drama. Nowhere in the 

drama is there evidence of a parade of irrational, 

highly subjective, and impassioned views of which 

Marlowe has been accused. Nowhere does he shine 
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through to the audience -except in his choice of subject 

matter. The actual views of the author, while they may 

be demonstrated by the characters in the irony of the 

drama, are never openly displayed as incongruous to the 

drama itself. 

In Act I, scene 1, Marlowe displays the Jew 

Barabas counting the wealth that he has accumulated. 

In this scene, too, the author lays the foundation for 

understanding a character who is to be displayed 

ironically in later scenes. In this scene Marlowe 

states some of the precepts which govern the life of 

the money-loving Jews Barabas asks what more Heaven 

may do for an earthly man than to pour out wealth in 

his lap. The irony attached to this statement is 

evident in a later scene when Barabas finds that Heaven 

can do more—much more. When Barabas finds that he has 

lost all the pecuniary gains and all the luxurious 

trappings with which he has surrounded himself, he 

realizes what more "Heaven may do for an earthly man;" 

Heaven can give life euid happiness. Marlowe's 

presentation of this truth cannot be reckoned 

subjective. 

In the truth here displayed, Marlowe merely 

displays a renaissance belief that no man is to be 

counted fortunate \mtil he has ended his days happily; 

file:///mtil
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the placing of trust on earthly values is just one way 

to insure that the earthly life will not be terminated 

happily. Marlowe has analyzed the character in such a 

way that the stereotyped picture of a Jew has been 

fulfilled. He px^sents Barabas in such a manner that 

the ignorant Jew is unaware of the actual situation. 

Instead of placing his trust in Machiavellian reason, 

which he professes to hold, Barabas places his trust in 

the wealth that he has amassed; and, logically, the 

miserly Jew is destined to end his career without 

money, happiness, or life. 

Later in the same scene, Barabas comments on the 

aims of the Jews on Malta: "I must confess we come not 

to be kings; / . • • crowns come either by succession, / 

Or urg'd by force, and nothing violent, / Oft have I 

heard tell, can be permanent" (Act I, scene 1, 11. 127-

131)* Yet, later in the drama, Barabas aspires to be a 

virtual king of Malta, and he almost achieves the end 

through the very violence against which he preaches. 

The irony in this situation is too clear to be ignored. 

In his treatment of this section, Marlowe is 

seldom castigated for his subjectivity. Yet, when his 

Christian governor exposes himself through action 

almost identical to that of Barabas and justifies 

objective presentation by Marlowe, the critics cry out 
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against his impassioned parade of subjective material. 

The irony inherent in Barabas' self defeat is seldom 

reckoned as subjective; but the same intellectual 

technique, when applied to the other characters, is 

thought inevitably to be a display of Marlowe's 

personal feelings. 

In lines 1^0-160, the Jews discuss with Barabas 

the visit paid by the Moslems and the possibility that 

their coming will affect all the people of the Island. 

To this threat Barabas, secure in his overweening pride 

and his supposed security based on wealth, replies. 

Fond meni what dream you of their multitudes? 

What need they treat of peace who are in league? 

The Turks and those of Malta are in league. 

Tut, tut, there is some other matter in't. 

(Act I, scene 1, 11. 155-158) 

Later In the play, Barabas will discover that there is 

need to treat of peace. In his assumed security and 

comfort, Barabas misinterprets reality in the light of 

his false assumptions. He misunderstands the situation; 

and as the drama progresses the audience is able to 

look back at the irony of this situation. 

In scene two, Marlowe applies the same rational 

approach to the analysis of the characters of the 

Christians and Turks to show that they, too, disregard 
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those creeds they profess. Within the first five lines 

of the scene, the governor of Malta, presumably a 

Christian, disclaims any responsibility for the fates 

of any of the other neighboring islands. He asks, 

"What's Cyprus, Candy, and those other Isles / To us or 

Malta" (Act I, scene 11, 11. 5-6)? This point of view 

seems to be in direct contradiction to the teachings of 

Christ, who tells his disciples to love their neighbors 

as themselves. In an action completely incongruous 

with Christian doctrine, the governor of Malta 

indicates that his policy is dictated by his own 

desires and not by any of those held by a religious 

sect. The cool, rational, and dispassionate irony of 

Marlowe has displayed the actual situation while the 

audience is sure to contrast it with the ideal. The 

ironic tone cannot be mistaken. 

In lines 25-26, the Turks display their 

character in a speech which reveals to the audience 

that Turks are not to be stereotyped. The Turks, 

generally assumed to be brutal and uncivilized pagans, 

reverse their expected roles. Calymath urges the 

methods of peace instead of those of war. The audience 

could well ask who was Christian in attitude and who 

was pagan. The commonly accepted stereotypes refuse to 

fit reality. Christians act in a manner expected of 
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pagans, and Turks act like Christians. What could be 

the solution to this dilemma? Obviously, Marlowe is 

trying to indicate that the actions of each group of 

men are dictated by the situation and by those methods 

expounded by Machiavelli in the prologue. By 

scrutinizing the actions and motives of Christians and 

Turks, Marlowe demonstrates rationally that each group 

acts in a manner that it felt to be to its best 

advantage in terms of its personal greed. The actions 

and attitudes displayed by the Governor in an extended 

ironic scene once more indicate his lack of the virtues 

normally attributed to Christians. When Barabas asks 

whether he shall be asked to contribute equally with 

the other residents of Malta, the Governor answers. 

Gov. No, Jew, like infidels. 

For through our sufferance of your hateful lives. 

Who stand accursed in the sight of Heaven 

These taxes and afflictions are befall'n. 

Therefore, thus are we determined. 

Read there the articles of our decrees. 

Reader. "First, the tribute money of the Turks 

shall all be levied amongst the Jews, and each 

of them to pay one half of his estate.** 

Reader. "Secondly, he that denies to pay shall 

straight become a Christian." 
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Reader. "Lastly, he that denies this shall 

absolutely lose all he has." 

CBarabas protests and the Governor seizes all 

that he has.D 

Bar. Will you then steal my goods? 

Is theft the ground of your religion? 

Gov. No, Jew, we take particularly thine 

To save the ruin of a multitude; 

And better one want for a common good 

Than many perish for a private man. 

1. Knight. If your first curse fall heavy on thy 

head, 

And make thee poor and scorn'd of all the world, 

'T is not our fault, but thy inherent sin. 

Bar. What, bring you scripture to confirm your 

wrongs ? 

Preach me not out of my possessions. 

Some Jews are wicked, as all Christians are; 

But say the tribe I descended of 

Were all in general cast away for sin. 

Shall I be tried for their transgression? 

The man that dealeth righteously shall live; 
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And which of you can charge me otherwise? 

Gov. Out, wretched BarabasI 

Sham'St thou not thus to justify thyself. 

As if we knew not thy profession? 

If thou rely upon thy righteousness, 

Be patient and thy riches will increase. 

Excess of wealth is cause of covetousness: 

And covetousness, 0, 't is a monsterous sin. 

(Act I, scene 11, 11. 62-125) 

These intricate theological hairsplittings by the 

Governor arid Barabas serve to underline the difference 

between the ideal actions to be taken by each and the 

actual courses which they do pursue. The Governor 

asserts that all Jews are hateful in the sight of 

Heaven and can only deserve the treatment which they 

receive. Using this accusation and assertion as a 

basis for subsequent actions, the Governor legally (but 

immorally) confiscates all that Barabas owns. Surely 

the audience saw the incongruity of the Governor's 

actions when his acts and his supposed creed were 

compared. 

When Barabas asks if Christianity is based on 

theft, the Governor glibly replies that a private 

person can be sacrificed to save a multitude. 
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especially if the private person is a Jew. By so 

doing, the Governor commits the very act for which he 

condemns 8LL1 Jews. He sacrifices the Jews, just as 

Christ was sacrificed. The Governor is supported in 

his actions by the first knight who affirms that any 

treatment that Barabas receives is the result of his 

inherent sin: the sins of the fathers are to be 

visited on the heads of the children. Instead of 

trying the rich Jew on his own merits, as the examples 

set by Christ would indicate, the worldly Christians, 

through use of policy to further their own ends, 

condemn a whole race. 

The most ironic statement made by any of the 

characters in this series of speeches occurs in the 

last few lines: the Governor, who covets the wealth of 

Barabas, warns him against the terrible sin of 

covetousness. In order to rationalize his own 

transgressions, the Governor has the gall to explain to 

Barabas that his goods have been seized in order to 

save his soul. That the Governor had no concern for a 

Jew's soul has been made abundantly clear to the 

audience; all he weuits is Barabas' money, and that 

desire is covetousness in the first degree. Surely the 

audience would have been hard pressed to keep from 

laughing at the Governor's lack of knowledge as to the 
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state of his own soul. Marlowe has taken the attributes 

generally given to Jews and has demonstrated that the 

same characteristics apply to the Christian. Through 

an accurate objective appraisal of the situation, 

Marlowe has demonstrated reality by using irony. 

Stripping away the thin veneer of Christianity which is 

superimposed on the Governor's character, Marlowe 

reveals the actual motives for his actions. 

In Act I, scene 11, lines l4ilf-l55, Barabas asks 

why the noble Christians do not take his life as well 

as his goods. To this query, the Governor replies that 

Christians do not shed blood in their profession, little 

realizing that he has just shed the life blood of 

Barabas by taklns his money. Barabas, who lives for 

his wealth, has no blood other than that which can be 

placed in sacks and counted. When Barabas protests, 

the Governor smugly answers that he has received 

nothing which is not right; he has asked nothing but 

justice. Despite the obvious fallacy that Barabas has 

not received justice, the Governor is still in error 

when he makes this statement: the precepts of 

Christianity demand not justice but mercy. As Hamlet 

exclaims in Hamlet. "God's bodykins, man, . . . use 

every man after his desert, and who should 'scape 

20 
whipping?" ^ By exposing the disparity between the 
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pretended situation and the real, Marlowe has once 

again pointed up the difference between objective and 

subjective truth. 

The Christians are not the only characters who 

deviate from the roles that they are expected to play. 

When reminded of the traditional role of Jews, that of 

patience similar to Job's, Barabas curses the part 

usually assigned to Jews. Job possessed only a 

fraction of the material wealth that Barabas has; 

therefore, the patience of Job was taxed only a 

fraction of the amount that Barabas' is taxed. Barabas 

with his emphasis on material wealth is unable to 

understand anything but material loss and gain. He who 

loses most suffers most. Exclaiming that he is better 

than common men, Barabas seeks to recover his loss, not 

realizing that he is better than no one else although 

as good as any. Marlowe's objective analysis of this 

situation and his ironic presentation serve once more 

to remind the audience that the actions of men are 

wholly based on their immediate circximstances. In this 

presentation, the author could hardly be accused of 

subjectivity. Hather than presenting his own views 

subjectively, Marlowe presents an objectively viewed 

world dependent on Machiavellian ethics, and this 

demonstration takes place in an objective and ironic 

atmosphere. 
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Not only are Jews and the "Christian" rulers of 

Malta presented in an objectively Ironic tone, but the 

clergy are also presented in the same light. The nuns, 

when they are to be installed in Barabas' house, are 

told that the house and waters of the new nunnery will 

much delight them. This aspect of the nunnery, the 

creature comforts, should have little relevance to 

their feelings about their new abode; yet, the abbess 

agrees to the fact that the newly seized house may be 

pleasing to their corporal senses. This love of 

l\ixury is contrary to the generally accepted standards 

for monastlclsm, of course, but It exists nonetheless. 

While pretending to a high order of asceticism, the 

nuns actually betray their supposed ideals through 

their preference for physical comfort. 

In Act I, scene li, lines 320-36I, Marlowe 

displays once again his ironic tone to the audience. 

When Abigail attempts to enter the nunnery as a 

postulate convert, her intentions are accepted at face 

value. In a series of speeches loaded with ironic 

undertones, the monks and nuns accept her and refuse to 

credit any motives other than those she professes: 

Fearing the afflictions which my father feels 

Proceed from sin, or want of faith, in us, 

I'd pass away my life In penitence. 
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And be a novice in your nunnery, 

To make atonement for my labouring soul. 

(Act I, scene ii, 321-325) 

Afterwards, the friars make bawdy remarks about their 

hoped-for reasons for Abigail's conversion, but never 

seem to doubt the reasons that she gives, while the 

audience watching the spectacle know and feel the 

irony. The child, Abigail, has hoodwinked the worldly 

friars into accepting her as a nun. 

When Barabas sees his daughter with the "holy" 

brothers and sisters, he immediately pretends to 

castigate her for her pretended abandonment of her 

faith. At this point, the friars intervene to protect 

their new convert: 

i Friar. Barabas, although thou art in 

misbelief. 

And wilt not see thine own afflictions, 

Yet let thy daughter be no longer blind. 

(Act I, scene 11, 11. 350-353) 

The principle Irony in this situation arises from the 

fact that Abigail and Barabas are not blind; the friars 

are the characters who are unable to see the actual 

situation. The blindness of the friars keeps them from 

realizing that the conversion of Abigail is too sudden 

to be real, and their credulity allows them to believe 
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those things which they would like to believe. Their 

fatuous acceptance of appearance in the scene makes 

them unable to perceive reality. The clergy, far from 

being representatives of an omniscient and omnipresent 

God, reveal their dependence on apparent situation, not 

on truth. Marlowe's presentation of objective reality 

in conjunction with subjective appearance points up the 

objective nature of his scrutiny and the subjective 

nat\ire of the friar's understanding of reality. 

The two sons of the leading citizens of Malta 

are also misled by appearance. Lodowlck and Mathlas in 

discussing the conversion of Abigail accept the surface 

appearance of conversion. Using nothing more than 

physical appearance as a guide for their decisions, 

both make hasty judgments as to the desirability of the 

girl and as to her availability. Both, however, are 

willing to Ignore the fact that she appears to be a 

nun. Both seek to lure her to their beds despite her 

apparent connection with the church; and, not knowing 

the real situation, both are led to their downfall. 

In the first act, Jews, Christians, and Turks 

display their dependence upon apparent truth rather 

than upon reality. All are misled by sensory 

Impression into mistaking subjectivity for reality; 

and9 at the same time, both monks and youths Interpret 
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the apparently sincere conversion of Abigail as a 

possible aid to their venerlal lusts. Completely 

abandoning their historical roles and their traditional 

moralities, all of the characters in the drama betray 

domination of their lives by personal greed and lust. 

The irony of their moral blindness is demonstrated by 

the author by means of an objective use of the 

Machiavellian ethics, which dominates every major 

character. 

m Act I, Marlowe's ironic display falls to 

reveal subjectivity. The emotions displayed are those 

suitable to the characters caught in the grip of 

Machiavellian ethics. Never does the author parade his 

own ideas nakedly before the audience; Instead, he 

marches his characters past the relentlessly cold eyes 

of Intellectual rationalism; and, in this manner, the 

characters are shown to be the same in motives and 

actions. 

In Act II, Christopher Marlowe emphasizes his 

characters' dependence upon material possessions as 

opposed to intangible spiritual possession. Barabas, 

Femeze, and Mathlas place all trust in those things 

which can be perceived through the senses; and, in this 

manner, each is led to an unreal perception of 

actuality. 
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In the first scene, Barabas gloats over the gold 

that Abigail will rescue from the newly converted 

monastery. But in the speech immediately proceeding 

this gloating, he comments on "the Incertaln pleasures 

of swift-rooted Time" (Act II, scene 1, 1, 7). He 

seems to realize the danger of placing all his trust in 

material possessions; but, at the same time, he reveals 

that his gold is his fortune, his life, his all. 

Comprehending reality and yet falling to bow to it, 

Barabas is revealed In an Ironic frame of reference: 

Bar. 0 my glrll 

My gold, my fortune, my fellcltyl 

Strength to my soul, death to my enemy! 

Welcome, the first beginner of my blissl 

(Act II, scene 1, 11. 48-50) 

This obvious misplacing of trust cannot help but be 

perceived by the audience as they observe the scene. 

Gold, far from providing bliss to the deluded Barabas, 

is the source of all his woe. Barabas* attempts to 

gain gold have led and will lead him to destruction. 

Knowing this fact, the audience cannot keep from 

realizing the irony of the situation. When Barabas 

sings, "Hermoso placer de los dlneros," (what lovely 

pleasure money brings), the audience is able to see 

that money does not bring pleasure; it, to paraphrase 
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the Bible, is a partial source of all woe. 

In Act II, scene 11, the Governor, Femeze, is 

also displayed with his dependence upon the illusory 

power of material possessions. He realizes that his 

actions in league with the Vice-admiral to the Catholic 

king of Spain are in direct contradiction to his 

contributory league with the Turks, but he disregards 

this fact in his eagerness to gain material wealth euid 

advantage. Attempting to buy honor with material 

possessions, Femeze reveals himself in an Intensely 

ironic position when he ends the scene with this line: 

"Honor is bought with blood and not with gold" (Act II, 

scene 11, 1. 56). No audience could fail to recognize 

the transparent irony in this statement any more than 

they could help feeling the pox̂ er of Marlowe's dramatic 

use of an Intellectual technique whereby he strips away 

the facade of pretended morality to reveal actual 

Immorality. 

Act II, scene ill of The Jew of Malta is fraught 

with some of the most obvious irony in the play. The 

asides uttered by Barabas remind the reader of the 

Ironic asides of lago in ShaOcespeare's Othello. In 

almost every speech in the scene, the tone of the 

dialogue reveals an undercurrent of hidden meaning 

which is one of the prime prerequisites for irony. The 
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difference between appearance and reality is 

remarkable. Every line, for all practical purposes, 

contains an example of the double entendre which helps 

to make up irony. 

Barabas sets the scene with his explication of 

reality as it applies to his situation. He reveals to 

the audience the actual motives and his real feelings 

behind his apparent behavior. After the scene has been 

set, Marlowe Introduces Lodowick, the obvious dupe for 

Barabas' cunning speech. Lodowlck, attempting to 

seduce Barabas' daughter, feels secure from retaliation 

because of his exalted relationship with the head of 

the Island. He falls to reckon, however, with the 

Implacable hatred that his father's actions have earned. 

Lodowlck begins by reminding Barabas that he is the son 

of the Governor, a fact that he would be better off to 

omit. Mlstfidcenly secure in the supposed safety of his 

relationship to the Governor, Lodowlck falls to 

understeuid the reality of the situation. He ironically 

triggers the forces which are to destroy him. Barabas* 

hatred can be directed in no better direction than at 

the scion of his enemy. While attempting to gain an 

entry Into Barabas* confidence and an advantage over 

his rival for Abigail's "hand;" Lodowlck dooms himself 

to death at the hands of the very Jew whom he attempted 
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to impress. The audience watching Lodowick unwittingly 

seal his doom cannot help sharing in the irony of the 

situation. Marlowe's revelation of the ignorance which 

leads to the downfall of the Governor's son is a 

masterful work of irony. 

Later in the same scene, the author allows the 

audience to witness more interplay between appearance 

and reality: 

Bar. [speaking of Abigail and his revengel 

And I will give't your honor—^with a vengeance. 

Aside. 

Led. No, Barabas, I will deserve it first. 

Bar. Good sir. 

Your father has deserv'd it at my hands. 

Who of mere charity and Christian ruth. 

To bring me to religious purity. 

And as it were a catechising sort. 

To make me mindful of my mortal sins. 

Against my will, and whether I would or no, 

Seiz'd all I had, and thrust me out of doors. 

And made my house a place for nuns most chaste. 

Led. No doubt your soul will reap the fruit of 

it. 

Bar. Ay, but̂  my lord, the harvest is far off. 

And yet I know the prayers of those nuns 
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And holy friars, having money for their pains. 

Are wondrous—and indeed do no man good—Aside. 

(Act II, scene iii, 11. 67-8I) 

In this marvellously ironic scene, Barabas chatters 

along speaking of his revenge, while deluded Lodowick 

hears him speaking of something entirely different. 

Lodowick dreams of seduction while Barabas dreams of 

vengeance. Lodowick's machinations to gain the diamond 

of infinite price, Abigail, lead him closer to losing 

his pearl of infinite worth, life. 

Continuing his appraisal of the monks, nuns, and 

friars, Barabas makes a reference to their lack of 

chastity, for which Lodowlck admonishes him to look not 

at the holy nuns. To this warning, Barabas replies. 

No, but I do it through a burning zeal,— 

Hoping ere long to set the house afire; 

For tho\agh they do a while increase and multiply, 

1*11 have a saying to that nunnery. Aside. 

Gullible Lodowick, completely disarmed by the heat of 

his own lust and greed, fails to recognize similar 

attributes in his companion. He accepts at face value 

his adversary's statements. The irony of this 

ambiguous speech is supreme. 

Later in the same scene, Barabas, after he has 
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bought his slave Ithimore, admonishes him to follow the 

teachings of Machiavelli. 

Bar. Hast thou no trade? Then listen to my 

words, 

And I will teach that that will stick by thee: 

First be thou devoid of these emotions. 

Compassion, love, vain hope, and heartless fear; 

Be mov'd at nothing, see thou pity none, 

But to thyself smile when the Christians moan. 

(Act II, scene ill, 11. 164-169) 

The irony in this advice is comparable to that given by 

Polonlus in Hamlet. The advice is good, but the giver 

falls to heed it. Barabas is imdone by this slave when 

he falls to heed his own teachings. Barabas feels 

compassion for his slave and elevates him to the rank 

of adopted son. He states that he loves him more than 

he loves his own daughter. Barabas has the vain hope 

that his former slave will have compassion for him when 

the slave holds the upper hand, and Barabas feels 

heartless fears when he fears that his former slave 

will reveal the truth about the murders of Don Mathlas 

and Lodowick. Barabas transgresses in each of the 

carefully envunerated points which he warns his slave 

Ithimore to avoid, and in disregarding his own 

doctrine, he comes to ruin. Through his Ironic failure 
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to regard his own advice and to see the truth of the 

slti^tlon, the Jew is betrayed and later destroyed. 

In the last portion of Act II, scene iii, 

Marlowe once more displays his skill at presenting 

Ironic truths. All Christians knew that faith need not 

be kept with heretics; Marlowe reverses the established 

dlctimi to allow Barabas to hoodwink the Christians. 

Bar. It's no sin to deceive a Christian; 

For they themselves hold it a principle. 

Faith is not to be held with heretics; 

But all are heretics that are not Jews. 

This follows well, . . . 

(Act II, scene ill, 11. 306-310) 

This reversal of stereotyped Christian dogma may have 

seemed revolting to Marlowe's audience; but he, through 

his superior objective insight, revealed that heretics 

have the same right to behave as the orthodox 

professors of religion. How better can a heretic leam 

Christian ethics than by observing Christians in 

action? How better could Marlowe display the truth of 

the situation than by reversing the roles of the 

heathens and the followers of the "true faith?" 

Marlowe displayed the Christians, Lodowlck and Mathlas, 

in the role generally assigned by Christians to the 

unbelievers; each is duped by a character that he 
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should not trust into actions which cost him his life. 

Lodowick and Mathlas ironically believe the Jew whom 

their dogma states that it is no sin to deceive, never 

suspecting that he might deceive them: likewise, 

Barabas trusts Ithimore, not believing that his slave 

might deceive him. 

In Act III, scene 11, Marlowe reveals the 

obvious disparity between the pretended beliefs of the 

Christians and their actxial thoughts on revenge. 

Whereas the orthodox Christian point of view would 

dictate that vengeance belonged to the Lord, both of 

the offended parties can think of nothing but revenge 

for the death of their sons, revenge related not to 

divine but to personal vengeance. In this attitude, 

the individual parties rely on themselves instead of on 

the Lord, thereby presuming to do His work. 

In Act III, scene ill, Abigail is shown to have 

the only Christian attitude in the drama. The 

Christians have obviously preempted the space in the 

chain of being reserved for heathens; and Abigail, a 

Jew desiring to be Instructed in the pious atmosphere of 

a nunnery, has taken over the Christian beliefs. 

Having discovered that there is "no love on earth, / 

Pity in Jew, nor piety in Turks" (Act III, scene ill, 

11. 53-5^)> Abigail joins the nunnery to live out her 
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life in what she hopes will be quiet piety. Even in 

this point, her ambitions are thwarted by the 

intentions of her "brothers in Christ," They, like 

Lodowick, desire nothing more from her than her body. 

Marlowe's display of the difference between the ideal 

and the real is obvious. His irony also is evident. 

In emphasizing the incongruity of the apparent 

situation compared to the real, Marlowe displays to 

the audience his preoccupation with irony and the sense 

of multiple awareness that It can bring to the 

spectators who were formerly able to see only one facet 

of truth. By emphasizing the multiplicity of truths, 

Marlowe brings about in the viewers of his art an 

awareness of objective truth, objective truth which he 

displays pointedly throughout the play. 

In Act IV, scene 1, the audience is made to 

recall the words spoken by Barabas when he Instructed 

his Turkish slave. When Barabas warns Ithimore to be 

devoid of love, vain hope, heartless fear, and pity, he 

failed to realize that these emotions would prove his 

nemesis. He failed to take into account the fact that 

the slave would put his new-found knowledge to work 

against his erstwhile master, just as he failed to see 

that his emotions were not held In check by the 

Machiavellian ethics which he professed to rever. It 

LUBBOCK. lÊ '̂̂  
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might also be mentioned that he disregards the fact 

that love, which along with charity would save him from 

his fate, is the very thing precluded by his doctrine 

of rational behavior. 

The opening lines of the scene underscore a 

point emphasized by Marlowe throughout the play: each 

character expects those qualities from others which are 

absent in himself. Barabas criticizes his daughter 

Abigail for her false and unkind action of joining a 

nunnery. The spectators are able to see the irony of 

his views when they remember the actions of the Barabas 

who caused the deaths of Mathlas and Lodowick. This 

perfidy compared to the sin for which he castigates 

Abigail looms enormous in the sight of the audience. 

They are able to see that which Barabas cannot. 

Immediately following this action, the audience 

are once more treated to a view of Barabas' blindness: 

while he stumbles on in his misinterpretation of 

reality, all observers are shown actuality. Barabas 

calls his slave Ithimore his "trusty servant, nay, my 

second self" (Act III, scene Iv, 1. 15)• The audience 

will soon witness the Inappropriateness of these words. 

Barabas states that he has no hope other than in 

Ithimore: Ithimore is to be the very antithesis to 

hope. Barabas accuses Abigail of being false. 
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credulous, and inconstant; the audience can see the 

real falseness, credulity, and inconstancy of a father 

who casts away his only heir in favor of an infidel 

Turkish slave, who has more guilt than the daiighter who 

has been cast away. 

Nor is Barabas the only one beguiled by the 

appearance of reality. Ithimore, like his master, is 

unable to distinguish between appearance and reality. 

He trusts the seemingly sincere speeches of his master 

and accepts them at face value. Credulous Ithimore 

also fails to recognize the truth of the proverbs he 

himself speaks: when he states that he who eats with 

the devil has the need of a long spoon (Act III, 

scene iv, 11. 5^"55) 9 he fails to see that these words 

apply to him. He stands in danger of being destroyed 

by the satanic Barabas. After watching his master 

hoodwink others and after observing his unscrupulous 

actions toward them, Ithimore is gullible enough to 

believe the words of this deceiver. After watching 

Barabas poison the pot of rice that will be fed to his 

own daughter, Ithimore still believes that his master 

will treat him, the adopted son, as he desires, and 

Barabas, underlining the irony of his words, promises 

to do just that. 

In Act III, scene v, Marlowe reveals that the 

Christians of Malta are no more trustworthy than their 
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Jewish or Turkish counterparts. When the bashaw 

attempts to collect the gold promised him as tribute, 

the wily Governor states that tribute shall not be 

paid. Hiding behind the skirts of his supposed 

Christianity, he states. 

Bashaw, in brief, shall have no tribute here, 

Nor shall the heathens live upon our spoil. 

First will we raze the city walls ourselves. 

Lay waste the Island, hew the temples down, 

And, shipping of our goods to Sicily, 

Open an entrance for the wasteful sea, . . . 

(Act III, scene v, 11. 11-16) 

Heathens, the Governor states, are not to be trusted; 

nor is faith to be kept with them. His actions 

Ironically lend credit to the statement that he is no 

better than those against whom he inveighs. His 

actions in the transactions with Jews and Turks 

Indicate that the professedly Christian Governor 

actually follows his own Interests after the manner of 

Machiavellians. 

In a final burst of self-righteousness, the 

ruler of Malta declares that since he and his Christian 

cohorts have broken the league with the heathen Turks, 

nothing can be expected but wars: "And naught to us 

more welcome is than wars" (Act III, scene v, 1. 35)• 
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The obvious disparity of the actions of the Christian 

leaders of the island of Malta and those precepts 

declared by canon law and the Bible sparkles with 

irony. The audience, as it witnessed this scene, 

surely recognized the fact that, by his actions, the 

Governor was denying those things which he professed 

with his tongue. 

Nor is Femeze alone in his lack of regard for 

the precepts of his religion. In the next scene, 

Marlowe displays the same Incongruity of action and 

speech on the part of the friars who witness the shrift 

of Abigail. Whereas the canon law bids friars to be 

abstemious in their actions and in their relations with 

women, the two representatives of the church reveal 

their lusts when speaking of the nuns. Whereas their 

vows bind them to holy poverty, the friars demonstrate 

their avarice. Where canon law bids that the 

confidence of a parishioner be buried in the heart of 

the confessor never to be spoken of or used against the 

confessor in any way, Jacomo and Bernardino speak 

openly of Abigail's confession and immediately set out 

for the Jew's house in order to gain a hold over him 

and his fortune. 

In Act IV, Marlowe accentuated the Incongruity 

and irony toward which he had built in the previous 
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acts. In a brilliant display of irony, Marlowe allows 

the audience to witness the destruction of the false 

friars and Ithimore. Bach of the characters oversteps 

his capacities; and, by so doing, each (with the timely 

aid of the master plotter, Barabas) brings ironic 

destruction upon himself. 

In the first scene, the two "religious 

caterpillars" come to Barabas in an attempt to 

intimidate him—an act which would be strongly 

discouraged by the laws of the church which they 

profess to serve. Ironically, when the friars attempt 

to accuse Barabas of the crime which they know him to 

have committed, he admits to every other sort of crime 

in his attempts to bypass their accusations for the 

murder of his daughter. 

2. Fri. Stay, wicked Jew, repent, I say, and 

stay. 

1 Frl^ Thou hast offended, therefore must be 

damned. 

Bar. I fear they know we sent the pelson'd 

broth. 

Ith. So do I, master; therefore speak 'em fair. 

2 Fri. Barabas, thou hast— 

i Prl. Ay, that thou hast— 

Bar. True, I have money. What though I have? 
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Z Fri. Thou art a — 

i £Ei- Ay, that thou art, a— 

Bar. What needs all this? I know I am a Jew. 

2 Fri. Thy daughter— 

1 S i - Ay, thy daughter-

Bar. 0 speak not of herl then I die with 

grief. 

2, Fri. Remember that— 

i Fri.. Ay, remember that— 

Bar. I must needs say I have been a great 

usurer. 

2 Prl. Thou hast committed-

Bar. Fornication—but that was in another 

country; and besides the wench is dead. 

(Act IV, scene 1, 11. 26-43) 

As Barabas and the two friars compete for position in 

this deadly battle of wits and accusations, Barabas 

unwittingly reveals those crimes for which he would not 

likely be indicted. He reveals to the audience his 

minor faults and sins without mentioning the sin for 

which the two friars would persecute him. When it 

becomes evident that Abigail has revealed the secrets 

of his machinations against his enemies, Barabas tries 

another tack. Trusting to the greed that he knows to 

be inherent in the churchmen, he offers to become a 
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convert and to renounce his worldly wealth to the 

monastery of the friar who will offer him the best 

"deal." Knowing that salvation c ^ be bought in the 

Catholic church and that sins are considered to be less 

Important than money, Barabas offers to buy salvation 

from the sins which are known to be his. The gullible 

friars, althovigh they know what type man with whom they 

bargain, still fail to see that he cannot be trusted. 

Overstepping their capabilities, the foolish churchmen 

attempt to make a trade with the "devil." 

As the friars in all Christian charity and love 

argue over which of their houses will receive the new 

convert, the audience is able to take an ironic view of 

the situation and to perceive the truth about the 

matter. Each of the friars is doomed to failure 

because each assumes that he can act according to the 

dictates of personal greed and ambition. Completely 

lacking in the virtues which he vows to uphold, each 

churchman is predestined to fail. Believing that he 

can outbargain the master plotter Barabas, each friar 

falls to realize the insincerity of the Jew's words. 

When Barabas tells one friar that he is bound to repay 

the service that made Abigail a nun, the friar assumes 

that the repayment will be favorable to him, never 

dreaming that the repayment could also be a type of 
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revenge planned by an irate father whose only daughter 

had been wooed away from his religion. Completely 

misunderstanding reality, each friar with his hopeful, 

subjective version of the truth misses the barbs in the 

speech of his antagonist. The irony of a Christian's 

expecting to convert a Jew whom he knows to be evil and 

then trusting the word of this same desperate Jew could 

not be lost on the audience. 

After the Friar Jacomo is misled to believe that 

he has murdered Bemardine, another fine piece of irony 

is evident. Barabas is made to rationalize that since 

Christians act in a manner similar to heathens, he has 

no need to join the Christian church. He can act as a 

devil without the good graces of the church. In this 

manner, Marlowe points out that the characters are all 

dominated by their personal desires, regardless of the 

creeds they confess. Each character deserts the 

traditional role of his group to be guided by ambition, 

lust, greed, and desire for power. In other words, 

although the separate characters avow their dependence 

upon their religious and social creeds, they never lose 

sight of those precepts commonly attributed to 

Machiavelli. 

In Act IV, scenes 11 and ill, Ithimore, who has 

been able to hoodwink those with whom he associated by 
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making use of Machiavellian ethics, is in turn 

completely deceived by a clever courtesan and her pimp, 

who use these same ethics. When Ithimore forgets to 

adhere to the precepts laid down by his master in his 

dealings with this sordid pair and when he attempts to 

use Machiavellian ethics when dealing with his master, 

he oversteps his capabilities; and Barabas is able to 

destroy him. Ithimore allows the courtesan to seduce 

him and to persuade him that he is an irres is table 

person, although reason and cold logic tell him 

otherwise. Palling to be ruled by his reason, and 

instead allowing emotion and lust to govern his 

actions, Ithimore is duped by Bellamlra and Pilla-Borza 

and is destroyed by Barabas. Cold reason and logic 

would convince Ithimore that he was no match for his 

master; the same two faculties should have been able to 

persuade him to look behind the ostensible motives of 

the whore and her pimp in order to see reality. 

Ithimore, however, sees nothing more than he wants to 

see. Just as the two friars in the preceding scenes 

were guided by wishful thinking and by their desires, 

so Ithimore falls into the trap set for his victims. 

Nor is Barabas immune to the trap he set for 

others. Just as he was able to take advantage of 

others because of the trust that they placed in him, so 
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Ithimore uses the trust that Barabas had placed in him. 

The strategems used by one schemer to overwhelm another 

are in turn used against the first to initiate his 

downfall. Ithimore, who professes to be a comrade in . 

evil, is in reality an opponent. Placing himself in a 

compromising position, Barabas can be forced to give up 

the position of supremacy that he had long held. 

Surely as this scene is played on the stage, the 

audience thinks about Barabas' admonition to his 

Turkish slave on the day that he got him: 

First be thou void of these affections. 

Compassion, love, vain hope, and heartless fear; 

Be mov'd at nothing, see thou pity none. 

But to thyself smile when the Christians moan. 

(Act II, scene ill, 11. 175-178) 

The audience is able to see the irony of both Barabas' 

actions and his deeds as he pleads for mercy from his 

former slave. Foreshadowing his own fate, Barabas has 

instructed his disciple in the arts of destroying him. 

But the former slave Ithimore has not learned 

his lesson as well as he should; the pimp and whore 

play on those same emotions which he attempts to avoid. 

Ithimore possesses a vain hope that the Jew will do his 

bidding exactly; and he hopes for the genuine love from 

the whore which reason would indicate that only money 

would buy. 
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Nor can the irony of the actions of the whore 

and her pimp be overlooked. Failing correctly to 

determine the character of the man that they hoped to 

blackmail, they attempt more than they are capable of 

bringing to a satisfactory conclusion. The projected 

dupe for their scheme, Barabas, proves to be too wily 

for their ability; his methods of dealing with those 

who oppose him are more sophisticated than any with 

which they are familiar. Attempting to use methods 

that they are not entirely able to control and 

overstepping their capabilities, Pilla-Borza and 

Bellamlra are ironically destroyed as a result of their 

own machinations. 

In Act IV, Marlowe demonstrates the basic 

sameness of character of the various personages in his 

play. The Turk, Ithimore, is prone to forget the 

precepts which he professes to hold. The two friars, 

Jacomo and Bemardine, demonstrate the same inability 

to follow the laws laid down by the church and by the 

Bible; and the degenerate whore and her pimp, Bellamlra 

and Pilla-Borza, are destroyed through the fault in 

their ambition which made them fall to judge accurately 

the ability of their opponent. Each of the major 

personages in Act IV oversteps his capabilities and 

fails to follow the precepts to which he supposedly 
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adheres, and each is ironically destroyed as a result 

of his own actions. 

In Act V, Barabas, the Governor Femeze, and 

Calymath the Turk are revealed by Marlowe in a final 

ironic outburst to be the self-seeking scoundrels that 

they really are. Although each nominally pretends to 

be a strict adherent to the faith he professes, each 

reveals his double standard of conduct. Barabas, 

although he pretends to be callous and untrusting, errs 

when he trusts the Governor. The Governor likewise 

fails to adhere to the Christian precepts which he 

pretends to hold, and the Turk, although traditionally 

wily and untrusting, trusts Barabas to hold the Island 

of Malta in tribute. Each pretends to one philosophy; 

each fails to act in accordance with that philosophy; 

and each is thereby destroyed. 

In scene 1 of Act V, the Governor reveals his 

betrayal of those Christian precepts which he 

supposedly holds. Vfhereas Christian doctrine would 

dictate that he show compassion toward the courtesan, 

his first Impulse is to dismiss her without allowing 

her to testify against the Jew. After he has heard the 

testimony, he sends her to prison, although her actions 

are no worse than those which he himself has committed. 

After taking her word against Barabas, a citizen of the 
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oityt Femeze proceeds to question a oonfixned pimp and 

the Turkish slave Ithimore, whose testimony is l)elieved 

in preference to that of the Jew. 

At this point Barabas asks for law, not 

realizing that by so doing he signs his own death 

warrant. Ttie law of the Jews might demand justice, in 

which case Barabas would be executed; but the laws of a 

Christian nation would recommend mercy. By asking for 

that which is due to him, Barabas asks for death. 

In the same scene, Femeze, when notified of the 

deaths of his prisoners, states that their deaths were 

like their lives—short and of no importance to him^-

and that "the Heavens are just" (Act V, scene 11, 

1« 55) • Presuming to judge the lives of his fellow man 

and then presuming that the cause of their deaths has 

been the work of Heaven, the Governor displays his 

ignorance of reality, and incidentally, damns himself 

through his misunderstanding of reality. Viewing the 

scene through his subjective eyes, the Governor fails 

to perceive that there might be more to truth than that 

which is apparent. 

In scene 11, Barabas, like those friars whom he 

has murdered, oversteps his capabilities and by so 

doing violates his ethical philosophy. That his 

intentions are in accordance with his creed can be 
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demonstrated by his opening speech: 

I* 11 be reveng'd on this accursed town; 

For by my means Calymath shall enter in. 

I'll help to slay their children and their 

i! wives, 

f To fire the churches, pull their houses down. 

Take my goods too, and seize upon my lands I 

I hope to see the Governor a slave. 

And, rowing in a galley, whipp'd to death. 

(Act V, scene ii, 11. 2-8) 

Had Barabas only carried through with his original 

plans, his problems would have been avoided. His 

ambition soared higher, however; and when he attempts 

to betray Calymath as well as the Governor, his plans 

are thwarted. Had Femeze been killed, Barabas could 

have enriched his fortune while possessing power, 

security, and status at the same time. He, however, 

attempts more than he could bring to fruition and 

ironically destroys himself. 

After the Turks have taken the town, Femeze 

moans, 

0 fatal day, to fall into the hands 

Of such a traitor and unhallowed Jewl 

What greater misery could Heaven inflict? 

(Act V, scene iii, 11. 12-1 ̂f) 
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Later in the same act, the Governor is seen to l>e in 

the same situation that Barabas occupies in this scene, 

and the traitor Jew is betrayed by a "traitor" 

Governor. The morality expected by the Governor of 

every one of his associates is not that pattern of 

behavior used by the man himself. The Governor expects 

everyone to be pure in thought and deed while he is to 

be allowed to follow his ambitions unchecked by 

morality. 

Nor is the Governor the only character to be 

deceived as to the capabilities of his associates. The 

Turk Calymath also falls into the error of believing 

that what a man professes is inviolably what he will 

do. Because Barabas has professed to aid the Turks, 

Calymath assumes that he has the qualities desirable in 

a trustworthy governor. Knowing that Barabas has 

betrayed those of the town whom he has known and with 

whom he has associated, Calymath still believes that 

the money-worshipping Jew is worthy of his trust. 

In the remaining scenes of the play, Marlowe 

dramatically and forcefully remakes his point: men are 

not necessarily dominated by the creeds that they 

confess but by the greed and desire for material gain. 

Barabas is revealed in a plot to betray Calymath in 

favor of himself; the Governor is shown betraying the 
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confidence of the Jew who acted as his benefactor; and 

the Governor is demonstrated as a rational person who 

follows closely the precepts which supposedly have 

governed the actions of both Calymath and Barabas. In 

the remainder of the play, the only noble person is the 

heathen Calymath. 

In Act V, scene iv, Calymath is shown giving his 

completely naive trust to the wily Barabas. In a 

complete misinterpretation of reality, the Turkish 

leader exclaims that Barabcts has deserved well at his 

hands and that he would fain banquet with him. His 

words at this point betray no knowledge of the perfidy 

that Barabas is about to wreak. The irony of his 

praising Barabas as a person who deserves his kindness 

is comparable to that in Othello where Othello praises 

his betrayer as "honest lago." Calymath is revealed as 

the sacrificial goat who, although more noble in 

actions, is less wise in the methods of policy, which 

Barabas and the Governor use to excuse their most 

heinous deeds. 

In scene vi, Marlowe embarks on demonstrating 

the sameness of his characters by piling irony upon 

convoluted irony. Barabas, intent upon betraying the 

Turks and the Governor, fails to take into account the 

Governor who attempts to betray both Barabas and 
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Calymath. The speeches of the scene resound with 

hidden meanings, double entendres, and simple pirns 

which reveal the truth of the situation to any who are 

observant enough and objective enough to accept it. 

Irony is particularly evident in the speeches of 

the Governor and Barabas when each fences with the 

truth in veiled language. After the Governor has 

promised a hundred thousand pounds to the Jew for 

ridding Malta of the Turks, Barabas comments. 

Pounds, say'st thou, governor? Well, since it 

is no more, 

I'll satisfy myself with that; nay, keep it 

still. 

For if I keep not promise, trust not me. 

(Act V, scene vi, 11. 27-29) 

Little does the Jew realize that he is not trusted at 

this time, nor will he be trusted in the future. At 

this point in the action of the play, Femeze has 

realized the perfidy of his associate and has decided 

to use even more wily strategems himself. While the 

betrayer Barabas plans to destroy Femeze, he is being 

beguiled by his Intended victim. 

After being informed by the self-confident 

Barabas as to the proposed plan for betraying Calymath, 

Femeze states that he trusts the Jew, a dissimulation 
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obvious to the audience who is aware of the irony of 

the multiple betrayals. To this Barabas replies, 

No, governor, I'll satisfy thee first. 

Thou Shalt not live in doubt of anything. 

titalics minej (Act V, scene vi, 11. 44-45) 

The obvious solution to this ambiguous speech would be 

to accept it at face value: the Governor is not to 

doubt that all will proceed as planned. If the 

spectators, however, consider the temper of both the 

principle characters, the real meaning of the scene is 

apparent: ̂  Barabas means that Femeze shall not long 

live. The Governor, who by this time is more aware of 

reality than Barabas suspects, realizes that Barabas 

means to destroy him; but Femeze has already made 

plans to betray the Jew first. 

The final irony of the play hinges on Barabas' 

death in the very cauldron to which he had planned to 

assign Calymath. Through his Inaccurate perception of 

the character with whom he dealt, the deceptive Jew is 

brought to the jaws of death by the means which he had 

devised for his enemies. 

In the last few lines, the Governor shows that 

he has learned well the arts of his erstwhile enemy and 

teacher of Machiavellian practice. Femeze trusts no 

one and allows nothing to get in the way of his 
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ma.terial gain. He forces Calymath to remain as a 

hostage until his father repairs the town, and, in a 

typically Machiavellian ironic line, Femeze assigns 

the praise "Neither to Fate or Fortune, but to Heaven" 

(Act V, scene vi, 1. 120), thereby demonstrating that 

he agrees and honors the first of Machiavelli's 

precepts: dissemble in the name of religion if 

necessary in order to achieve the desired end. The 

final irony in the play stems from the fact that, 

although Femeze is correct in eliminating fate and 

fortune, he erroneously assigns credit for his success 

to Heaven: the real credit for Femeze's ability to 

triumph over Jews and Turks lies not in his 

super-Christian virtues but in his dependence upon the 

super-rational ethics of Machiavelli. 



CHAPTER III 

CONCLUSION 

In The Jew of Malta, Christopher Marlowe has 

made abundeuitly evident the irony which governed his 

outlook on life and art. By applying an intellectual 

technique whereby he striped away the veneer of his 

characters' piety and adherence to the tenets of a 

particular creed, he revealed each to be guided by 

personal lust and greed, attributes which their public 

characters eschewed. In so doing, Marlowe also rose 

above the charge made by his critics: that his drama 

is a mirror of his personal beliefs and that all the 

action contained therein is but a naked reflection of 

his own subjective bias. 

If irony may be defined as that method of 

viewing life from a point removed from it in order to 

discover and reveal the incongruity of the apparent and 

the real, the falseness of the charge of subjectivity 

becomes evident. Were Marlowe a subjectively oriented 

author, his attempts at irony would be doomed to 

failure because of his own Inability to distinguish 

subjective truth (the apparent situation) from the 

objective and, hence, real truth. 

69 
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In The Jew of Malta. Marlowe discloses the 

characters in their various postures of adherence to 

their creeds; but after revealing them in the light of 

their apparently proper roles, he shows the truth of 

the situation: that each is dominated by passions 

which are at variance with his pretended role. Barabas, 

who pretends to piety in the Jewish fashion and who 

pretends to love money more than life, is disclosed as 

a person who eagerly seeks that thing which he vows to 

avoid: power for which he is prepared to sacrifice the 

love of his daughter and money. Ithimore also is 

revealed as a character at odds with those precepts 

which he professes. Vowing to cast away the emotions 

which have led men to disaster, he nevertheless is 

caught up in the toils of these affections. The 

Christian Governor Femeze, however, is the outstanding 

example of Marlowe's Ironic presentation of men at odds 

with their environments and creeds. Professing to 

uphold those traditions of Christianity such as love, 

charity, truth—in short, all the virtues taught by 

Christ—Femeze is revealed to be a power-h\mgry 

Machiavellian who excuses any breech in his pretended 

morality in favor of power policy. Where Christianity 

would demand truth, Femeze follows dissimulation in 

order to achieve his personal lusts. Where Christ 
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would advocate love and tolerance, Femeze shows his 

dependence upon bigotry and hate. In every incident in 

which the personal desires of the characters conflict 

with their creeds, the creeds are disregarded. 

Had Marlowe been dependent upon his subjective 

interpretation of reality, the audience would have been 

treated to an expose of one or more of the characters, 

but surely one of the antagonists would have been 

pictured in a favorable light. Marlowe's supposed 

adherence to atheism and his lack of religious feeling 

have often been pointed out in the "Balnes Note" by 

critics trying to explain The Jew of Malta in tenns of 

Marlowe's subjectivity. However, these critics have 

blindly overlooked the fact that Marlowe's theme in the 

play does not necessarily castigate the precepts of any 

doctrine; it merely displays the fact that these 

characters do not adhere to those creeds they profess 

and are, thereby, brought to their destruction. By 

displaying the characters—Jew, Turk, and Christian—in 

an ironic light, Marlowe merely points out that̂  falling 

to come to grips with their cultures and creeds, they 

are destroyed. 

Instead of presenting a romantic or idealized 

view of any one character or creed, Marlowe merely 

points out that men are govemed less by what they 
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supposedly believe than by what they desire. No 

character in the play is completely abandoned to evil 

or good. Each, however, is dedicated to the exigencies 

of the moment; the actions of each character are 

determined by pragmatic desires and by personal lust. 

Each of the characters in the drama is destroyed 

throiagh his own machinations, not through the fate 

which is cast on him because of some lack of attention 

to a particular creed. The actions of each character 

are determined within himself, not through the office 

of divine retribution or throup:h the wishes of the 

author. After setting up a bsisic situation involving 

basically amoral characters, Marlowe merely sat back to 

observe the logical conclusion worked out by the Jew, 

Turk, and Christian in their attempts to resolve the 

dilemma their respective characters forced upon them. 

Any attempt by a critic to insert the subjectivity of 

the author into the situation is almost certainly 

doomed to failure. 

Throughout The Jew of Malta, Marlowe has 

consistently adhered to the dramatic probability of his 

characters' capabilities; since he set them up as 

characters devoid of a genuine belief in any certain 

creed, he makes them follow through in a manner 

consistent with their original portrait. In no 
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instance can the "impassioned parade" of the author's 

views be distinguished. In no way do the characters 

reveal any traits other than those deteimlned by the 

dramatic necessity of the moment. Therefore, critics 

who search for a clue to the character of Marlowe in 

The Jew of Malta find instead an artistically unified 

fabric of dramatic action and characterization. 

In The Jew of Malta. Christopher Marlowe begins 

with a basic situation which he unfolds and explains 

through the use of dramatic irony. Carefully standing 

back from the action, Marlowe discloses to the audience 

a view of truth unhindered by the cloying fetters of 

mass superstition and religious hypocrisy. Revealing 

objective truth through an Intellectual examination of 

apparent situation, Marlowe's object and his 

accomplishment in The Jew of Malta stand as an 

antithesis to the subjectivity-oriented accusations 

made by his critics. Far from being a specific display 

of his own personal ideas and emotions, Marlowe's The 

Jew of Malta stands out as an example of objective 

reporting of the actions of a set of characters so 

completely at odds with their cultures and environments 

that they are inevitably doomed through their own 

actions to destroy themselves. Completely absent are 

the subjective characteristics commonly attributed to 
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the drama, and, instead, the perceptive critic views 

ironic objectivity so complete as to leave the 

impression of being subjective. 
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